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FROM THE EDITOR

G’day from W.A.,

This issue marks the beginning of my second year as Editor 
of this magazine. I have treasured every minute of it, as I hope 
you have loved enjoying its pages. Thank you.

Very nice to see one of our own features, Kidd In A 
Candy Shop (AC Mag, issue #68), re-published in British 
Cinematographer. The story was about Emmy Award-winning 
DOP Neville Kidd filming the television series Childhood’s 
End in Australia, and came with the tagline “Courtesy of 
Australian Cinematographer Magazine”. To be featured in 
Europe’s No. 1 cinematography publication is no small feat 
indeed. Thank you to Jeremy Span, Meredith Emmanuel and 
Ron Prince for making it happen.

As the documentary Side By Side (2008) explores the science, 
art, and impact of digital cinematography, so must the 
publishing industry grapple with digital advertising. Australian 
Cinematographer is at a crossroads; with production costs 
rising and revenue from ad sales diminishing. This is a 
paradox, as we feel a physical version of this magazine has 
never been more relevant to our readers as well as to our 
advertisers. While we endeavour to diversify, we need the 
industry’s support to continue doing what we’re doing. So 
encourage a business to take out an ad package, tell all your 
cool friends to subscribe to us, and tell everyone to follow us 
on Facebook.

Lastly, keep your news tips and story leads coming. If you’re 
working on something special, let us know. We’d love to hear 
from you.

Peace.

James Cunningham 
Editor,  
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

Greetings ACS colleagues,

Our ACS National Awards take place on Saturday. April 
30 in Adelaide, but the process in organising not only this 
very special event, but also all ACS events, is a detailed 
and involved one, carried out by ACS members, who are all 
volunteers.

The reason I bring this up is to encourage other Society 
members to become more involved with your Branches. Don’t 
sit back, as is often the case, and let someone else help, 
jump in and become one of the hard working team across all 
Branches and other areas of the Society.

The rewards are enormous, and you’ll be in a first hand 
position to watch your Society grow even further, and know in 
your heart of hearts that you were part of it.

So, if you’re planning on submitting for Accreditation this year, 
make sure that your intentions are to uphold the traditions and 
become a truly committed member of this great Society. The 
same applies for Awards, don’t just enter, and ensure that you 
attend the Awards, workshops, screenings, Q&As and all the 
other events, to support your colleagues.

Consider the Society and how you as an individual can do 
so much to improve and develop the resources we have 
available.

Become a more participating member of your Society... you 
will be most welcome.

Until next time.

Ron Johanson OAM ACS 
National President, 
Australian Cinematographers Society

FROM THE PRESIDENT



SLACKING OFF
Slacklining is taken to new heights above Kanangra Falls in the NSW Blue Mountains  

for an upcoming short film – by Corey Hague

You may have seen people ‘slacklining’ 

at beaches or in public parks - it’s 

basically a form of tightrope walking 

using a long and narrow tension line. 

But doing it a few inches above the 

ground just isn’t enough of a rush for 
some people, so they have found ways 
to take it to new heights. Like around 
100 metres.

The daring feats were captured for a 

new short documentary entitled Slack. 
Nick Erickson was part of the two-man 
crew who headed to the Kanangra-
Boyd National Park 180 kilometres 
outside of Sydney to shoot the 
adventurous slackline walkers.

The reality of walking deep into the bush 
meant that they had to lighten their load 
by stashing tripods and extra equipment 
off the track, although the completed 
five-minute video doesn’t suffer from the 
gear rationalisation making use of slow 
motion recording and aerial footage 
from a DJI Phantom. 

“As soon as the first 
person started,  

I thought, ‘please let 
nothing go wrong ... 
I don’t want to film 

someone die’”

The small quadcopter also pulled 
double duty by flying the slackline 
across the waterfall to set it up. Of the 
two-day shoot, one entire day was 
spent ensuring the safety for the four 
walkers. While undoubtedly dangerous, 
each walker used a harness and a leash 
while attempting to make it across.

Even knowing the safety measures 
taken, Erickson says it was frightening 
watching someone try to walk 100 
metres above the ground. “They 
seem crazy, but they’re also totally 
conscious of what they’re doing,” he 
said.

Erickson said the five-minute short is 
both calming and nerve-wracking, as 
the natural beauty of the national park 
dwarves the human figures crossing the 
void. And rather than try to direct the 
walkers, the filmmakers simply captured 
what happened.

Corey Hague is a digital content creator, working 

freelance after half-a-decade with the ABC.

8 / ACS BRIEF

A Scene from ‘Slacklining’

A Scene from ‘Slacklining’

A Scene from ‘Slacklining’

A Scene from ‘Slacklining’
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Introducing URSA Mini, a handheld Super 35 digital fi lm camera with an 
incredible 4.6K image sensor and a massive 15 stops of dynamic range! 
The super compact and lightweight design is perfectly balanced, making it 
comfortable enough for all day shooting. URSA Mini lets you shoot at 
up to 60fps, features a 5" foldout viewfi nder, dual RAW and ProRes 
recorders, and more!

Incredible 4.6K Sensor
URSA Mini can capture images at a resolution and dynamic range that goes 
well beyond that of traditional motion picture fi lm so you can shoot your 
own epic, cinematic masterpiece! You can capture images up to 4608 x 
2592, which is larger than 4K DCI, with 15 stops of dynamic range so 
you get incredibly clean pictures with amazing detail in everything from 
the darkest shadows to the brightest highlights! URSA Mini can record 
4.6K at up to 60fps, or 1080 HD at up to 120fps.

Lightweight and Portable
URSA Mini’s perfectly balanced body is made out of space aged 
magnesium alloys so it’s rugged, yet lightweight and comfortable 
enough to be used all day. You get a super bright 5" fold out touch screen 
for on-set monitoring, that can also display overlays for timecode, 
histograms, audio meters, focus peaking and more! URSA Mini features 
full size, professional connectors, even 12G-SDI, so you don’t need 
custom cables, plus high quality stereo microphones and a side grip 
mounted on a standard rosette.

Completely Customizable
Blackmagic URSA Mini is completely customizable so you can create 
a rig that’s built specifi cally for your production! Add accessories like the 
Blackmagic URSA Viewfi nder and Blackmagic URSA Mini Shoulder Kit, 
or choose from hundreds of third party accessories. URSA Mini has 9 
standard ¼" threaded mounting points on the top and bottom of the 
camera so you can mount it directly to a tripod as well as add accessories 
such as rails, matte boxes and more.

Non-Stop Recording
You never have to stop recording because URSA Mini features two CFast 
2.0 recorders! When one card is full, recording automatically continues 
onto the next. URSA Mini uses the latest, incredibly fast CFast 2.0 
technology for recording speeds up to 350 MB/s. Wide dynamic range 
images are saved as 12-bit RAW fi les, which are perfect for high end 
grading and e� ects work, or as broadcast quality ProRes, for easy post 
production workfl ows with minimum storage requirements!

www.blackmagicdesign.com/au

Introducing Blackmagic URSA Mini, the lightweight Super 35
4.6K digital fi lm camera with 15 stops of dynamic range!

Blackmagic URSA Mini Models  
   Blackmagic URSA Mini 4K EF  $4,649
  Blackmagic URSA Mini 4K PL  $5,419
  Blackmagic URSA Mini 4.6K EF $7,729
  Blackmagic URSA Mini 4.6K PL $8,499
All models include DaVinci Resolve 12 Studio

Electronic Viewfi nder, lens and accessories sold separately.
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Tucked away in a cosy bar, we’re taking 
refuge from the icy sting of Bydgoszcz’s 
weather. John Seale sits opposite, visiting 
the town on his second visit to the 
Camerimage festival with the blockbuster 
Mad Max: Fury Road (2015).

Initially, Seale wasn’t sure if Camerimage 
was the right place for Fury Road. “I 
kept getting these emails saying, ‘you 
should enter your film.’ If it’s after the 
date, it’s a 50 Euro fee (approximately 
AUD$75),” he smiles. “So I approached 
the director, George Miller, and said 
‘what about it?’ And George said, ‘yeah, 
why don’t we?’ So we entered Fury Road 
– really just to share it with people who 
love cinematography.” 

The film, and Seale, has received 
recognition and kudos both at the festival 
and throughout the entertainment industry, 
culminating in Seale earning a 2016 
BAFTA Award nomination and Academy 
Award nomination for his work on the 
film. He has also been recognised for his 
expertise, having been asked to judge for 
the festival. “Marek Wieniawa-Zebrowski 
asked me to be a jurist for the Polish 
film competition, which I’ve found very 
interesting… and challenging”. 

The Polish Films Competition has been 
held at the Camerimage festival since 
2006 and is judged exclusively by 
non-Polish jury members to encourage 
universal themes, free of local contexts 
and audience preferences. “We had 
seven films to examine, and the first six 

GETTING POLISH
John Seale AM ACS ASC reflects on the role of the Cinematographer and the Camerimage International Film 

Festival in the digital era – by Meredith Emmanuel and Harry Stranger

were fairly close. We had a discussion 
on it and it was a unanimous decision”, 
explains Seale. The award for best Polish 
film is presented to both Director and 
Cinematographer.

The jury, comprising Seale as jury 
president, Terry Barrett (art critic, 
professor, writer), Jean-Marie Dreujou 
(Cinematographer; Girl on the Bridge, 
Two Brothers, Wolf Totem), Stephen 
Lighthill (Cinematographer; 60 Minutes, 
Nash Bridges, Earth 2) and Johannes 
Kirchlechner (Cinematographer; Drei D, 
Comeback für Freddy Baker, Sieben Tage 
im Paradies) ultimately selected Michał 
Rogalski and his Cinematographer Jerzy 
Zieli´nski as their winners with Summer 
Solstice (2015).

When he first went to Camerimage in 
2011, Seale became the first Australian to 
receive the Lifetime Achievement Award 
in Cinematography. One that he now feels 
was premature: “It was a bit early,” he 
laughs.,“It’s sort of like, what? No! I’m 
nowhere near dying yet!”

Indeed, Seale’s work on Fury Road 
is proof that, like a fine wine, a 
Cinematographer’s talent only improves 
with age. And with the copious amounts 
of talent, Polish delicacies and not-for-the-
fainthearted beverages at Camerimage, 
Seale is able to unwind, share his 
experiences and enjoy time with his peers 
and fans at the festival.

“It’s lovely because somehow there’s a 

relaxing of everybody. Cinematographers 
of all levels are talking over shared 
meals. We’re discussing films we’ve done 
and it’s very open. I don’t think any 
of us have secrets, nor should we have 
them”, Seale says, “Our conversations 
are frank, honest and supportive, which 
is thoroughly rewarding.”

The flow of knowledge and experience 
from the likes of Seale creates a valuable 
experience for budding Cinematographers 
and students. “There are so many 
students here and it’s awesome. So many 
workshops and panels for them to go 
to…you couldn’t leave here without 
having learnt an awful lot more than 
what you think you know”, he says. 
Seale enjoys having the opportunity to 
share his art with others.

He notes that the culture of sharing 
and mate-ship inherent to the festival is 
growing. At his last visit, four years ago, 
the festivities weren’t nearly as grand. 
“Filmmaking as a career choice is 
accessible to more people nowadays,” he 
says. “Camerimage is getting bigger and 
bigger every year, and by quite a marked 
degree. There are an awful lot of people 
now. Maybe it’s a bit too busy at times.” 
The camaraderie and the celebration of 
the cinematography have grown out of 
necessity. 

Seale notes that traditional art of filmic 
cinematography is slowly losing itself 
to the digital world. “I don’t think the 
digital revolution is helping it a lot. I 

Ellen Kuras ASC, John Seale AM ACS ASC and Stephen Pizzello at a Camerimage event in 2015 honoring Conrad L. Hall - 
PHOTO Iain Stasukevich
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think, sadly, it’s taken away a lot of 
responsibility of the Cinematographer”, 
Seale argues, “and I think we are in 
danger of not being the valued person 
that we once were. I’m stepping on thin 
ice here.” 

“ I got thrown out  
by the Director! ”

The advancement of digital technology 
has created new opportunities for 
filmmakers to create more enticing films 
than ever before. For many, this new 
technology means greater value is placed 
on postproduction, rather than the art of 
the camera. And the perceived loss of 
value could become a loss of respect. 

Although Cinematographers have typically 
garnered less attention than their above-
the-line counterparts, Seale notes that it’s 
becoming increasingly difficult to get his 
voice heard in the filmmaking process. 
Whilst working on a previous film, he 
recalls being left out entirely of the Digital 
Intermediate (DI) process.

“I got thrown out by the Director!”, he 
says. “He had never done a DI before 
but was arrogant enough to think that 
he could do it without his Director of 
Photography.”

“Luckily, I believe it got a bit messy 
and the Colourist said we should go 
back and look at what the cameraman 
put into the negative. And they did 
that and the film was then timed, 

basically, to the negative. So it came 
back to what I’d built into it. But, you 
know, there are other dreadful stories 
of cinematographers not even being 
asked to do the DI. Producers doing it, 
thinking that they can do it.”

The push from the Internet and digital 
streaming is also taking its toll on the 
industry. As film leaves the cinema and 
makes its way to the small screen in 
droves, people are losing out on the 
experience of the cinema. “You never get 
the intimacy of the cinema at home”, he 
explains, “There’s always a light on or 
somebody coming or going. Home life 
goes on around you.”

On-demand television, he feels, is slowly 
eating away at the cinematic experience 
too. “It hasn’t got the momentum of 
cinema. As filmmakers, what we try to 
do is to suck people out of their seat and 
take them through that virtual window 
we’ve created … and hold them there.”

But the constant demand for 
entertainment puts new demands on 
the abilities of a Director of Photography. 
In order to meet the demand and stay 
relevant to viewers, Cinematographers 
have become more resourceful and 
creative than ever. 

In the world of television, “They’re doing 
great work, and they really have to 
work fast. I’ve always thought that is an 
advantage, having to work fast”, says 
Seale, “Because your brain is just flying, 

trying to light the next shot while you’re 
shooting one, utilising the lights that 
you’ve got on and swing them around. 
I can use that as a backlight. That’ll 
become the key. And you’re ready in 
minutes!”

It’s this resourcefulness that keeps the 
industry alive and makes Camerimage 
such a valuable resource for filmmakers. 
The congregation of industry veterans 
such as Seale lets the importance of 
the photography shine. The festival is 
ultimately a celebration of cinematic 
achievement, where the star of the red 
carpet is the Cinematographer.

