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FROM THE EDITOR

Olá readers,

Welcome to Issue #70 of Australian Cinematographer, and 
what an issue we have for you...

In our comprehensive ACS Brief section we wrap up the 
recent National Awards for Cinematography, observe 
spontaneous combustion in the outback, see beautiful poetry 
in motion, cover new news on an old format (Super 8), pursue 
an Australian pioneer, travel to the USA to learn how a local 
DOP is making waves in New York City, and visit our friends 
at the American Society of Cinematographers in Los Angeles. 
We also remember the legend that was Prince by way of an 
important connection here at home.

Our features are more diverse than ever; examining some 
spectacularly epic cinema from Peter Menzies Jr ACS, a dark 
and brooding low-budget thriller, a stunningly beautiful feature 
from the charming shores of Vanuatu, an all-German language 
film from an Aussie DOP who doesn’t speak German, and 
a new television adaptation of a beloved Australian novel, 
lensed by Simon Ozolins ACS.

In Australian Shorts we feature no more than five films that 
were selected to be showcased at the Tribeca Film Festival 
in New York, including one that looks back at the legendary 
David Bowie video for Let’s Dance. Bowie and Prince in the 
same issue? Yes we did.

Finally, from me, a heartfelt congratulations to the amazing 
John Seale AM ACS ASC on picking up the Milli Award for 
Australian Cinematographer of the Year. Well done and well-
deserved mate.

Until next time... peace.

James Cunningham 
Editor,  
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

Greetings my ACS friends and colleagues,

At the recent ACS National Awards for Cinematography in 
Adelaide, I was surprised and honoured to receive a ‘thank 
you’ presentation from the members of the ACS Ladies 
Lounge. A group of women, dedicated to cinematography 
and the ideals of the Society.

Let’s be brutally honest, we haven’t always recognised gender 
equality, but something I do not doubt for one second, is that 
the ACS of today most certainly does.

The work is still in progress but we have made good ground 
and will continue to do so. The ACS will always encourage 
women to strive for the very best they can be, to aim for 
accreditation, and to be damn proud should they receive 
recognition on that level playing field known as the ACS 
Awards.

This was evident again this year with Emma Paine, Zoe White, 
Sky Davies, along with ACS CineKids member Cat Warren, 
together receiving two Gold Tripods, an Award of Distinction 
and a Gold plaque over four categories, which represents 
20% of the total categories.

Here’s the thing folks, they got there because they are 
talented, dedicated cinematographers pure and simple.

It’s extremely commendable that many organisations are now 
recognising that it’s difficult for women to actually making a 
living in our industry. The fact is, this applies to everybody and 
we should be trying to emphasise that the ACS recognises 
all cinematographers, with no gender bias. We must remain 
inclusive to do more for all our members. Let’s never lose 
sight of the fact that hard work, determination, dedication and 
talent play equal parts in any success story.

Gender bias is described thus: an unfair difference in the way 
women and men are treated. The ACS of today does not 
condone bias of any kind, and the journey we are on has only 
just begun.

Until next time.

Ron Johanson OAM ACS 
National President, 
Australian Cinematographers Society

FROM THE PRESIDENT



ACS MASTERCLASS
2015’s recipient of the John Leake OAM ACS Emerging Cinematographer Award  

lands in Los Angeles for lessons with the best – by Josh Farmelo
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Young Australian Cinematographer 
Josh Farmelo was presented 
with the NFSA/ACS John Leake 
OAM ACS Award for an Emerging 
Cinematographer in 2015. Farmelo 
used the prize money to attend 
a prestigious masterclass in Los 
Angeles presented by the American 
Society of Cinematographers (ASC). 
“I’d be learning from the best”, he 
said last year after receiving the prize. 
Now, Farmelo reports back from the 
City of Angels…

The ASC holds a fantastic five-
day masterclass a few times each 
year, offering cinematographers the 
opportunity to learn from a rotating 
roster of ASC members in a mostly 
practical environment. I was fortunate 
enough to attend one of these 
masterclasses in March this year, where 
the line-up of instructors included, 
among others, Robert Yeoman ASC 
(The Grand Budapest Hotel), Checco 
Varese ASC (The 33), Don McCuaig 
ASC (Switch) and Jacek Laskus ASC 
(Parting Glances) among others. 
Many other ASC members were also 
present throughout the week’s classes 
to answer my questions and share an 
anecdote or two. My classmates were 
from all over the world – including a 
couple of fellow Australians – most of 
them working cinematographers already 
with a lot of experience under their 
belts. 