For Seale, being able to contribute to the 
push to share knowledge is something 
he cherishes. Helping keep the art form 
alive, and passing it to a new generation 
of cinematographers, is what makes the 
festival unique. “For anybody interested 
in this as a profession, will do themselves 
a justice to pop over and spend a week 
here. It’s a cooperative situation”, he 
says. “The whole week, really, is a very 
open, wonderful, relaxed sort of busy-
ness… and of course, it’s nice to have 

your latest work shown here too!” 

Meredith Emmanuel has over thirty years 

experience in film, television, radio, music,  

home video and media.

Harry Stranger works with cinematographers 

globally, and has written for a number of 

publications. He is currently studying media arts 

at the University of Technoloy, Sydney.

A scene from ‘Mad Max; Fury Road’ - DOP John Seale AM ACS ASC
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Filmed in conjunction with Metro 
Screen, Screen NSW and the NRL, 
Baby Boy follows the story of Bronson 
(Melbourne-based Darcy Kent), a 
repressed youth struggling to escape 
his surroundings and gain acceptance 
from his peers and community, through 
rugby league.

“In August 2015 I had the 
opportunity to collaborate with a good 
friend on a story he had previously 
been hesitant to tell. I had read a 
rough draft a few months prior and 
immediately connected to the stories 
unscratched potential”, says the film’s 
Director of Photography, Dale Alexander 
Bremner.

Bremner and the film’s director, Tropfest 
finalist Jackson Mullane, discussed at 
length the stories core premise and 
established a strict set of rules in order 
to solidify a concrete visual language 
and atheistic. Some of these were; 
colser proximity to our key characters 
exclusively with wide lenses; any 
and all camera movement must be 
directly motivated by character; the 
frames energy must consistently, and 
sporadically increase as the story 
progresses. Like a spinning coin that 
starts to lose momentum. 

One of the key visual factors 
immediately introduced was to 
consistently keep Bronson on the edge 
of the shadow, and in the dark. He is 
forever drifting towards the light, without 

BABY BOY
Sydney-based Cinematographer Dale Bremner collaborates with the National Rugby League  

to shoot one of the last short films for Metro Screen – by Vanessa Abbott

ever really entering it. Only in the final 
shot, does he make the transition from 
darkness into light, onto the field of 
a sold-out stadium. It was a stormy 
afternoon, the only daylight in the 
film and a direct metaphor to his final 
decision.

At an early stage the team decided 
to establish two worlds for Bronson: 
one on the field, the other off the field. 
The worlds would not only be a stark 
contrast to our characters psychological 
state, but also act as a stage for the 
visual aesthetic to peform on.

For Baby Boy’s on field world, Bremner 
shot multiple tests for the training 
scenes, considering the best way to 
translate the energy and impact of the 
game. This was another major factor in 
casting, as the production didn’t want 
to cast actors attempting to play and 
tackle. They needed players who could 
play. Mullane is a former first-grade 
Rugby Union player himself.

Filming around Cronulla Sharks captain 
and Rugby League legend, Paul Gallen, 
threw a massive spanner in the mix, 
with all credit due to Baby Boy’s 1st 
AD, Stuart Beedie, who reshuffled the 
entire training shot list to accommodate 
Gallen’s busy schedule.

Bremner and Mullane discussed 
multiple cameras for the training 
sequences, though after much 
consideration, went with a single 

camera and a more traditional method 
of covering the drama. “In modern 
Cinematography, I often feel the 
energy of a scene, or the service of the 
story, is sacrificed to make way for a 
cinematographer’s visual indulgence”, 
says Bremner.

“I often feel the energy 
of a scene... is sacrificed 

to make way for a 
Cinematographer’s  
visual indulgence.”

Mullane has a very unique and analytical 
eye when it comes to minimalistic 
performance, a strong characteristic to 
have when directing drama. With this 
in mind Bremner wanted to give justice 
to the speed and voracity the players 
have, something he feels is often diluted 
when televised from the sideline on 
telephoto zooms. To ensure they kept 
the audience with the action, the crew 
shot the backbone of the training drills 
from a lightweight buggy.

Lighting in a stadium was always going 
to be a cut throat decision for the 
Baby Boy team, and replicating the 
impact and intensity of the stadium 
lights was out of the question given 
their budget and time constraints. So 
they capitalised on the stadium lights 
and used them to their advantage by 
pushing the on field world into the 
harsh and raw. A more contrasting, 

A Scene from ‘Baby Boy’ - DOP Dale Bremner
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unflattering and direct feel that would 
encapsulate Bronson’s intrusion into 
this world. A large amount of lighting 
was still required, however, focused 
away from the field into the stadium and 
surrounding background.

One of the most challenging scenes 
for the small crew takes place on a run 
down bus. With the help of Bremner’s 
Best Boy, Renier Bronn, the crew lit the 
interior bus, purely with a combination 
of ice lights, negative fill and bounce. In 
order to pull it off, they made the distinct 
decision to drive the bus down a high 
traffic zone, banking on the commercial 
street and traffic ambience to give them 
the levels and fill required. “As crazy 
as it sounds, we ended up running a 

Steadicam on the moving bus, down 
Princes Highway”, explains Bremner. 
Thanks to the skill of Baby Boy’s 
talented Steadicam operator, Borce 
Damcevski, they produced a fantastic 
result.

Another highlight for Bremner was 
the opportunity to work with AACTA-
winner Louise Harris who was featured 
in Snowtown (2011). “She was such a 
pleasure to work with”, says Bremner, 
“it was fantastic to watch Jackson 
and Louise form a personal language 
around each other.”

Bremner insists on praising his crew, 
including multi-talented Producer 
Michelle Nagy, Glenn Majureyand and 

the team at Digital Logi, and of course 
his camera department “Borce, Jamie 
and Nate Dogg, who went above and 
beyond to keep us all on the rails.”

Baby Boy is scheduled for international 
festival circuits early this year, before 
returning to our shores in time for next 
year’s Australian debut.

Dale Alexander Bremner was awarded ACS/

NFSA Australian Emerging Cinematographer of 

the Year in 2013 and has worked on multiple 

documentaries, music clips and television 

commercials.

A Scene from ‘Baby Boy’ - DOP Dale Bremner

Director of Photography Dale Bremner - PHOTO Cola Saycocie
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Nine years ago writer-director Damien 

Power suddenly had a mental image of 

an orange family-sized tent that had been 

abandoned in the bush. He wondered 

what might have happened to the 

occupants of the tent, which gave him the 

kennel of an idea for a survival thriller. After 

Power met producer Joe Weatherstone 

at a low budget filmmaking lab, the two 

began developing Killing Ground. 

Recently during the film’s production, 

highly acclaimed Unit Stills Photographer 

John Platt chose to use a Fujifilm X-T1 to 

shoot the on-set stills of Killing Ground, 

alongside Simon Chapman ACS (Griff the 

BREAKING NEW GROUND
John Platt shoots on-set stills for Australian feature film, Killing Ground – by Salvatore Di Muccio

Invisible, Cut Snake) in the role of DOP. 

Platt has produced unit and publicity stills 

for The Guests (DOP: Anna Howard ACS), 

Flat Daddy (DOP: Geoffrey Hall ACS) 

and Last Cab To Darwin (DOP: Steve 

Arnold ACS). In Martha Ansara’s ‘The 

Shadowcatchers’ the number of Platt’s 

images included was second only to that 

of The Australian Film and Sound Archive.

Platt explained, “The attitude from all on 

set to the X-T1 was amazingly positive. 

As each actor arrived on set for the first 

time I would introduce myself and ask 

if they would be okay with me shooting 

during the take, while the camera was 

rolling. I made the point of highlighting 

the camera’s silent shutter.” The film, 

which Power calls “a smart, unorthodox 

genre piece”, was shot in Macquarie 

Fields over twenty-six days in late October, 

early November 2015.

According to Platt many of the film’s 

actors, including Aaron Pederson 

(The Code, Mystery Road, Jack Irish), 

commented on how much they liked the 

camera. “Every one of them agreed they 

were relieved to know I wouldn’t be 

asking them to repeat shots just for stills 

as the Killing Ground storyline is quite 

confronting and emotionally charged 

and as such difficult for the actors to 

recreate for stills“, he says.

Platt continued, “On set stills 

photographers have for many years 

been able to shoot while the camera 

is rolling with the use of a blimp to 

deaden the shutter sound of the SLRs 

and DSLRs but they never fully silenced 

it. I was allowed to get into position 

near the camera without disturbing the 

actor or their performance and just 

as importantly DOP/Camera Operator 

Simon Chapman ACS and focus puller, 

Inaki De Ubago.” The end result for Platt 

was a very happy production team.

Plat worked closely with key crew to make 

sure everyone got the shots they wanted. 

He added, “Everyone was happy. The 

Producers as they got images fully 

charged with the emotion of the moment. 

The Director as he was immediately able 

to move on with his next shot and not 

have any down time as I tried to recreate 

a shot for stills which inevitably takes the 

actors out of the moment.”

Reflecting back on the entire shoot John 

Platt concluded, “The experience on 

Killing Ground has been an extremely 

positive one from all viewpoints - mine, the 

production and the cast.”

Killing Ground is set for a release later this 

year.

Owner of Well Above, Salvatore Di Muccio  

is based in Sydney.

A scene from Killing Ground - DOP Simon Chapman ACS, PHOTO John Platt
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Australian Cinematographer Don 

McAlpine ACS ASC (Predator, Mrs. 

Doubtfire, Moulin Rouge!) was recently 

in Perth, Western Australia, to receive 

an honorary Doctorate in Arts from 

Edith Cowan University, as well as share 

some of his experience with students at 

West Australian Screen Academy.

McAlpine started life as a school 

teacher before moving into television 

camerawork. He became a Director of 

Photography when Bruce Beresford 

asked him to film The Adventures Of 

Barry McKenzie (1972). “That film was 
one of the first of the new wave of 
cinema in Australia and I have been 
hanging on ever since,”  
McAlpine said.

The ACS WA branch co-presented the 

event, ‘An evening with Don McAlpine 

ACS ASC’, and members from both 

organisations enjoyed the privilege of 

watching Don’s latest cinema release, 

The Dressmaker (2015), in the leather 

chair comfort of Perth’s newest private 

DON’S PARTY
Academy Award-nominated Don McAlpine ACS ASC visits Perth – by Simon Akkerman ACS

cinema complex, The Backlot Perth. 

After the screening of this most 

beautifully captured and AACTA-winning 

film, members and students enjoyed a 

Q&A chat with McAlpine in person. The 

exclusive event made for an enjoyable 

and informative evening. 

Differing to the picture of Hollywood 

being made up of demanding 

individuals with big egos, McAlpine said 

the secret to success on film sets is 

to do good work, even in the lowliest 

of roles. “Nobody is going to employ 
you unless they really believe you 
can do it,” he told ACS members and 

university students gathered. 

“If a job is worth doing, 
it is worth doing well.”

While he has worked on blockbusters 

such as Patriot Games (1992), The 

Chronicles Of Narnia (2005), X-Men 

Origins: Wolverine (2009), McAlpine said 

smaller shoots tended to be the most 

fun. The ACS WA branch would like to 
sincerely thank Don for taking the time 
to share his wealth of cinematographic 
knowledge, and on the making of The 
Dressmaker. 

We at ACS WA would also like to 
extend our sincerest thank you to 
WASA CEO, Cathy Henkel and WASA 
Technical Director Raz Mahmudul 
for organising Don’s visit to Western 
Australia. 

Keep an eye out for Cathy Henkel’s 
documentary about Don’s life 
long adventures in the world of 
cinematography, Show Me The Magic. 
Absolute gold for any Cinematographer 
to see.

Simon Akkerman ACS is the President of 

the West Australian branch of the Australian 

Cinematographers Society. He is a highly 

experienced and award-winning DOP with a 

career spanning over forty years.

Don McAlpine ACS ASC speaks to ACS Members and WASA Students - PHOTO Rodi Cumanov





FAMILY SECRET
Director Simon Stone’s debut feature film The Daughter,  

lensed by Andrew Commis ACS, is a skillfully crafted offering  
that stays with audiences well after the lights have come on  

and the popcorn is being swept in the cinema.

- by Garth Cecil

Odessa Young in a scene from ‘The Daughter’ - DOP Andrew Commis ACS, PHOTO Mark Rogers
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Produced by the brilliant Jan Chapman and Nicole O’Donohue 
with Alex White the film showcases some outstanding talent 
from Australasian cinema heavyweights, Geoffrey Rush, Sam 
Neill and Miranda Otto to boom newcomer Odessa Young 
with the wonderfully talented Ewen Leslie providing the 
performance of the film. Import Paul Schneider (Lars and the 

Real Girl, Parks and Recreation) is also solid as Christian, the 
reluctant prodigal son of Rush’s Henry whose return serves 
as the catalyst for the waking of some particularly vicious 
sleeping dogs.

Based on 19th-century Norwegian-playwright Henrik Ibsen’s 
The Wild Duck, Stone had previously adapted the original to 
great acclaim for the stage before almost completely re-writing 
for the screen. 

Set in a small blue-collar town, timber baron Henry (Rush) 
is closing down his operations, unaffected by the nails he is 
driving into the town’s coffin or the timing thereof as he plans 
his lavish wedding to the beautiful (and just as it happens, half 
his age) Anna (Anna Torv). 

Christian (Schneider) returns home reluctantly from his high-
flying life in the US to be present at his estranged father’s 
nuptials. He struggles though with the memory of his mother’s 
death, his own relationship problems and the embarrassing 
cliché of his father marrying the maid.

Meanwhile Christian’s best mate from school, Oliver (Leslie) 
has remained in town and carved out his own slice of 
domestic bliss. Despite being laid off from Henry’s plant he 
remains upbeat, smitten with wife Charlotte (Otto) and their 

precocious daughter Hedvig (Young). Leslie’s fantastic dorky 

dad with a heart of gold has hints of Dickens’ Micawber and 

the incomparable Darryl Kerrigan but is entirely his own and 

manages to outshine some of his bigger name colleagues.

Oliver’s doting is understandable, Young’s Hedvig, a 

headstrong, pure of heart high school senior is fantastically 

lovable. Her charm and moodiness are balanced to paint a 

realistic portrait and while she is the instigator of some very 

awkward early attempts at sex she is most at peace when 

helping her Grandfather, Walter (Neill) with his menagerie of 

wounded wildlife. 

Christian meets the family as he and Oliver get reacquainted 

but his disgust with Henry provokes some unfortunate maths 

to tick through his mind. Cue sleeping dogs.

Stone’s writing and directing are excellent and the acting 

is brilliant. What completes the film though, liberating 

it from being a pure character study - which would be 

understandable considering its stage origins - is the 

landscape created by Cinematographer Andrew Commis 

ACS, and Production Designer Steven Jones-Evans. The 

bleakness of the dying town and its surrounds gets into your 

bones and doesn’t quickly leave.

Commis is currently in Germany, attending the Berlin Film 

Festival for his follow up film Girl Asleep; a modestly budgeted 

children’s movie he says is a “polar opposite” of The 

Daughter. But he’s enjoying watching the beaming faces of 

the audiences after watching it.

Geoffrey Rush in ‘The Daughter’ - DOP Andrew Commis ACS, PHOTO Mark Rogers
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The trip has also allowed him to catch up again with Stone 
and reminisce on The Daughter. Commis is full of praise for 
the young director. Although in his feature debut, Stone, he 
says had “strong dramatic ideas”; “he’s a very experienced 
director in theatre… and has possibly seen more films than 
anyone I know so he’s very film literate”. The theatre whiz 
was also adamant that the film was to be truly cinematic and 
not just a performance piece, Commis found this “refreshing 
in this time of naturalism where the performance dominates 
power of the images”.

The pair shared an early desire to shoot on 35mm film but 
the idea was eventually deemed ‘too risky’ by the film’s 
completion guarantors “if the film was shooting even three 
years ago it would be a definite decision to shoot on 35mm. 
The landscape has changed so radically so quickly that it’s 
almost a given now that you’re not”. While Commis was 
given license by Stone and the producers to put together a 
viable plan to shoot on film there were ultimately too many 
moving parts for the guarantors. Not that Andy Commis 
minds digital he is quick to point out, “it just provides a 
different aesthetic”.

Once the lid was closed on a film shoot, the decision for 
Commis to shoot on Alexa was an easy one, saying it is 
“definitely my digital camera format of choice”.

Without the choice of film stock, lens choice became all 
the more important. As always, Andy Commis tested and 
researched his options extensively well before the shoot 
began, initially deciding on the Panavision G Series only to 
find out that all sets were in use. This resulted in his settling on 

the 1980s made E series, lenses that he feels ended up the 
better choice. “I wasn’t after the classic anamorphic streaky 
flares or big aberrations, but they kind of can happen 
anyway… the quality of them in combination with what we 
were putting in front of the camera had a nice ‘paintily’ 
aesthetic”.

“Definitely my digital camera 
format of choice. ”

“We chose anamorphic with a wide screen aspect ratio, I 
think more so for the characters, less for the landscape, 
although obviously it works really beautifully when you are 
in a landscape that is a character. It allows you to compose 
in a way that adds tension or leaves you hanging, not quite 
sure what’s around the corner. I like the idea that I can 
put two people on either side or I can put one person right 
to the edge, or what we actually did quite a bit was put 
someone right in the middle and have a lot of space either 
side. It was a natural choice in the end, the ratio”.

Commis also believes that shooting the film raw made a 
difference. This was also an exciting first for him; while 
typically more expensive due to the heavier data demands, 
post company Gingerbread Man were very enthusiastic in 
their support of shooting raw, loving that they were able to do 
so. 

He likes getting to work early on a new project; “I take on 
pre-production pretty early with any production if I can. 

Miranda Otto in a scene from ‘The Daughter’ - DOP Andrew Commis ACS, PHOTO Mark Rogers



A lot of it was just finding those right locations, if you end 
up in the wrong location suddenly your workload is just so 
much more and your workload is heavy anyway, but you’re 
just forced into making choices that aren’t right, so I spend 
a huge amount of time with the designer and the director 
just looking for the right spots, the right feel”. Those long 

hours spent on scouting road trips allowed Stone, Commis 

and Jones-Evans a fantastic opportunity to toss around ideas 

for the film.

The locations settled on were forests and pine plantations 

with not a gum tree in sight. A deliberately non-stereotypical 

Australian bush provided a setting that could just have easily 

been in Europe or North America. The atmospherics of the 

area were also to be drawn on heavily in production.

Early references for the film included the works of Danish 

painter Vilhelm Hammershoi (1864-1916) who was active in 

the time of Henrik Ibsen, and also Jonathon Glazer’s film Birth 

(2004) by DOP Harris Savides ASC. Commis says these both 

had a strong influence on feel and tone. He confesses though 

to never having read Ibsen’s original work or having seen 

Stone’s version of the play meaning he was able to start from 

scratch with Simon’s script which was “very flexible”.

Timing was an important consideration in achieving the 

distinct feel for the landscape. The film was shot on the 

cusp of spring and the team was very keen to avoid having 

everything in flower. It is these landscape exteriors that 
Commis speaks of when asked about his favourite shots or 
sequences. True to his workhorse approach he started work 
a couple of weeks prior to the commencement of shooting. 
With Panavision able to accommodate his early start Commis 
took a single camera assistant and set about driving through 
the country of the Snowy Mountains foothills around Tumut 
and Tumbarumba. It was on these trips and subsequent 
ones on his one-day off each week during shooting that he 
captured the some of the stunning frames of landscape that 
complete the film as a cinematic work. 

Many of these single shots convey as much as any dialogue 
scene, particularly as Commis paints Henry’s pillaging of the 
surrounding land for his personal gain visually while Rush and 
Stone combine to show his greed ruin all those around him 
personally. Says the young DOP, “it helped fill out the feel, 
the tone of that world – the township, the landscape - and 
give you mood as well”.

Commis isn’t short of love for his crew, “the film’s success is 
a lot to do with them, in terms of how it has visually turned 
out”. In particular he singles out Key Grip David Nichols, 
whom he says is “An absolute gentleman, of great wisdom, 
skill and humour”, Gaffer Zac Murphy for his “great eye and 
ability to assemble such a great team” and his 1st AC Scott 
Dolan whose unique approach he enjoyed witnessing, “half 
the time I wouldn’t actually know where Scott was, he was 
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Andrew Commis ACS and Simon Stone on location with ‘The Daughter’ - PHOTO Mark Rogers
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working wirelessly and he would often be at 90 degrees to 
me and just pulled focus so beautifully”. He also speaks 
highly of the cast, saying it was a “joy and a privilege” to 
work with such talent and was full of praise for the way they 
communicated with the camera.

On particular challenges and techniques encountered in 

the production Commis recalls the lighting of the wedding 
scene with Oliver’s long walk across the dark space between 
the main house and the wedding marquee as he seeks to 
confront Henry. A canopy of large trees along the pathway 
of the old Camden manor made a cherry picker impossible. 
Eventually no film lights at all were used for the scene, a 
combination of the chandeliers in the marquee, festoon lights 

A scene from ‘The Daughter’ - DOP Andrew Commis ACS, PHOTO Mark Rogers 



Odessa Young as Hedvig in ‘The Daughter’ - DOP Andrew Commis ACS, PHOTO Mark Rogers



and lanterns and Chinese lanterns on boom poles to highlight 
the characters’ faces sufficed instead. The resulting warm, 
soft light left Commis particularly pleased.

The resulting warm,  
soft light left Commis 
particularly pleased.

He also notes the deliberate choice for the camera to move 
with the transfer of information between characters. He 
adds that he particularly enjoyed some of the more cathartic 
moments of the film where serious information is being passed 
on, scenes were shot hand held and with no rehearsal, forcing 
him to draw on his “documentary instincts”. 

Commis is also passionate about following through with 
post-production himself wherever possible and was able to 
reunite with previous collaborator and colourist Billy Wychgel 
(Fell, Sherpa, Spear). Wychgel, he says has “a great feel for 
colour and the temperament to keep crafting and crafting 
it”. Colour grading was done at Gingerbread Man, which is 
one of the first post-production houses to offer equipment 
able to grade in two colour spaces, one for TV and one for 
DCP. This allowed them to grade on a great quality monitor in 
complete darkness as if it were a cinema screen that made for 
an identical result when tested on the big screen.

There was never a career option outside of cinematography 
for Commis. In fact he tells of times early on when even 
though money was tight and jobs hard to come by he still 
did not want to get part time work outside of the industry to 
help pay the bills, preferring instead to stay available for any 
opportunity that might come up, even shooting music videos 
for free. It was at fourteen or fifteen that he knew for sure 
what he wanted to be. A high school teacher, Mr Wheatley-
Dawson, identified a particular enthusiasm for photography 
in Commis and a classmate that led to him providing the pair 
with VHS copies of Citizen Kane (1941) by DOP Gregg Toland 
ASC and Blow Up (1966) by DOP Carlo Di Palma AIC. These 
were like nothing Commis had seen before.  

Further down the track in English he would study Witness 
(1985) from Australian DOP John Seale AM ACS ASC and 
also Red Sorghum (1987) from Chinese DOP Changwei Gu. 
These were “so formative” for Commis but he still doesn’t 
know how they came to be subject material for high school 
English.

A couple of years after school he moved to Melbourne, cold 
calling Cinematographers whom he says were lovely and 
would generally help out where they could. When given the 
opportunity Commis dedicated himself to being a “pleasant 
sponge”, soaking up the knowledge he could while also not  
 
 
 
 

annoying anyone. He moved from loading mags to clapper 
loading and pulling focus before heading to AFTRS in his early 
20s. It was here he learnt from the likes of Richard Wallace 
ACS and had guest lectures from Andrew Lesnie ACS ASC 
and Russell Boyd ACS ASC among others.

Outside of the classroom his influences are many and varied. 
He cites Dutch Cinematographer Robby Müller as a huge 
influence, with a love of his range and eye, the roguish stylings 
of Chris Doyle and subtle mastery of Roger Deakins CBE BSC 
ASC. Müller, he says, also teamed up with Jim Jarmusch for 
his favourite two movies in Down by Law (1986) and Dead 
Man (1995).

After finishing AFTRS he found a time where he was unable 
to get a job in Sydney for love nor money. A friend suggested 
he look across the Tasman. He did and found a gap in the 
market he was able to successfully exploit between the highly 
experienced Cinematographers and the absolute beginners, 
leading to a lengthy stay in New Zealand. He never made any 
conscious decision to leave but simply follows where the work 
is. 

“ Keep persevering,  
keep shooting stuff… 

it’s a war of attrition. “
Looking back at Commis’ journey and work ethic it’s no 
surprise the advice he has for aspiring Cinematographers; 
“Perseverance. You’ve got to be a bit stubborn in that 
belief of what you can do”. A decent bluff is also important; 
“so much of film making is kind of a bluff, you don’t really 
know if you can do it but you put yourself in a position 
where hopefully you’ve learnt enough and got a bit of a skill 
set that you could do it and you surround yourself with the 
people that can help you achieve it and then just go ‘ok, 
we’re diving in and let’s see what we can do’”. Above all he 
urges young film makers, “keep persevering, keep shooting 
stuff… it’s a war of attrition”.

It’s this perseverance that led to Andy Commis shooting one 
of the more complete Australian works of cinema in some 
time. Don’t expect Aussie larrikins or inexplicably intuitive 
dogs, but do go and see it. The Daughter will go down as an 
important piece of Australian film.

Garth Cecil is a Melbourne-based writer  

and ongoing contributor to Australian Cinematographer.



MOLLY’S MELODRAMA
Darrell Martin, Camera Operator on the Seven Network’s Molly,  

sits down with the show’s Director of Photography, Craig Barden ACS,  
to discuss a career that has culminated on the immensely popular 
television series watched by over 2.6 million Australians in 2016.

- interview by Darrell Martin



Lights! Camera! Countdown! - DOP Craig Barden ACS, PHOTO Ben Timony
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I met Craig Barden in the 1990s while operating for 
him on a children’s television series at the ABC. 
He was the youngest DOP I had worked for and 
frankly I was in awe of him. He had such a keen 
eye and such amazing lighting skills. He was also 
an amazing Camera Operator himself, so you can 
imagine how delighted I was to work with him on 
the biopic Molly. It was a truly remarkable show 
to work on and Craig kindly agreed on being 
interviewed by me for Australian Cinematographer.

AC How did you get started in the business?

CB As a kid I was mad-keen on making my own home  
 movies with my dad’s Super 8 camera. I grew up being 

fascinated by science-fiction, horror and 1970’s blockbusters 

like Earthquake (1974), Towering Inferno (1974) and Star Wars 

(1977). I studied filmmaking in Form 5 and won the school film 

competition with a Plasticine animation about a tragic lunar 

landing.

I used to walk to school in Melbourne every day past an oval 

that was often used by Crawford Productions to film scenes 

for The Sullivans (1976-83). I’d stand there and watch the cast 

and crew working and that’s when I realised that I wanted to 

work behind the camera. I decided that’s what I would try to 

pursue when I left school. 

In those days the best way in was to start from the ground-

up and I was very fortunate that Crawford Productions gave 

me my first job. There are so many Australian crew members 

who got their first break and training years at Crawfords. 

Most of us had to do everything from running, unit assisting 

or washing fleet cars until we were ready to be assigned to a 

particular production. My first camera department job was as 

a Clapper Loader on The Sullivans. I wound up working on 

that same oval I used to stare at!

AC  What was your first job as Director of  
 Photography?

CB My first job as Director of Photography was on the  
 television show The Flying Doctors (1986-93). I 

had been working at Crawfords as 1st AC and B-Camera 

Operator when the late Ron Hagen ACS left the show as DOP 

to go onto another project. I was very excited to be offered 

the opportunity to step-up, but knew it would be a case 

of being thrown in the deep end. I had a couple of weeks 

training from my mentor, Zenon ‘Butch’ Sawko - who was the 

other DOP on the series shooting alternate blocks - and then 

it was time to either sink or swim.

AC What was your first big break?

CB Apart from my first job as DOP on The Flying Doctors,  
 it would have been as DOP on the first season of the 

science fiction television series Farscape (1999-2003), an 

Australian/American co-production, originally produced for 

the Nine Network. Working on such a large-scale production 

on 35mm film with Jim Henson’s creature shop animatronics, 

huge sets, special effects and masses of green screen was 

Craig Barden ACS Director of Photography on ‘Molly’ - PHOTO Ben Timony
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such an amazing experience. I learnt so much.  

AC Influences, how do you get inspired?

CB Like all Cinematographers I am interested in a  
 multitude of genres, both film and television. In a 

broader sense, inspiration comes from every day life. It could 

be any instance where I become consciously aware of colour 

temperature, light and composition.