Each instructor taught techniques 
relevant to their area of expertise; Bill 

Bennett ASC (who has shot more 
than forty automotive commercials for 
Audi, Ford, Range Rover and Ducati) 
taught us the basics of shooting car 
ads; Yeoman taught us effective cross 
shooting techniques and lighting for 
multiple cameras, after breaking down 
scenes from some of his feature work 
he also had a few tips for us on nailing 
perfect whip pans. Varese enlightened 
us on the virtues of being fast and 
taught us how to shoot economically 
while we recreated a scene from The 
33, and McCuaig spoke about how to 
be an effective second unit DOP, an 
under-appreciated position if there ever 
was one, I’ve now learned. 

The masterclass also included a trip to 
E-Film for a colour correction session 
with colourists Tim Stipan and Joachim 
Zell and a talk on colour science with 
image scientist Josh Pines. We closed 
the week with a talk on the politics 
of cinematography, where a panel of 
ASC members spoke about navigating 
the minefield of producers, production 
managers, actors, agents and job 
interviews. Information many of them 
wished they had earlier in their careers 
and had to learn the hard way. 

The recurrent theme over the week 
was that every DOP has their own 
perspective and shoots differently and 
there is no ‘one way’ to do anything as 
a cinematographer; this was echoed by 
nearly all of the instructors. Some ASC 
members even sat in on the others’ 
classes, just to get a rare chance to see 

how their peers work. Varese, when 
asked how he got to the position he is 
in now as a cinematographer, insisted 
“All I can say is, don’t do what I did”, 
reiterating that every cinematographer 
will travel their own path and find their 
own way of shooting. 

The ASC, like its Australian counterpart, 
is an enormously generous organisation 
and every member we met was more 
than happy to share their wealth of 
knowledge with us, and to offer any 
insight and guidance they could, 
whether it was during the day’s classes 
or over a beer in the clubhouse. I was 
amazed at just how approachable these 
cinematographers were and how warm 
and welcoming the ASC was. Many of 
them were quick to hand out their email 
addresses and told us to contact them 
any time if we had any questions and 
also to stop by and visit the clubhouse if 
we were ever in town. 

It was an amazing experience and a 
fantastic opportunity for a young person 
to learn and develop. It is something I 
would not have had the chance to do 
if not for the John Leake OAM ACS 
Emerging Cinematographer Award. I am 
eternally grateful for the support offered 
by the Australian Cinematographers 
Society and the National Film and 
Sound Archive. 

Farmelo won the 2014 Gold Award in the ACS 

Student Cinematography category, for his work 

on the short film Twenty Forty Three.  

Guillermo Navarro ASC (Desperado, Hellboy, Pan’s Labyrinth) teaching at an ACS Masterclass in Los Angeles  
- PHOTO The American Society of Cinematographers
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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!

Electronic Viewfi nder, lens and accessories sold separately.

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
Blackmagic URSA Mini Shoulder Kit $615
Blackmagic URSA Viewfi nder $2,339

All models include DaVinci Resolve 12 Studio 
for editing and color correction.
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AND THE AWARD GOES TO...
The last weekend in April saw cinematographers from around the world descend on Adelaide for the  

ACS National Awards for Cinematography – by Ron Johanson OAM ACS and James Cunningham

The volume of time put into any award 
presentation is enormous and in many 
cases for that period of time lives are put 
on hold in order to ensure their success. 
Our National Awards were a resounding 
success, hosted and organised superbly 
by the South Australian Branch of the 
ACS.

We held our second Southern Light Expo 
under the banner of the South Australian 
Film Corporation. Supported by our 
generous sponsors it was attended by 
over three-hundred people who again 
made the concept a popular success.