I also love seeing experimentation with colour, angles, lens 

and filter choices and any situation where I know a filmmaker 

has pushed the boundaries. I am a massive fan of Darius 

Khondji (AFC ASC), he’s a legend. The City of Lost Children 

(1995) and Se7en (1995) are masterpieces of colour and light. 

To me, they are inspiring examples.  

AC Any memorable blunders?

CB It’s tempting to say ‘no’ here, but I’d be lying. Without  
 a doubt, the most memorable, and in hindsight the 

most hilarious, was a story involving the late Bud Tingwell. I 

was a Clapper Loader on The Sullivans and on one particular 

day Bud was directing a scene where Dave Sullivan was to be 

hit by a car. I was instructed to ‘reverse load’ the magazine to 

sell the stunt. Later on, when I had to unload the magazine, 

I inadvertently sent unexposed stock to the lab and binned 

the exposed footage. Of course, I felt dreadful, but fortunately 

there were other cameras rolling on the sequence, so it wasn’t 

a complete disaster. Bud, being the lovely man he was, was 

very understanding.

The story only became funny when, many years later, I 

attended an ACS Awards night where Bud was a guest 

presenter and incorporated this anecdote in his address to the 

audience. He couldn’t recall the Clapper Loader’s name. As 

luck would have it, the next award he presented on the night 

was the ACS Gold Award for Drama and that Clapper Loader 

won it. When I got up to accept the award I confessed to all 

and we all had a great laugh.  

AC You’ve shot a lot of series on film. Do you miss the  
 medium?

CB Occasionally, but you have to adapt. I do miss the  
 texture and range of film, but I have learnt to love the 

change, more than I anticipated. With all the high dynamic 

range technologies available these days you can achieve 

equally amazing results. There is something to be said for this 

era when you can look at the monitor and know exactly what 

you’re capturing. There are rarely any surprises in rushes as 

everyone has access to the monitor these days. I do think 

learning on film has been a great advantage. I still light like I 

am shooting negative and the Alexa handles it perfectly.

AC How significantly does your gear package change  
 from job to job?

CB I use a basic package consisting of Alexas coupled  
 with Panavision Primo zooms, with a set of Primo 

prime lenses. I love using the 11-1 primo zoom. It gives me a 
range of 24- 275mm that is great for shooting 8 -12 minutes 
a day on TV drama and when its not wide enough I have a 
17-70 short primo zoom as well. I keep half a dozen Primo 
primes on set for small spaces and handheld work. The old 
glass in those lenses has a certain look that I love.

 After reading scripts, sifting through reference material 
and discussions with the Director and Producer, I then put 
together a list of additional equipment specific to the job; extra 
filters, lenses and rigs etc.  

Sometimes, it’s more of an approach change than a gear 
change. For example, on Wentworth (2013-) we made a 
‘broom-cam’ to use in the prison corridors; a Canon C300 
mounted on a broom. It served as a low-angle tracking device 
that gave those shots great energy and brought the overhead 
fluorescents into play, a ridiculously simple yet effective 
addition to the kit that helped establish the look of that show. 
We also used it on Molly to introduce the band Kiss when they 
set foot in Melbourne for the first time. Being that low really 
accentuated Gene Simmons boots as they strolled thru the 
airport terminal.

AC So speaking of Molly, how did the biopic come  
 about for you?

CB I had been working with the Director Kevin Carlin on  
 Wentworth and he asked me if I would be interested 

in working on a project he had coming up. When he told 
me it was about Molly Meldrum and the show Countdown 
(1974-87) I was hugely excited. Growing up I was an avid 
Countdown viewer and music video fan. I really loved that 
time, so I was, of course, thrilled to get the job. Carlin is a very 
talented director and we have a great working relationship. 
Like all good Director/DOP relationships, we challenge and 
feed-off each other. We had 38 days to shoot Molly so having 
that kind of relationship and a form of shorthand is really 
important...

AC How did you and Kevin Carlin approach the look of  
 Molly?   

CB Carlin and Angie Higgins (Editor) had cut a style-reel  
 together before I started and once I was on board 

we slowly refined and filtered this material until we were all 
happy with our core style. We had a timeline that spanned five 
decades of Meldrum’s life, some of which was already well 
documented on television and familiar to Australian audiences.

I used quite different lighting, filter and contrast combinations 
to define each decade, and each era was given its own LUT. 
For example with the 1970’s, I gave it a Kodak Ektachrome 
feel by putting a blue hue into the blacks and manipulating 
the contrast. I then re-applied the LUTs in the final grade with 
Colourist Edel Rafferty at DDP Studios. 

For the sequences where Meldrum is dreaming and having 
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surreal flashbacks, it was a great opportunity to push the 
colours and contrast to extremes and really make the most 
of the shift/tilt lenses. In the grade with Rafferty, we applied a 
highlight-glow effect from the Sapphire plugin to enhance and 
differentiate those moments.

“ My right hand was operating 
the camera while my left was 
squeezing the chopsticks to 

make the eye blink. “

AC What was the most unusual trick you had to pull?

CB When Meldrum is slipping in and out of consciousness  
 Carlin wanted some POVs to get inside his head and 

to show the viewers what he was going through. To sell this 
idea I set about constructing a prosthetic eye that could fit 
over a camera lens and blink and close completely when we 
needed it to. I made the eyelids and surrounds from scraps 
of prosthetic foam and false eyelashes; kindly donated by 
the very talented Kirsten Veysey in Makeup. I cobbled these 
together using tape and then used a pair of chopsticks and 
an elastic band to make the eye blink. I then sat this on a 
25mm prime lens pointed the camera straight up and then 
had medics and ambulance officers looking down the barrel 
as they frantically tried to save Meldrum’s life. My right hand 
was operating the camera while my left was squeezing the 
chopsticks to make the eye blink. 

AC What was the most difficult aspect of this job?

CB Trying to capture footage that could be intercut with  
 archival footage or composited directly into archival 

footage. To make this work effectively I had to carefully 
consider pixel density and grain, along with angles, lenses and 
the lighting. 

During Meldrum’s interview with Prince Charles – where 
Meldrum asks the heir to the British Throne “how’s your 

mum?” – we had to substitute footage of the real Meldrum 
with our Meldrum (Samuel Johnson) into grainy low-quality 
archival footage of the real Prince Charles.

I had to consider lenses, angles, lighting and framing to match 
the original footage. It all had to be very close or it would 
have looked fake, the scene would not have been convincing. 
We then shot Johnson against a green screen in our set and 
Scott Zero (Visual Effects) composited him into the original 
footage after adding a complementary amount of grain and 
defocusing.

AC How did you approach recreating the look of  
 Countdown?  And how valuable was the source 

material?

CB I binge-watched hours and hours of Rage’s  
 Countdown specials and made notes about the show’s 

camera and lighting style. So, source material was the defining 
influence for our shooting style of specific components. Most 
episodes of Countdown included studio-based performances, 
interviews, album and concert reviews and video clips. We 
had to cover a lot of bases from the 1970’s and 1980’s.  

The old star filter was a signature style for a lot of the original 
studio performances. Panavision still had some of these and 
I had hoped to use them on our set but, after testing them, 
we found them to be incompatible and the results were 
disappointing. Generally speaking, I try not to rely too heavily 
on the post-production process if it’s something I think I can 
handle in camera. However, in the case of the star filter effect, 
the desired effect was achieved at DDP Studios in Smoke, 
again using the Sapphire plug in.  

We used two Alexas 90% of the time to get the coverage and 
get the day shot; I also had a Canon C300 on hand for 2nd 
unit and rig shots.

It was fabulous to have Darrell Martin as our B-Camera 
Operator, particularly as Martin had worked on Countdown 
in the mid-1980s as a trainee on the show. He brought with 
him some of the original tricks such as zooming past the 
singer and defocusing at the end of a verse or chorus which 
provided a classic 1970’s transition to the next shot. This gave 
our clips a really authentic feel.

 I looked into using an old video camera to recreate footage, 
particularly interview footage, shot back in the day that I 
knew would have to be intercut with Johnson. The boys at 
Panavision found an old Betacam buried out the back, which 
they managed to bring back to life. I was pretty excited about 
the possibilities of using it to recreate some of the clips for 
the show. Unfortunately the tests were disappointing; a low 
ASA rating of about 160 and high noise factor resulted in a 
very poor quality image. It would have required an enormous 
amount of light to achieve an average result and we just didn’t 
have the time, so I stuck with the Alexas and we degraded the 
image in post. 

“ The boys at Panavision found 
an old Betacam buried out the 
back, which they managed to 

bring back to life. “
We also ended up using some Super 8 as well! I had a scene 
where Meldrum and his new car were being shot by one of 
the cast on a home movie camera that at the time was a 
Super 8 camera.  

Now that NanoLab has opened a processing lab in Daylesford 
in Victoria I couldn’t resist. Carrie Kennedy, the Series 
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Production Designer, lent me a Super 8 camera and I bought 

a couple of rolls of Agfa Aviphot 200 D and began testing; the 

results were amazing. The images were full of great texture, 

soft muted tones, grain, scratches and bits of crap floating 

around from inside the camera, it really brings a great look to 

Molly that would have been tricky to recreate in post. It took 

me back full circle to film class in Form 5 where I started with 

film and Super 8.

AC What was your favourite or most satisfying  
 moment on the show?

CB I had so much fun shooting the clips for John Paul  
 Young’s ‘Yesterday’s Hero’ and Skyhooks ‘Party 

To End All Parties’. We shot these at the ABC Studios at 

Ripponlea in Studio 32 next to Studio 31 where most of 

Countdown had been shot. Both studios looked the same 

except for a higher roof in one. Even the studio walls were the 

same as they were thirty years ago so it gave us a great vibe 

to be there in that space. Carrie Kennedy and the series other 

Production Designer, Ben Morieson, along with their team did 

such a beautiful job on the sets, recreating the Countdown 

look with the signs made out of light bulbs and many colorful 

backdrops. The cast were also fabulous and really into 
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recreating those iconic performances. 

My Gaffer, Lex Martin, and I spent time going through the 

colour palette of each of the different segments and clips to 

ensure an even look for the ‘show within a show’. We used 

a lot of coloured Parcans in the grid just like they did back in 

the day, which was great when we wanted to shoot low and 

actually see them in shot. We must have done something right 

because a couple of longtime ABC staff wandered into the 

studio and said it was like being in a time warp! I remember 

sitting up on the crane zooming and panning around these 

performances with thirty screaming kids below me, the bands 

thrashing around on stage and feeling the hairs on the back 
of my neck standing up. It was an amazing day on a fantastic 
project that I didn’t want to end.

Craig Barden ACS is Melbourne-based Cinematographer who has worked on 

many drama productions including Wentworth, City Homicide, Halifax and 

The Doctor Blake Mysteries.

Darrell Martin has been in the film and television industry for over 25 years. 

He has been freelance for the last 12 years as DOP shooting and operating 

on low-budget features, television series and music videos. 
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AN 
ISLAND 

MYSTERY
Cinematographer Ari Wegner sits down with Dante Pragier  

to share her experiences with television, Tasmania  
and to explore the mystery of The Kettering Incident.

- by Dante Pragier
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Slated for a mid-2016 premiere on Foxtel, the upcoming 

television mystery drama The Kettering Incident is set in the 

surrounds of Kettering and Bruny Island, south of Hobart. 

It is the co-creation of Vincent Sheehan and Tasmanian 

local Victoria Madden, who was the head writer, leading an 

impressive team including Louise Fox, Cate Shortland, and 

Andrew Knight. Produced by Porchlight Films (The Hunter, 

Animal Kingdom, The Rover), directing duties are shared by 

Rowan Woods and Tony Krawitz. 

The story follows Dr. Anna Macy (Elizabeth Debicki) as 

she returns to the eponymous town and delves into the 

disappearance of two girls, fifteen years apart. As her 

investigation progresses and reveals long-buried secrets, 

the narrative plays against a growing sense of unease. As 

Cinematographer Ari Wegner puts it, “you’ll ask, ‘is that 
supernatural or could that have a real world explanation? 
Am I losing my mind or did I just see that?” 

There is lush beauty nestled in the foliage and undergrowth of 

Tasmania. It is moody and mysterious. Wegner tells me with 

a smile, “when you wake up in the morning and it’s pouring 
with rain, it doesn’t necessarily mean there won’t be full sun 
by the time you get to breakfast.” 

We’re having a coffee in Fitzroy, she gestures towards the 

park out the window. “Even the foliage on the trees is 
different, ancient forest, epic dolomite cliffs. I’m really 
excited to put that side of Australia on screen. Something 
outside of the iconic look of the desert, or the grungy inner-
city suburbs. A really different kind of Australia.”

Making the most of the available scenery was essential 

to conveying this atmosphere. Of course, with ambitious 

remote shooting, the crew worked carefully to adapt to the 

ever-changing weather conditions and logistical constraints. 

Further, the daunting production schedule of a location-shot 

television series necessitated careful time management. “We 
were based in Hobart. So when we were travelling more 
than an hour away we’d ask ourselves ‘how much do we 
want to go somewhere versus how much time does it take 
out of our day to get there?’ It’s a fine balancing act.”

Wegner had shot two feature films before, Grey Matter 

(2011) and Ruin (2013), but this was his first television series. 

”Storyboarding is really hard on a TV drama. The length 
of it is equivalent to shooting four or five features back-to-
back. I had six weeks of pre-production, but there’s no way 
you could properly board the entire thing in that time. So 
we boarded some of the trickiest sequences – like scenes 
that involved stunts or water. Apart from that we were quite 
traditional in our approach. On the day, we block it out, 
rehearse it, find the shape of it, find the coverage, then we 
do it.”

“It’s definitely the longest shoot I’ve ever done. It was 
eighteen weeks. And after the first two weeks you think, 
‘I’ve still got sixteen weeks left and I’m exhausted, I don’t 
know how I’m going to get through this’. But you hit 
another place. You get a second wind. And by the end of 
the eighteen weeks you feel like you could keep going.”

It is easy to see how mounting stresses and fatigue could 
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affect spirits, but Wegner is quick to point out that the length 

of the shoot also strengthened the collaborative experience. 

“You definitely get into a groove with the crew, directors 
and cast. Sometimes on a film it might be two weeks until 
you really start nailing the visual style and everyone gels, 
and then you might only have three or four weeks left. I 
guess when you’re shooting for eighteen weeks you really 
get a chance to get into it.” 

With the crew operating cohesively and effective management 

of time and location, Wegner and the team were free 

to concentrate on creating a distinct approach to her 

cinematographic vision. To achieve this, she referred to 

initial discussions of overriding directorial philosophies and 

framework. 

“We wanted it to have a sense of unease. The main 
character, Anna, comes back to her hometown after being 
away for fifteen years. She has a condition that means 
she isn’t quite sure if she’s in her right mind or not, so we 
wanted to bring that element into it. I tried as much as I 
could, for any scene she’s in, to be really with her. That you 
feel you are experiencing what she is experiencing. In the 
script she’s quite a difficult character, she does some very 
questionable things. It was very important for me that we 
kept on her side as a viewer, and I wanted to maintain a 
strong sense of her POV, to feel like we were seeing things 
as she was seeing things rather than ‘watching’ her.”

With this in mind, Wegner had a very specific approach to lens 

choices and camera movement. A number of lens options 

were tested, ultimately settling on Panavison PVintage. “It’s 
a beautiful kit. We were going to be in a lot of naturally 
beautiful environments, shooting a story that is at times 
other-worldy, so I wanted to avoid an overly digital feel. 
The PVintage really complemented that, I love how they 
flare softly and how much character each lens has. We 
ran a very light Glimmer Glass also, just to soften off the 
highlights.”

“I didn’t want to go long-lens. I feel like a lot of Australian 
TV does that. Maybe it’s a stylistic choice for some people, 
but I feel like it can separate you from the action instead 
of bringing you in. I guess some people find it intimate, but 
I actually find it to be the opposite.  Personally, I think it’s 
distancing for the audience. So the 29mm and 40mm got a 
real workout. And if we went to a 50mm or a 75mm, that 
was really getting into the long-lens territory for this show.”

“There is a great central theme running through the series, 
the idea that the thing that most scares you is the thing 
you are most drawn to, like a moth to the flame. Our 
protagonist, Anna is drawn towards the truth, despite how 
terrifying that is for her. Expressing this visually, I decided 
on a central, graphic style of framing, as if people and 
things were right in her crosshairs, right in the center of 
frame.”

“Often we were on a track, slowly pushing straight in, 
pulled towards something, maybe against our will, in a 
way that was quite uneasy. Very subtle camera moves, so 
maybe you don’t even realise it at first. We used that to 
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create tension. Often the camera was slightly below the 
eyeline. I really enjoy that. You feel the environment a bit 
more, being down when you’re in a great location like a tall 
forest. There’s something unsettling about it.”

Wegner credits key grip Brendan Shanley and his team for 
making the intricate camera and dolly work possible, no 
matter how tricky the terrain or weather conditions proved to 
be. “Brendan is real salt-of-the-earth, so nothing seemed 
too big a challenge. As a Tassie local, he took real pride in 
proving that no location was impossible.”

“We had this little dolly called the Goblin. I don’t know if 
it exists anywhere else in Australia. I think it’s an Italian 
make. At first you look at this thing and you’re like ‘...okay. 
I’ve got eighteen weeks sitting on the Goblin. But actually it 
was perfect. You could be in the deepest forest location and 
still do a tracking shot. It is this lightweight dolly that you 
can take apart and carry. One person can take one part, 
another the other bit. It can go low, it can go high. It is a 
really funny looking thing. Everything that’s superfluous has 
been removed, to the point that any excess structural metal 
had holes drilled out of it. So it is this swiss-cheese-looking 
thing. If it starts to rain, it’s cool. Everyone can run under 
cover and you can just leave the goblin out there, then tip 
it upside down, empty the water out, and it’s good to go. I 
actually felt a real affection for it towards the end. It was a 
great tool.”

At certain points of the narrative, the protagonist Anna 
experiences a kind of altered state. During these, handheld 

camerawork is used for a less grounded feel, but Wegner is 
very selective in its use. “I don’t like handheld for the sake 
of handheld. I think if the camera is going to move there 
should be a reason for it. I don’t find handheld makes 
anything feel more real or genuine or alive or pretty. I 
do love handheld, and I think well-placed, it is really 
beautiful. Some of my favourite sequences in filmmaking 
have been handheld, but I don’t like to see it as a default. 
My favourite kind of cinematography is when decisions 
are grounded in thematic or emotional logic. And, ideally, 
you wouldn’t necessarily notice them while watching it. 
But hopefully on some subconscious level it helps you as a 
viewer be more in the moment, feel a character’s point of 
view or emotion more strongly, or understand some kind of 
thematic point.”

“ I don’t like handheld  
for the sake of handheld. “

Wegner embraced the advantages of an all-digital workflow 
to face the challenge of maintaining visual consistency. The 
series is set during the Tasmanian winter, but with the five-
month shoot spanning the seasons, much attention was given 
to maintaining the winter atmosphere. “We did use digital 
controls, like colour temperature and LUTs. I varied colour 
temperatures extensively during the shoot trying to maintain 
a ‘winter’ feel. The camera department took meticulous 
notes on what temperatures we used for scenes, so we could 
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match next time we were at the same location or shooting 
scenes preceding or following.”

“I developed a number of LUT’s for the shoot which were 
loaded into the Alexa. Depending on the situation I would 
choose a LUT or decide to monitor REC709. Again, the 
camera department made notes of these decisions so that 
rushes were produced with the right ‘look’ applied. In 
this digital environment it is very important to exert some 
form of control over the footage once it’s handed over, to 
communicate your intentions so they can be maintained 
throughout post-production, otherwise there’s simply no 
guarantee what the end result will look like.” 

“But aside from all the digital tools, my main emphasis was 
on choosing the right time of day to shoot and to utilise 
practical effects as much as possible. So much can be 
achieved in camera especially in collaboration with the art 
department. They did a great job keeping us in ‘winter’. 
We used atmos in the deep background, condensation on 
interior windows, we were wetting down foliage. Those kind 
of things are a lot more exciting to me than just pulling it 
all down in the grade.”

Wegner praises the entire crew and cast for going above and 
beyond. With an infectious sense of fraternity, she struggles to 
include everyone she wants to credit. “I felt really lucky to 
have such a supportive crew, people who aren’t just superb 
technicians but true collaborators. Especially on an away 
shoot, you depend on the people around you so much more, 
and it might sound like a cliché, but they really do become 

your surrogate family.” 

“I want to talk a little about Steve Price, my gaffer. He and 
his team did an amazing job, especially given the resources 
and the time we had. The look of the series is really 
testament to him and his guys, their hard work and sheer 
determination. Even at the bitter end, to be at my side still 
helping me to push for it to be great and not just ‘good 
enough’ is invaluable. I enjoy having a really collaborative 
relationship with a gaffer. Steve is just so brilliant at that. 
He’s a real artist, and a really strong creative force.”

The Kettering Incident was filmed with two cameras and this 
was a new experience for Wegner. “Grant Adams was on 
B-Camera and Steadicam. He’s a fantastic operator, and 
a great camera department member to have on board. He 
brings a lot of energy and enthusiasm, even when it’s 2am 
and freezing cold.” The camera department was completed 
by A-Camera 1st ACs Jani Hakli, Daniel Foeldes, and Henry 
West with B-Camera 1st AC Rikki Byrne. 2nd ACs were Tim 
Walsh (A-Camera) and Zac Peel-MacGregor (B-Camera) with 
Leuke Marriott on video split.

As part of the Tasmanian funding requirements, several 
departments were offered local attachments, an invaluable 
chance for someone to gain experience and a practical 
understanding of the workings of a set. Wegner interviewed 
several candidates and chose Hobart local Scott Bradshaw, 
and some of Bradshaw’s images can be seen in this feature.

“I did a few attachments back in the day when I was 
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starting out and definitely lapped them up. I really believe 
in the importance of training people. It’s your responsibility. 
Someone trained you so it’s only natural that you should 
train the next generation. It’s really satisfying to see. 
Someone comes in, they’ve never been on a film set, they 
don’t know where to stand, they don’t know you get free 
breakfast so that’s exciting. By the end of the eighteen 
weeks you can call them on the radio, say ‘grab me the 
29mm’, and they’re going to bring you the right lens, with 
the right doughnut, and all the right accessories. Especially 
for something this long, there was an opportunity for 
someone to develop a good level of experience. To get a 
taste of the best of it and the worst of it. I’m really pleased 
with how that worked out. Scott was awesome, he never felt 
like an attachment, he was just part of the team.”

The Kettering Incident was completed by colourist Olivier 
Fontenay, who Wegner had previously worked with on feature 
film Ruin in 2012. “I love working with Olivier, again, he’s 
someone who is a true collaborator. Story and themes are 
always his first point of call for creative decisions and for 
me, that’s the perfect approach.”

Wegner is passionate about Tasmania’s potential as a film 
destination, and hopes to see more film and television projects 
emerge. With a few notable exceptions like Van Diemen’s 
Land (2009) and The Hunter (2011), Tasmania is arguably 
under-explored as a film and television locale.

“I think there’s a real misconception about how difficult it is 

to shoot in Tasmania. But once you’re there, you can look 
360 degrees and it’s more than worth it. You find things 
that you simply can’t create or cheat. Driving around, 
you’re constantly in awe. Everyone is helpful and friendly. 
When we were location scouting, people would regularly 
offer us scones and tea, and say ‘come to my house’ and 
‘you should meet my uncle’. There was an old-fashioned 
excitement about a film production being in town. You try 
and do that in Melbourne or Sydney and you get ‘Oh yeah? 
How much money have you got? You’re not parking in my 
street!’”

Since The Kettering Incident, Wegner headed to the UK 
to shoot the feature film Lady Macbeth, currently in post-
production. “I love commercials but my real passion is 
drama and story, breaking down a script, defining themes 
and translating them into a visual language. I love being on 
set day after day with the same crew, getting into a groove 
with everyone. That’s what gets me excited.”

The Kettering Incident is set to debut in mid-2016 on Foxtel’s 
showcase channel.

Dante Pragier is a writer currently based in Melbourne.  

He is an ongoing contributor to Australian Cinematographer Magazine.
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“ My real passion is drama and 
story, breaking down a script, 

defining themes and translating 
them into a visual language. “



THE CAMERA
NEVER LIES

Take a fascinating technical journey following 
camera tests with the great Don McAlpine ACS ASC, 

resulting in some thought-provoking outcomes.

- by Sasha Hadden
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It was 1992 when I disembarked at Portland International 

Jetport in Maine, wondering where I was supposed to catch 

my connecting flight, and I saw a guy holding up a sign with 

my name on it. He introduced himself as the pilot. We walked 

to a tiny plane parked on the airfield, discussing whether my 

bag was going to fit in the luggage compartment. I only just 

managed to squeeze it across the back seat. 

I’d been working as a camera-intern on Super Mario Bros. 

(1993) with its DOP Dean Semler ACS ASC in North Carolina 

and was invited to be a part of the camera crew on Mel 

Gibson’s The Man Without A Face (1993) alongside DOP Don 

McAlpine ACS ASC. 

I wasn’t interested in becoming a Cinematographer, but 

always felt connected with the fundamental aspects of 

filmmaking and found the camera department put me at the 

center of everything. We flew for about an hour before a large 

patch of dirt came into view. The pilot pointed at this and told 

me that was where we were landing. I could see two people 

waiting for me; they were the only two people there, Donald 

and Janet McAlpine. That was how we first met.

Jump forward to the present, I met Takahiro ‘Taka’ Mitsui 

at Panasonic’s VariCam35 launch in early 2015 and I 

was impressed with his camera’s dual native 800ISO and 

5000ISO settings. Taka is the mastermind behind building 

the VariCam35 and another camera I’d almost purchased a 

couple of years earlier, the Panasonic AF100. I was therefore 

excited to meet him and amazed by what he’d come up with 

this time with the VariCam35. But there was something more. 

I felt a similarity in our separate journeys. I was trying to prove 

to the world that I was a great director and Taka trying to 

prove that he had created a great camera. 

After some success with a feature documentary (Vicky, 2014), 
I called McAlpine to say that we needed to make a film with 
minimal locations and no money. He joked about his age 
and said that I’d better hurry up and write the script. So I 
proceeded to work on a comedy about sexuality, but found 
myself struggling to find much emotion in it. 

By June I found myself in China, visiting my partner’s home 
country and to visit my friend Craig Wood, who was editing 
Zhang Yimou’s The Great Wall (2016). While there, we 
watched Yimou’s earlier piece Coming Home (2014)  - which 
was released in 4K - and the movie reminded me of another 
story I wanted to tell. So when I returned home, I scrapped 
the comedy and began writing Liebe. 

Soon after I meet Rob Myers from Panasonic at the SMPTE 
Exhibition in Sydney and I told him about my project. Even 
though I made it clear that I didn’t have a script, Myers 
seemed to believe in what I planned to do and suggested we 
use the VariCam35 (exactly what I had my eye on) and he 
offered to support the project. 

Now, I live next door to Macquarie University and Panasonic’s 
headquarters is on the other side of the campus. My 
connection with Macquarie is strong, because it’s where I 
edited some of my award-winning high school films along with 
my first 16mm film on a clunky old Steinbeck. It’s the former 
location of AFTRS where I worked for several years. 

I dragged McAlpine out to Panasonic’s headquarters, telling 
him how important a smooth post-production was for me. The 
last thing we wanted was to be confronted with complications 
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at the end of the financial line. 

As well as having an amazing 5000ISO setting, I felt sure 
that the colour space and workflow would be great with the 
Panasonic’s AVC-Intra codec. I could feel myself being driven 
by emotion though. Not always a good thing. McAlpine was 
much more objective and explained that while 5000ISO might 
seem impressive, cinematography is about controlling light, 
not seeing everything. We spent about forty-five minutes 
with Myers who showed us the camera and McAlpine was 
impressed enough to agree taking it away for testing. 

“ Cinematography is about 
controlling light,  

not seeing everything. ”
- DON MCALPINE ACS ASC

McAlpine had used Red on Mental (2012), Ender’s Game 

(2013) and The Dressmaker (2015). It was simple and 
practical and produced good images. A Red Epic was 
brought to McAlpine’s house so we could compare the 
VariCam35 against it. He stated, right from the start, that he’d 
need a pretty good reason to use something else.

The VariCam35 looked both bare and complicated in 
comparison. We were also using the control panel as the 
VariCam35’s monitor, which didn’t compare to the hi-res 
monitor attached to the Red. The Red shot 5k raw, while 
the VariCam35 shot Panasonic’s AVCIntra444. We shot late 
afternoon among trees, sunset/dusk on the beach, and 
finished up shooting candles in McAlpine’s house at night. 

At first we used a small lamp as a fill for the candles, but we 
soon realised that the fill wasn’t necessary. We finally had 
the camera plugged into a 4k display and McAlpine was 
very excited. The VariCam35 was able to read candlelight 
like human eyes do, with a very smooth drop off. Never in 
his career had he ever been able to capture what we were 
looking at. 