David Brill ACS held an excellent Q&A 
and screened his very personal film about 
Dean Semler AM ACS ASC, Road to 
Hollywood, on Semler’s career and the 
journey he made back to his home town 
of Renmark after being invited there by a 
group of schoolchildren.

Kim Batterham ACS moderated the 
‘Meet the Nominees’ session which saw 
an intriguing and revealing Q&A with 
a very impressive and diverse group 
of cinematographers including John 
Seale AM ACS ASC, along with Emma 
Paine from New South Wales who was 
nominated in the Web & New Media 
category, Student-Cinematographer 
Mark Deslatov and accomplished 
news-shooter Peter Steer, both from 
Queensland, Stephen Cavanagh ACS 
from the Northern Territory, the always 
enthusiastic Pawel Achtel from Tasmania, 
Ross Giardina ACS and Geoffrey Hall ACS 
among others.

The very popular Ray Martin 

Retrospective, was again well attended 
and Martin’s presentation again proved to 
be a fantastic insight into the talents of this 
very generous man.

On awards night, there were too many 
highlights to detail, but some of the 
very special moments included, Louis 
Irving’s emotional and heartfelt response 
to receiving his induction into the Hall of 
Fame, along with ACS stalwart, Ellery 
Ryan ACS. There was no surprise at 
the humility of both John Seale AM ACS 
ASC and former Federal President Ted 
Rayment ACS upon receiving their Ron 
Windon ACS Contribution Awards. Both 
Seale and Rayment are quiet achievers 
and as the Awards reflected, great 
contributors to the Society on many levels.

It is the reaction of the Gold Tripod and 
Distinction recipients, however, that makes 
everything the Society does so worthwhile, 
including the always enthusiastic CineKids 
winner, Cat Warren from Victoria, a 
delightful young lady who represents 
herself, her family and the Society with 
great presence of mind.

The first Golden Tripod of the night went 
to Peter Nearhos ACS for his work on 
‘Courtship’ for BBC Life Story, followed 
by Danny Ruhlmann ACS for his Madisen 
Ward & Mama Bear music video Silent 
Movies. 

In the current affairs and news categories 
Peter Steer earned himself a Golden 
Tripod for the incredible Carjack 
Cameraman, as did Aaron Hollett for Gaza 
Airstrike and Leigh Huber ACS for The 
Power of Ten.

Torstein Dyrting ACS from Western 
Australia picked up two Golden Tripods 
on the night, one for the fabulous 
documentary Prison Songs and the 
second for the dramatised documentary 
The Waler: Australia’s Great War Horse. 
Both well-deserved in their categories.

The two advertising gongs went to 
Timothy Tregoning for Angus Barrett ‘The 
Saddler’ in Local/Regional, and Jeremy 
Rouse for Vodafone ‘Bucket List’ in 
National/International. Two of the most 
hard-fought categories on the night.

The auspicious prize in the Short Films 
category went to Sky Davies for her work 
on Goodnight Sweetheart, a dark and 
brooding film starring Australian actor 
Damian Walshe-Howling. Also Germain 
McMicking picked up his Gold Tripod 
for the outstanding Nine Network series 
Gallipoli.

It was the coveted Features category that 
saw the legendary Oscar-winner John 
Seale AM ACS ASC win for his work on 
Mad Max: Fury Road. Not to be outdone 
by himself, this was shortly followed 
with Seale receiving the Milli Award for 
Australian Cinematographer of the Year to 
a well-earned standing ovation. A beautiful 
touch, having been on the international 
awards circuit for over twelve months 
to come full-circle by returning home to 
Australia to receive the award.

Ron Johanson is the National President of 

the Australian Cinematographers Society and 

James Cunningham is the Editor of Australian 

Cinematographer Magazine.

Milli Award winner John Seale AM ACS ASC with CineKids Gold Plaque recipient Catriona Warren at the ACS Awards in 
Adelaide - PHOTO Les Ludgate
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As anyone who has filmed a music 
video knows they can be wonderfully 
liberating in their creative chaos or 
disorganised and compulsive to the 
point of waste. Working with Prince 
touched on both those extremes.