As we continued to light the exterior of the scene, with 
small lights to match, we had to rethink the entire way you’d 
light the scene. Man’s relationship with a naked flame is a 
primordial human experience and, I believe, the ‘holy grail’ of 
sensor engineering is to accurately capture that experience. 
Here we had it.

I was in primary school when, much to my father’s dismay, 
my mother borrowed money to buy me a Panasonic portable 
VCR that was compatible with an old camera we had. Her 
sacrifice allowed me to shoot films at home and to connect 
the machines together so I could edit them. My friends and I 
continued to use Panasonic equipment through high school 
and the brand became a symbol of quality and excellence to 
me, but only in the video world. My eyes were always focused 
on 35mm film and so I never expected I’d ever see Panasonic 

making cinema cameras. It only now made perfect sense. 

VariCam came onto the scene a number of years ago, 
and then disappeared. Mathew Alexander from Panasonic 
explained that they didn’t want to be producing another 
version of something already available and wanted to wait until 
they could offer a genuine alternative. 

Freelance Colourist, Fergus Hally, was keen to grade our 
tests and planned to do so at his home in Melbourne. He was 
grading at Soundfirm and mentioned what we were doing 
to Jonathan Burton, who was the Digital Imaging Supervisor 
there. We were interested in producing a 4k workflow to 4k 
DCP and Burton immediately jumped onboard. It wasn’t 
something anyone would usually ask for and he was excited 
by the challenge. 

Anthony Kiernan at Event Cinemas let us view the tests on 
one of their large VMAX screens. We thought we were lucky 
to find a single 4k cinema, but about 40% of all Event Cinema 
screens across Australia also have 4k projectors installed. We 
were all quite surprised by the numbers. “It was exciting to 
create an opportunity for Cinematographers to test new 
formats and equipment on the big screen and allow those 
technicians to determine new and exciting ways to make 
Australian film,” says Keirnan. 

Judging by what we ended up looking at there, the 
VariCam35 seemed better to me than just about everything 
shot on Red and we were able to capture usable images 
much later into dusk, using VariCam35’s 5000ISO setting. 
The candle shot looked amazing with the VariCam35, but we 
saw a lot more shot-noise in the dark areas than we were 
expecting to see. 

Shot-noise, as I understand it, is what you see when you 
close your eyes at night. It’s the physical occurrences of light 
photons hitting your retina or camera sensor. You can see 
photons when it’s dark because there’s not many of them. 
Because shot-noise is naturally different in every frame, noise 
reduction software can be effective at removing it. We also 
had room to overexpose the candle scene at 5000ISO, so in 
theory, we could crush the blacks enough to get rid of it.

I told Nic Godoy at Panavision that McAlpine and myself 
wanted to test the top three cinema cameras against the 
VariCam35. He sent me an equipment list so long; we could 
have shot four films simultaneously, and asked me if I needed 
anything else.

McAlpine and I agreed that seeing one camera after the other 
was confusing, so we decided to do a 4x 4K split-screen 
shootout between the cameras, so we could look at all 
the results on the same screen at the same time. We were 
comparing the Sony F55, the Red D-K Epic Dragon, an Arri 
Alexa XT Plus and the Panasonic VariCam35.

We set up an array of elements in Panavision’s testing studio 
that included an actress to represent a lead character in the 
film. We filmed each camera wide in order only to use the 
middle 25% of the images to make up the 100% 4x split-
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screen at a 1:1 pixel ratio, with no subsampling. Three of the 
cameras were shot raw, except for the VariCam35 that used 
Panasonic’s AVC-Intra444 codec because we didn’t have a 
V-Raw recorder. We shot various exposures at 800ISO (or 
closest iso equivalent) and candle tests at both 800ISO and 
5000ISO (or closest iso equivalents).

We were also testing the post-production pathways of 
all cameras and ease of grading with Hally and the team 
at Soundfirm. Burton was particularly excited by the new 
challenge of setting up a 4x 4K simultaneous colour grade 
with a 4x combined render and pathway to a single 4K DCP.

Soon after shooting our tests McAlpine flew to Melbourne to 
start pre-production on Matchbox Pictures’ yet-to-be-released 
Ali’s Wedding (2016). He asked me to send him some of the 
candle footage from the VariCam35. 

That’s how the VariCam35  
got its first gig on an  

Australian feature film.
Cinematographer and Digital Imaging Technician, Aleksei 
Vanamois, came to my home and I handed him all the 
VariCam35 footage. A post-path was quickly approved for the 
camera to be used in production on Ali’s Wedding. That’s how 
the VariCam35 got its first gig on an Australian feature film. 

“We had full trust in our team and the extensive tests that 
had taken place with the VariCam35, so it was exciting to 
be the first production in Australia to use the camera,” says 
Sheila Jayadev, a Producer on Ali’s Wedding. “The challenges 
of low budget filmmaking are well-known; the demands of 
delivering international cinema with limited resources and 
time. Working with a camera that made such a difference to 
our days and schedule but also captured great pictures was 
a real blessing.” 

Martin Thorne, Longform Producer at Frame Set Match 
(FSM) explains the post-process further, “Importing rushes 
into Baselight at FSM was straight forward and the image 
has very little noise and good depth. The only challenge 
initially was the lack of control on file naming that I’m used 
to on more ‘film friendly’ cameras.“ Thorn continues, “Ali’s 
Wedding is a 2K finish so the camera department know 
shots can push in if they have to, with no loss. It allows for 
more freedom on the shoot and in the edit.”

The production had some big scenes with many extras in a 
fairly unventilated interior location. To shoot with conventional 
lighting would have turned the place into a boiling test of will, 
hampering creativity. But with VariCam35’s 5000iso, McAlpine 
dramatically reduced the amount of lights he needed; 
dramatically reducing heat. 5000iso also enabled him to 
extend exterior shooting much further into dusk, but suddenly 
he used the setting in a way that he hadn’t expected. 

There was a scene with three characters walking down a 

street towards the camera, a nightmare for Focus Puller 

Cameron Dunn, and time was critical. McAlpine told Camera 

Operator Matt Kearney to switch to 5000ISO and close the 

iris, which instantly increased his depth of field. Suddenly 

Dunn was able to keep the two main characters in focus 

along with the third character behind them. The shot looked 

better. Takes were then based on performance, not focus. 

“When I started working with the 4K VariCam35 I was 
expecting an experience similar to that I’ve had with 
other new high end Hi Definition cameras coming on the 
market. That I would be doing a lot of the research and 
development for a camera that had many unresolved 
software bugs and build faults”, says Dunn, Focus 

Puller. “To my surprise the camera only gave me one error 
message during the six weeks of photography. I can’t say it 
is perfect, I’d love extra power out options for monitors and 
remote focus units. In a nutshell, the camera did everything 
I asked of it and it made my DOP very happy.”

Soundfirm organized the 4x 4K live grade session in a 

DaVinci Resolve 2K projection suite early into production of 

Ali’s Wedding. Peter Lorz from Panavision, who’d been our 

technical advisor for our tests, flew down from Sydney to join 

us. It was incredible to see all four major cinema cameras on 

the same screen at the same time. 

“The 4x 4K camera test was certainly an interesting 
exercise both in terms of technical capability and of the 
comparative results between the four cameras,” Soundfirm’s 

Jonathan Burton explains.

McAlpine and Hally agreed that you could probably shoot with 

all cameras and intercut them without picking the difference. 

However looking at strengths and weaknesses, based on 

what was presented to us, the real contest was between the 

VariCam35 and the Alexa XT. For me the Alexa Raw looked 

marginally better at 800ISO than VariCam35’s codec, but the 

VariCam35 dominated in low light. 

“While having such a huge volume of media in various 
formats running simultaneously does not lend itself to 100% 
real-time playback during the grade, the implementation of 
high-performance local storage meant that our Colourist, 
Fergus Hally, could work effectively through the camera 
test and review grades in real-time”, Burton continues. 
“While the DI suites at Soundfirm have always been setup 
with the retention of full resolution camera raw media, it 
was certainly gratifying to see this was used and proved in 
quadruple, compounded by the fact that each camera was a 
different codec and format.”

At the end of the timeline, we looked at McAlpine’s 

5000/800ISO intercut test from Ali’s Wedding and found that 

Don’s assumption was correct. While there was slight noise 

around the darker mid-tone area at 5000ISO (not seen at 

800ISO), the noise was easily eliminated with grain reduction 

and the shots matched perfectly. So Don continued mixing 

5000ISO shots within 800ISO scenes with confidence.
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Hally, speaking from a Coulourists point of view said, “All 
cameras performed amazingly in our tests if we are to 
compare them. However we’re looking forward here, and 
the Arri and the Panasonic are showing us the road ahead. 
I feel excited by what I’m seeing.” 

‘Taka’ from Panasonic sent one of his top engineers from 
Japan, Ryohei Yamato, to spend time with us and try to figure 
out how they could make the camera better.

We had dinner with Myers and I encouraged Yamato to ask 
McAlpine questions while he had the chance. During the 
conversation, he assured Yamato that he had no loyalty to 
camera manufacturers and that if anyone came up with a 
better camera, he’d switch to that camera. Before the night 
ended I asked Yamato again, “Do you have any more 
questions?” “Yes I have one.” Ryohei pulled out a Blu-ray 
copy of Moulin Rouge! and handed it to McAlpine, “Can you 
sign this for me?”

It turned out that Yamato was a big Don McAlpine fan and 
loved what McAlpine had said on the commentary of that 
specific disk about films being a combination of both art 
and business. Later Yamato told me that he saw it as three 
things; art, business and technology. At the end of production, 
McAlpine commented that they would not have stayed on 
schedule if it weren’t for that camera.

In the meantime Soundfirm created a 4K DCP of the split-
screen shootout that we viewed back at Event Cinemas. 
Oddly, we didn’t learn anything more than we did at the grade 
in Melbourne. The most interesting moment was looking at a 
ten-second clip of our actress, both in 2K and 4K.

We expected to see a difference, but I was standing four 

meters away from the enormous VMAX screen and couldn’t 
pick it at all. Now you could save yourself a headache and 
come to a conclusion here, but the test was inconclusive to 
me, for more than the obvious reasons. 

You don’t see people at the 
aquarium trying to stand as far 

away from the glass as possible, 
but the front area of a cinema is 

still usually empty.
Firstly, do you ever wonder why television manufacturers 
aren’t making 2K screens but jumping from 1080p up to 
4K? That’s because 1080p is 2K, only using the horizontal 
measurement, plus 6% wider, rather than the vertical. Using 
vertical measurement, to keep things in perspective, 4K is 
2160p. Furthermore, 2K widescreen 2.40:1 is only 858p.

Now I can see a big difference between HD (720p) and FULL 
HD (1080p) on my TV at home, but am told that it’s beyond 
my eyes perception to see any difference between 1080p 
and 2160p (4K) when you blow the image up to the size of a 
house. You don’t see people at the aquarium trying to stand 
as far away from the glass as possible, but the front area of a 
cinema is still usually empty. I understand that there’s more to 
an image than spatial resolution, but it’s still significant. 

You have to consider, the brain doesn’t always look at the 
screen as a whole, but zooms in on elements and can 
magnify flaws in an image. It’s like when the moon rises up 

Don McAlpine ACS ASC - PHOTO Phil Erbacher
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between buildings and looks massive. The Dressmaker looked 

beautiful at 858p, there’s no doubt about that, but could it 

have been more spectacular on the big screen at 1716p? 

It’s good to be aware, big budget films save dollars not 

producing 4K VFX so it’s unlikely they’ll jump up and down 

to say that 4K is better. Furthermore, 2K projector cinemas 

(the majority) don’t want you to think you’ll be missing out by 

watching a film with them. 

The complexities surrounding the topic are complicated and 

may seem politically loaded. So you might feel like an idiot if 

you talk about it with anyone. People just want to move on, 

because the subject’s too hard and 2K still looks good. A 

small film with no VFX has the potential to deliver a superior 

cinematic experience that big budget films can afford, and 

there’s growing demand for 4K content beyond the cinema 

window.

I walked into JB HiFi recently to check out OLED technology 

and the latest 4K screens and asked the sales rep if there 

was anything I could actually watch in 4K. The rep suggested 

my iPhone or GoPro, but admitted that there wasn’t a lot of 

commercial content out there. 

My friend Craig Wood edited Tomorrowland (2015) and that 

was a 4K production. It looked amazing. Wood agreed with 

my idea of shooting 4K and said that if I don’t have any VFX, 

why not. “I don’t really see any reason not to shoot 4K if 
cost and data storage is not a factor. But then the cost has 
become much less of a factor now that you can even shoot 
4K on your iPhone! Storage too, has become cheaper. 
Handling 4K can be an issue because of the sheer amount 
of data, and add cost to VFX. But that still doesn’t mean 

you shouldn’t shoot 4K as it can be down-rezzed just for the 
VFX and you still have the extra resolution if you need it,” 
Wood says.

Scott Seddon, President of the Independent Cinema 
Association of Australia, said all first-generation 2K projectors 
have been retrofitted to play 4K DCPs. Indeed, Madman 
Entertainment, the distributer for Ali’s Wedding, requires either 
a 2K or 4K DCP, but not both. 

Richard Dumbrell is a Projectionist at the Hayden Orpheum 
Picture Palace. He says 2K projectors will happily play 4K 
content, “It is certainly noticeable when a 4K title is 
running on the 4K projector, the quality is superior and 
the image is sharp and clear. I am tempted to say a 4K 
looks better on a 2K projector too, but that is just personal 
opinion.”

The most amazing film I’ve seen digitally projected was 
Samsara (2011). Shot 70mm and scanned 8K red, 8K green 
8K blue, and subsampled down to 4K. The experience of 
seeing the digital projection tells me that I can still squeeze 
more out of the current technology. I just have to figure out 
how to do it.

Simon Alberry set up a grade session for our Raw/Non-Raw 
tests with Jamie Hediger on a Baselight grade suite at DDP 
Studios. I couldn’t quite understand whether Raw or Non-
Raw of any camera was more or less malleable, but McAlpine 
seemed impressed and the general feeling was that raw was 
a lot more flexible and better to use if we can afford it. 

VariCam35’s 4K sensor was set at 17 x 9 (4096 x 2160) and 
the Arri’s 2.8K sensor at 16 x 9 (2880 x 1620). VariCam35’s 
codec looked better to me than Arri’s codec and the 

On location with ‘Ali’s Wedding’ - PHOTO Con Filippidis
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VariCam35 V-Raw looked outstanding compared with 

everything else. V-Raw was noticeably better at 5000iso 

and substantially better than everything else at the 800iso 

level, and confusingly so. V-Raw punched out in a way you’d 

expect 4K to punch out above 2K. 

The VariCam35 sensor consists of 4K green, 2K red and 2K 

blue. It’s logical in my mind to get a true 4K image from this, 

because every green sensor has a blue and red sensor beside 

it. So you could build 4K images based on the interpretation 

from the green sensors. 

From my understanding, as every sensor is physically in a 

different position, there is a fine level of diffusion to help bleed 

and mix the colours. I believe this helps with edges to create 

a more accurate image. So the VariCam35 sensor had two 

mysteries in my mind; one regarding the dual base ISO setting 

and the second in the ability for V-Raw to be so sharp. 

So based on my circumstances and in light of the story that 

I wanted to tell, I know how to get the best image all the 

way to my grader, but it’s still unclear how we can bring it to 

the screen, and which of 2K or 4K was going to be the best 

option for me. Clearly we need to do more testing. 

“I’ll take raw any day of the week”, says Jamie Hediger, a 

freelance Colourist, “but to be honest, unless you’re going 
for an extreme look that’s going to require the image to 
be really be pushed, and you’re planning on projecting it, 
codec is fine. I’ve graded features shot anamorphic ProRes 
and they look great. If your budget is limited you’ll be 
fine with codec. Having said that, there was a noticeable 
difference with the Panasonic between the two.” Hediger 

continues, “For me an image exposed correctly and lit 
accordingly is critical.” 

At the end of Ali’s Wedding Don McAlpine approached 

his 2nd AC, Romilly Spiers, handed her an envelope and 

said “Read this and go and put it in the truck.” It was a 

glowing reference complimenting Spiers on her consistent 

performance, doing an amazing job when people were 

watching and when they were not as well. She didn’t ask for 

the reference, but he was nurturing her as an asset for our 
industry. Likewise, I believe our engineers are assets too.

Panavison Australia’s Peter Lorz says, “The new V-RAW 
holds up to most other competitors RAW footage and in 
some cases, it can perform better, depending on situation 
of shot. The 4K 12bit AVC-Intra handles quite well against 
other common codecs and is great for low budget or TV 
series. Also because of the switchable default ASA5000 with 
VariCam V35 4K, gives camera operators new opportunity 
to shoot in very low light or infinite depth of field, and it 
cuts quite well within ASA 800. Now you can have more 
than one focal point and the noise floor level is quite low. 
We can see this camera becoming quite popular with our 
customers once they use these new features.”

I wrote to Taka and asked him what drove his team. He told 
me that it was simple, the ‘voice of the customer’. In other 
word, customer satisfaction and putting smiles on people’s 
faces. He ended the sentence with a smiley face. J

So there I was, standing inside JB HiFi looking at all these 
amazing 4K screens and wondered if it wasn’t us who were 
the ones being the snobs in the status quo. Personally, I don’t 
believe we’re not there until I can’t tell the difference between 
looking out my window and looking at a cinema screen. But 
right now I intend to honor the engineers, by pushing their 
technology as far as it can go.

We’re not saving whales or stopping wars. Or are we? We’re 
telling stories and that’s important too. And maybe we can 
be telling them even better. In a few days, I’ll be looking at 
the new 2x 4K laser projector system at IMAX in Melbourne 
and I’m really excited. It’s good that we’ve moved on from 
film because, as Don McAlpine says, “it’s an environmental 
disaster. And with lasers on the horizon I think the future 
looks bright …with true blacks!”

Sasha Hadden attended AFTRS in Sydney and has been actively involving 

in the filmmaking industry since childhood and has worked alongside many 

internationally-renowned Cinematographers.

On location with ‘Ali’s Wedding’ - PHOTO Con Filippidis
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WALKING THROUGH TIME
Aussie DOP Ross Emery ACS shines with Woman in Gold. 

- by Meredith Emmanuel and Harry Stranger



Helen Mirren as Maria Altmann in ‘Woman in Gold’ - PHOTO Robert Viglasky



The battle over the famous ‘Woman in Gold’ painting of Adele 
Bloch-Bauer by Gustav Klimt – a painting known as Austria’s 
Mona Lisa - is the subject of Ross Emery ACS’s latest film. 
The film wowed its audience at Camerimage during a special 
screening last November – a thrilling experience for Emery, 
who also performed jurist duties at the festival. 

Emery, whose previous work includes Bait (2012), The 
Wolverine (2013) and I, Frankenstein (2014), worked with 
Simon Curtis, the English Director of My Week with Marilyn 
(2011). Emery says Curtis was a wonderful director, “We’ve 
become close and our working relationship on this film was 
inspiring. There are few other people I’d want to take such 
a long walk with.”

Woman in Gold tells the true story of Maria Altmann (Helen 
Mirren), an Austrian-Jew who escaped her homeland during 
World War II. She later mounted a successful legal battle 
against the Austrian government to reclaim ownership of five 
iconic Gustav Klimt paintings belonging to her family. The 
works, stolen by the Nazis, were then illegally retained by the 
reformed Austrian government. One, a painting of her aunt 
Adele (the ‘woman in gold’), was originally commissioned by 
her uncle as a gift for his wife. Altmann lost most of her family 
during the holocaust.  

Tatiana Maslany and Helen Mirren portray the younger and 
elder Altman, while Ryan Reynolds stars in the role of her 
lawyer. 

With an enormous slice of Austrian history and a complex 
legal battle to handle, it was important the film have a sense of 
scale. “Sometimes these kinds of scripts are small, delicate 
stories,” says Emery. “The Weinstein Company wanted to 
open it up and make sure it didn’t all occur in one room 
with a window.” 

To ensure the film’s expansive approach, Emery needed to 

communicate three distinct time periods in Altmann’s life - the 
1920s, a time of family warmth, joy and growth for Altmann in 
peacetime Vienna; the 1930s, when Altmann became a newly 
married 20-year-old in the shadow of Germany’s impending 
occupation; and the present day, crossing between Altmann’s 
new life as a Los Angeles resident and her legal battles in 
Vienna.

Each era in Woman in Gold needed to reflect Altmann’s 
memories and emotions, so each epoch required its own 
distinct look and feel. “We shot the 1920s sequence on old 
Cooke spherical lenses, to give that age a particular look,” 
says Emery. “The colour palette was inspired by Gustav 
Klimt’s Adele Bloch-Bauer painting. We took the hues 
from the painting itself, which is gold and black, with an 
art nouveau feel to it.” 

The 1930s sequences were influenced by newsreel footage of 
the day and the colour palette of Agfa colour film used at the 
time. Colours are softer, the reds almost crimson and blues 
react differently. 

Emery muses about the interesting parallels to America, which 
was infatuated with Kodachrome film during this period. “It’s 
a distinctly different look, which places you in the time. 
That’s something I’m very keen on, as I love breaking down 
the technology so there’s a real relevance to the time period 
for the audience. The only other devices we used for this 
era were Mitchell diffusion filters. They were actually made 
in the 1950s and give a slightly old fashioned, softened 
glow.”

Contemporary scenes, however, featured a much sharper 
look, and it’s here Emery’s take on Altmann’s worldview really 
shines. His portrayal of Los Angeles is a step away from the 
traditional English notion of Los Angeles being a Disneyesque 
city of perfection. 

Helen Mirren in ‘Woman in Gold’ - DOP Ross Emery ACS, PHOTO Robert Viglasky
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“If you know Los Angeles, especially in the 1990s, there 
was more smog around. It had an orange and brown 
hue to it. The dry desert seeps in. I didn’t want to have 
Maria Altmann standing in the front yard of her house 
amidst green grass and blue skies, because her life wasn’t 
idyllic. Los Angeles was her prison. It needed to reflect the 
bleakness her life had taken on.”

In contrast, Austria is portrayed as the more luxurious, 
cultured surroundings. “Maria would have preferred to 
live her whole life in Vienna. She was Viennese and she 
loved the city,” says Emery. Her heritage carries through 
into her Los Angeles home. The production sets are dotted 
with elements of her old life in Vienna. “We worked hard 
on bringing sunlight through the doors of her L.A. home, 
especially later in the day, so it feels like California intrudes 
into the memories of the old world she attempts to surround 
herself with.”

To tie the look together, Emery shot in an anamorphic ratio 
using Hawk Anamorphic lenses on Arri Alexa cameras. He 
made the choice to use the wide ratio, as “it gives you a 
big screen feel. You get the sensation of an event and it’s 
a great palette for telling stories that have a larger scale.” 
His use of anamorphic lenses, meanwhile, removes the sharp, 
digital feel of the Alexa and gives the image a more textured, 
gentle feeling. 

“It’s one of the things we’ve been discussing at length at 
Camerimage,” Emery says. “We’re now capable of making 
an optically perfect lens and some people have come very 
close to doing this. The problem is you put an optically 
perfect lens on a very high-resolution sensor and you have 
an image that is hyper real. A little extended through. It’s 
too sharp. It’s too crisp. There’s no distortion and a lot of 
people, myself included, don’t like that.”

For the Australian, when it comes to Camerimage, he’s 

smitten. “I’ve met people here whose names I’ve been 
seeing on films and reading about in magazines for the last 
twenty years. Suddenly you get to meet them and you end 
up having intensely interesting, in-depth conversations, 
because you have this common thread of cinematography.” 

Despite it being his first visit to the festival, Emery also 
participated as a judge of the Director’s Debut competition, 
which he enjoyed immensely. “What I’ve seen is ten of the 
most interesting films I’ve ever watched. I’m astonished 
there are people out there who are willing to take such 
risks. It’s like these directors have taken every film textbook 
they could find and put it in a big pile and set fire to 
them. So it’s very refreshing. I think it’s possibly even more 
interesting than the main competition.”

“ I love it when the end credits 
roll and the camera department 
comes up. Everyone applauds! 

It’s just wonderful. “
The camaraderie of the festival also took him by surprise; 
given there is no conflict or competitive ego evident between 
cinematographers. “Everyone is incredibly respectful of the 
work and we’re complimentary about each other. There’s 
no conflict. Rather, everyone is keen to connect, learn and 
celebrate with one another”.  

“I love it when the end credits roll and the camera 
department comes up. Everyone applauds! It’s just 
wonderful. After being in the camera department for 
so long, to be in a place where our work is elevated the 
recognition is deeply rewarding.”

Ross Emery ACS on location with ‘Woman in Gold’ - PHOTO Robert Viglasky
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For the effort that went into Woman in Gold, Emery’s applause 
is well earned. Achieving cohesion across so many eras is no 
small feat. Emery had to put a lot of faith in the abilities of the 
crew he worked with – faith that paid off. 

“We had a very intelligent crew. For example, the Dolly/
Key Grip I had on this film, Alex Coverley, was quite a 
young guy who watched rehearsals and had a copy of the 
script in his hand all the time. As we began setting up shots 
Alex would have a conversation with me about the way the 
camera should move, on which line and on which point. 
He’d even say, ‘the character would be thinking this, so 
don’t you think we should ease in at this point?’ Here’s a 
young fellow who’s thinking like a director. I love it when 
that happens.”

Ross was also fortunate to have Jem Rayner as 1st AC and 
Jodi Smith as 2nd AC in the London and Vienna portions of 
the shoot. “I’ve worked with both Jem and Jodi a lot over 
the years and to have such superbly talented people around 
you is very comforting. Shooting films is tough work and 
having people there that have your back is paramount.” 

Fellow Australian Jason Ewart, who moved to England a 
few years ago with his English wife, worked Steadicam and 
performed B-Camera duties. “Jason did an outstanding 
job. B-Camera operation can be a tricky job. You need 
to come in sporadically and have to perform.  Jason was 
impeccable. He gained the director’s trust quickly and did 
some amazing work whilst being an absolute pleasure to 
work with.”

Collaboration with his grader to ensure a smooth Digital 
Intermediate (DI) was also important to achieving Emery’s 

look. Working with Technicolor’s Peter Doyle in London, the 
two connected closely, early in preproduction discussing 
how each time period should look. From their talks, Doyle 
created a set of look up tables (LUTs), which Emery was able 
to show other departments to ensure the looks he wanted 
could happen and stayed consistent from pre through post-
production. 

“For example, where our 1930s look was quite desaturated, 
it meant the makeup department could be a little bit heavier 
in terms of rouging, because they knew that it wasn’t going 
to be highly-coloured film,” he says. “Conversely, in the 
1920s section, which was quite golden in the skin tones, 
they knew they didn’t have to overly apply warmth to the 
skin tones.”

That’s not to say everything went smoothly though. There 
were a number of key points where Emery had to fight to 
achieve his vision, insisting upon specific camera movements 
and styling. His understanding of Altmann’s perception of 
the city, for example, heavily influenced his portrayal of Los 
Angeles. Similarly, the scene of her wedding dance in Vienna 
was a difficult plot point to convey.

“Everybody in that room knew that the Nazis were about 
to arrive. The impending chaos was palpable. Some people 
on the production wanted it to just be a simple wedding 
dance scene. Others, including myself, wanted to convey 
the desperation the people were beginning to feel. This 
family wanted its last hurrah, yet they were keenly aware 
the Nazis were coming and their lives were disintegrating. 
My camera movement was specifically designed to build that 
feeling. While the characters are trying hard to be ‘happy,’ 
everything is beginning to spiral out of control.”

Ross Emery ACS (L) behind the camera, on location in Vienna. Actors Tatiana Muslani  
and Max Irons with Gaffer Pat Sweeny (R) - PHOTO Robert Viglasky
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Emery is happy with the results of his determination to get the 
right looks for certain scenes in the film. “When I first read 
the script I enjoyed it, but on second reading I suddenly 
started seeing all these opportunities to do something that 
challenged me as a cinematographer. It’s like sometimes 
you want to remove yourself a little bit, because it makes 
it harder for you. We have an ideal, an idea in our heads 
when we first read a script. It’s rarely possible, whether 
it’s physical limitation, budgetary restrictions or creatively 
impossible, or because we have conflicting ideas from other 
people. But from the first moment you read the script, your 
work can only go in that direction.” Ultimately, Emery’s 
constant pushing to achieve this vision paid off. “On this film 
I probably came as close to achieving my original vision as 
I have on any of the films I’ve done so far.”

“ My camera movement  
was specifically designed  

to build that feeling.”
The final scene takes Altmann on a walk through her past. 
She enters her old apartment in Vienna, which is now a funky 
office space. As she revisits key life events, the mood shifts. 
Time melts and magically Adele Bloch-Bauer is watching 
her family members – alive again. Her father plays cello, her 
uncle reads aloud, and once again she whirls through her own 
wedding dance. Yet this time there is no sense of impending 
doom. She ends the walk standing below the painting of her 
aunt Adele. 

For Emery, this last scene encapsulates the major theme of 
the whole film. She has reached the end of her life and she 
knows she doesn’t have a huge amount of time left. Her great 
regret in life was that she had not originally fought to reclaim 
her family’s possessions. 

“If Jackson Pollock does a painting that becomes a 
commercial property, bought and sold by a gallery, or 
a government, or an insurance company, then it’s a 
commercial matter,” says Emery. 

“But this was a painting of a family member. For Altmann, 
it’s not that it’s Klimt. It’s just a family possession. The 
value is meaningless to her. She says, ‘It’s a picture of my 
aunt and it should come back to my family.’ That’s what 
spurs her on and gives her the strength to fight and reclaim 
it.” 

And it is in this final ‘walk’ that Altmann’s happiest memories, 
and the values she fought for, are finally returned to her.

Woman in Gold is available for download via iTunes, or on 
DVD now.

Meredith Emmanuel has over thirty years experience in film,  

television, radio, music, home video and media.

Harry Stranger works with cinematographers globally,  

and has written for a number of publications. He is currently  

studying media arts at the University of Technology, Sydney.

Daniel Brühl in a scene from ‘Woman in Gold’ - DOP Ross Emery ACS, PHOTO The Weinstein Company
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NEW GEAR
Bright Tangerine matteboxes, the new standard – by Clinton Harn

I often associate people, myself 

included, reading gear columns as 

an excuse to get a fix for what many 

some may coin as G.A.S. or gear 

acquisition syndrome. We are all guilty 

of buying gear just for the sake of it 

and very often, we find a reason to 

buy something. There’s simply no 

justification for it unless you want to 

diminish your bank balance and have 

a gleaming piece of gear end up as 

an ornamental piece on-top of your 

fireplace, provided the wife allows you 

to get away with it. Regardless, it’s hard 

to do, spending smart I mean. However, 

something occasionally comes along 

which warrants a purchase. 

We all know that cameras are released 

faster than a rat running down a drain 

pipe. So buying gear like lenses is 

generally a wiser investment, but 

there are also other pieces of kit that 

occasionally come by that literally have 

the ‘essential’ tag written all over it. 

They normally have two characteristics. 

Built to last and made with a ton of 
options for versatility. Combine these 
two things and you get a product that’s 
‘future proof’.

I recall seeing their gear a few years ago 
at Videocraft, then got a taste of them, 
courtesy of Viv Scanu, at Red Apple 
Camera Rentals shortly after. I acquired 
a kit while I was on a work trip to 
Holland last year and I’ve never looked 
back since. While the Misfit is not 
entirely new, the Misfit Atom is. Bright 
Tangerine are constantly bringing out 
accessories that compliment their entire 
line of products, and its kit too good not 
to write about. 

The Misfit is one of Bright Tangerine’s 
best selling solutions that is feature 
packed and provides bang for your 
buck. Well actually, it is on the pricier 
side but you get what you pay for. 

Bright Tangerine matte boxes are 
available in core kits and you simply 
purchase additional items depending on 

your needs. My kit consists of the Misfit 

with a 143mm back, top flag, three 

filter trays, a swing away kit, 15mm rod 

bracket, side flags, Bright Tangerine’s 

proprietary Black Hole Donut, an 

interchangeable 114mm back and a few 

additional clamp on rings. This model 

accommodates 4x5.65 and 4x4 sized 

filters. For just over $3000, I’ll cut to the 

chase and tell you what it does best for 

that kind of money.

• Clamps onto cinema primes  

 (143mm)

• Rod mount simultaneously for added  

 strength 

• Attach a swing away option for  

 added convenience

• Change the amount of filter stages  

 from one to three

• Option to use 114mm or 143mm  

 back plates to accommodate  

 different lenses

Clinton Harn filming in Sydney
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• Utilise the Black Hole Donut on the  
 143mm back to accommodate all  
 DSLR sized lenses

• Utilise the 114mm back in tandem  
 with threaded donut rings to screw  
 mount onto lenses

• 143mm rubber donut with retaining  
 ring accommodates 138mm round  
 filters

• Removable top & side flags to  
 reduce flaring saving weight when  
 not needed

• The Black Hole Donut is one of a  
 kind, unlike fabric; its conical shape  
 creates complete protection from  
 light leaks and allows for up to two  
 inches of travel

So you must be thinking, well I can 
probably buy a matte box half that 
price and still serve the same purpose. 
Well not quite. Here is where Bright 
Tangerine kills their competition. Their 
truly unique attributes are in the filter 
cassettes that use a modular design 
that allows the user to change a 
single stage matte box into multiple 
stages. This is the ‘reveal’ function 
on the Misfit. To me, this is almost 
like buying three matte boxes for 
the price of one. You can also swap 
out the backs depending on what 
size clamp-ons are suitable for your 
lens. Manufacturers often talk about 
modularity but have no idea. These 
guys put their money where their mouth 
is and deliver.

Bright Tangerine stuff is made from a 
combination of high quality materials 
including carbon fibre and selected 
alloys. What’s more impressive is some 
of their components are mono-blocked, 
meaning they are designed and cut 
from a single piece of raw material, thus 
making it extremely robust, increasing 
the strength to weight ratio. This is 
super evident in their recently released, 
uber lightweight Misfit Atom matte box 
which is designed with Steadicam, 
gimbal & drone operators in mind. I’m 
aware that there are cheaper options on 
the market, but these are certainly not 
3D printed or OEM sourced. The core is 
made from one single piece of alloy and 

the shade is a rigid yet flexible rubber 
material that can be removed, making 
it even lighter. They are so confident of 
their products that they offer a five-year 
manufacturing warranty. Another claim 
to fame is the wide field of view across 
their entire line of matte boxes. Lenses 
like a 14mm Cooke S4 can still be used 
with multiple stages of filtration without 
vignetting.

For the Misfit, add-ons like the anti-
reflective tilt control kit, filter guard safety 
lock so your filters don’t accidentally fall 
through while loading and glide rails for 
cinetape mounting, are just a few of the 
additional accessories available to really 
deck out your kit. Items certainly on the 
cards for my next purchase.

In the field, the Misfit and Misfit Atom 
are simply a joy to use. The best 
testament a product could possibly get 
is when you the see the smiles on the 
face of your AC or camera department. 
Bells and whistles are great things 
to have, but it still needs to be highly 
functional, and the Misfit does exactly 

that. There isn’t a lot to really worry 
about when you have a product so well 
designed and thought out. I have to 
admit, I was a tad skeptical to start with 
and was wondering what all the fuss 
was about. Like anyone else entrenched 
in the industry will tell you, the gold 
standard was always the big ‘A’. Yup, 
we are creatures of habit. 

But with a growing reputation for 
making stellar engineered products, 
along with customer service oriented 
team, coupled with smart marketing, 
the ‘B’ in Bright Tangerine just became 
the cat amongst the pigeons. This is 
the ‘new’ standard. Definitely worth 
checking out.

Clinton Harn is a producer, filmmaker and 

recording engineer. He has been a lecturer at 

JMC Academy for the last ten years and runs his 

own production company specialising in music 

videos, documentaries and short feature films.

Bright Tangerine mattebox
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FILM REVIEWS
This issue, we take a look at the five nominees for the Academy Award for Best Cinematography – by Steve Chagollan

THE REVENANT - Like Deakins, 

Emmanuel Lubezki is considered among the 

top of the trade. Just as colleagues referred 

to the late The Godfather DOP Gordon Willis 

as ‘Gordy’, Lubezki is known as ‘Chivo’.

The fact that he’s the reigning Oscar winner 

for this work on Birdman, on which he also 

collaborated with The Revenant Director 

Alejandro G. Iñárritu, gives him added 

cachet. Academy members might also be 

impressed with Lubezki’s eagerness to push 

the envelope in the image-catpure arena.

On Lubezki’s Oscar-winning work on 

Gravity, Sandra Bullock spent weeks inside 

a LED Light-box that added verisimilitude 

by surrounding her with the proper space 

environment and reflections. On Birdman, 

Lubezki used long scenes with digital 

cameras to create the illusion of a single-

take movie. On The Revenant, Lubezki and 

company withstood the most brutal weather 

conditions imaginable, and relied mostly on 

natural light while using the new Alexa 65. 

The result is breathtaking.

MAD MAX: FURY ROAD - For 

the fourth iteration of the ‘Mad Max’ series, 

the 73 year-old Australian, John Seale, 

efffectively came out of retirement to work 

with fellow Aussie George Miller (Seale’s 

previous feature was the 2010 film The 

Tourist), and the result had critics salivating 

over the audaciousness of the filmmaking.

Seale, who won an Oscar for his work on 

The English Patient, shot on location in the 

Namibian desert, convincing a reluctant Miller 

to use as many as four cameras at a time. 

The highly technical shoot emphasised visual 

storytelling over scripted dialogue, with no 

fewer than 3,500 storyboards, relying on the 

need for speed and an aggressive use of 

DI in the film’s vibrant colour scheme. “The 

dance of cars and truck at high speed was 

rehearsed endlessly,” says Seale.

Seale “was everywhere operating cameras 

as well as lighting,” according to George 

Miller, “and he’s one of those great camera 

people who’s got tremendous calm no 

matter what’s going on around him, and 

that’s really great for the actors.”‘Mad Max; Fury Road’ - DOP John Seale AM ACS ASC

‘The Revenant’ - DOP Emmanuel Lubezki AMC ASC
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SICARIO - With his nomination 
for Sicario representing his 13th, and 
no previous wins, you’d think Roger 
Deakins would’ve developed a complex 

by now. But the unflappable, no-frills 
Brit is blasé about the whole affair. “I’ve 
got plenty to come, I hope,” he said 
back in September.

For Sicario, Deakins’ second film with 
Director Denis Villeneuve, capturing 
the harsh, brutal light of Mexico’s 
Chihuahua Desert was key. While the 
film was shot digitally with the Arri Alexa, 
for one particularly bravura sequence, 
depicting a raid on an underground 
tunnel used to smuggle drugs, 
Deakins used two different night-vision 
attachments employed by the military, 
one an infrared thermal system. “It was 
almost ridiculous how little light I was 
using, but I didn’t want to go too far 
and make the image look too good, 
because, naturalistically, it wouldn’t 
work.”

CAROL - For his fourth collaboration 
with director Todd Haynes (including 
the HBO miniseries Mildred Pierce), 
Ed Lachman shot on Super 16mm film 

because of the format’s kinship with the 
picture’s 1950s period milieu. “I was 
trying to reference early color film,” 
Lachman explained.

In Patricia Highsmith’s novel The Price 
of Salt, on which the forbidden romance 
is based, Rooney Mara’s character is 
a department store decorator. In the 
film, she’s a sales clerk and amateur 
photographer. “We wanted to reference 
the period not through the cinema of 
that time, but through mid-century still 
photographers, many of whom were 
women.”  Lachman says.

Lachman achieves a realist look and 
texture that is worlds away from the 
lustrous sheen and pristine Technicolor 
surfaces of the DOPs previous 
collaboration with Haynes on Far From 
Heaven.

THE HATEFUL EIGHT - In his fifth 

collaboration with Quentin Tarantino dating 

back to 2003’s Kill Bill, Vol. 1, Robert 

Richardson and his helmsman chose to 

shoot The Hateful Eight on 70mm film 

using archaic Ultra Panavision 70 lenses, 

a format that hasn’t been used since the 

1960s, the heyday of the epic roadshow, 

and the widest possible frame available.

“The colours scream on 70mm,” 

Richardson said in December, “The red in 

particular looks like we could have shot 

this film on Kodachrome, except there’s 

absolutely no grain anywhere. It’s really 

beautiful.” It’s an expensive and difficult 

format, but Richardson, a three-time 

Oscar winner for JFK, The Aviator and 

Hugo, says it was worth it.

“70mm is so clean it’s hard to 

distinguish,” he said, “You pick up 

more contrast, and the colours maybe 

get muted a tiny bit - when you strike 

theatrical prints from the masters - but 

they’re still quite rich.”

‘The Hateful Eight’ - DOP Robert Richardson ASC

‘Carol’ - DOP Edward Lachman ASC

‘Sicario’ - DOP Roger Deakins CBE BSC ASC
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Damian Wyvill ACS
ODDBALL

Ari Wegner
THE KETTERING INCIDENT

Steve Yedlin
SAN ANDREAS

Garry Phillips ACS
THE HOUSE OF HANCOCK

Peter Menzies Jnr ACS
GODS OF EGYPT

Germain McMicking
HOLDING THE MAN

Andrew Conder SOC ACS
RED BILLABONG

Simon Chapman ACS
GLITCH

Laszlo Baranyai ACS HSC
DOWNRIVER

Donald McAlpine ACS
THE DRESSMAKER

Simon Ozolins ACS
TOMORROW WHEN THE 
WAR BEGAN - SERIES 1

Jaems Grant ACS
NOWHERE BOYS: 

THE BOOK OF SHADOWS

Brad Shields ACS
THE NEST

Carl Robertson ACS
INFINI

Greig Fraser ACS
LION

Andrew Lesnie ACS ASC
THE WATER DIVINER

David Eggby ACS
2:22

Craig Barden ACS
MOLLY

Philip Cross ACS
WINNERS & LOSERS

 - SERIES 5

Mark Wareham ACS
THE CLEVER MAN

John Brawley
THE BEAUTIFUL LIE

John Seale AM ACS ASC
MAD MAX: 

FURY ROAD

Vanja Cernjul
MARCO POLO - SERIES 2

Jody Muston
STALKHER

Geo�rey Simpson ACS
KILL ME 3 TIMES

Mark Wareham ACS
SECRET CITY

Kieran Fowler
TERMINUS

PJ Dillon
STRANGERLAND

Simon Duggan ACS
HACKSAW RIDGE

Giovanni Lorusso
THE MARSHES

Stefan Duscio
BARRACUDA

Donald McAlpine ACS
ALI'S WEDDING

Damian Wyvill ACS
MARY: THE MAKING

OF A PRINCESS

Lachlan Milne ACS
DOWN UNDER

Andrew Commis ACS
THE DAUGHTER

Paul Cameron ASC
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