Prince chose my work from a bunch of 
cinematography reels he viewed during 
his 1992 Australian tour. It was a time 
when music videos were still pulling 
huge budgets. I was told to turn up to 
Quay West apartments one night with a 
full kit. I was shooting a 35mm short film 
at the time so gaffer, John Lee, and 1st 
AC, Sally Eccleston, came with me, and 
we arrived to find some nubile women 
in togas standing pool-side.

It was obvious what we were meant 
to do, so we got to work, filming them 
swimming through the under-water 
viewing window. At some point I heard 
a whisper over my left shoulder and 
almost jumped out of my skin to find 
Prince standing there, quiet looking on. 
I think he said something nice about my 
showreel. I was so freaked out that I just 
nodded and stuck my eye back down 
the viewfinder.

A few days later I got a call to say he 

PURPLE REIGN
Australian Cinematographer Jane Castle ACS was hand-picked in the 1990s by the legendary artist Prince,  

for a once-in-a-lifetime adventure behind the camera – by Jane Castle ACS

wanted me in Los Angeles. I finished 
the film and jumped on a plane with 
Eccleston, who was one of Australia’s 
top focus pullers and also up for an 
adventure. It was the start of one of the 
weirdest filming experiences I’ve ever 
had.

We arrived at a massive Hollywood 
studio where a forced perspective set 
of the Taj Mahal had already been lit by 
another DOP. Our job was to add some 
dynamism to an otherwise static, drama 
look for the ‘7’ video. I stuck on a long 
lens, flipped the switch to 50fps and 
did some kick-arse camera moves that 
I had honed during years of shooting 
music videos in Australia and the US.

Next stop was Paisley Park, where we 
did a lot of waiting around interspersed 
with adrenalin filled bursts of activity, 
some very strange one-on-one concept 
meetings with Prince and shooting the 
rest of the videos off the ‘7’ album. 
We also shot part of his feature film, 3 
Chains o’ Gold, for which there was no 
apparent script, in his fully kitted film 
studio in Paisley Park.

On set, Prince’s bodyguards were the 
main point of contact, hovering over 

us and always reminding us that His 
Purpleness was waiting. This was 
interspersed with him giving inaudible 
directions and then walking away, 
leaving me wondering what he wanted 
me to do. Sometimes we’d do huge, 
six hour lighting set-ups only for Prince 
to turn up in a bad mood, say he didn’t 
like it and wrap the shoot, sending 
mega-bucks down the drain.

It was a roller-coaster ‘life experience’ 
and good practice at working fast and 
hard to produce great pictures. One 
of the more tangible benefits was that 
it got me onto the books of the top 
US cinematography agent at the time, 
Dattner Dispoto and Associates.

I believe Prince’s apparent need to 
push himself beyond his limits was 
clearly a factor in his untimely death and 
possibly a lesson for the creative, driven 
workaholics amongst us. But he leaves 
behind a brilliant, inspired musical 
legacy which I continue to enjoy and 
some stunning imagery to go with it, of 
which I am proud.

Jane Castle ACS is an award-winning  

director and cinematographer

The artist formally known as Prince - PHOTO Kevin Mazur
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AUSSIE DOP SHINES IN NEW YORK CITY
A new documentary Midsummer in Newtown, lensed by the Emmy Award-winning and New York based 
Australian Cinematographer Matt Peterson ACS, reveals how a Shakespearean production transformed 

the lives of a small group of kids and parents –  by James Cunningham

As the national debate over gun control 
in America continues, and four years 
after the horrifi c massacre at Sandy 
Hook Elementary School in Newtown, 
a documentary lensed by an Australian 
cinematographer has had its premiere 
at the Tribeca Film Festival in New York 
City.

Midsummer in Newtown, shows us the 
transformative power of the arts and its 
abilities to help communities heal. 

Directed by Lloyd Kramer (America 
in Primetime, Liz & Dick), the fi lm was 
the runner-up for the Documentary 
Audience Award at the festival.

From auditions to opening night, we 
witness the children of Sandy Hook fi nd 
their voice, build self-confi dence, and 
ultimately shine in a rock-pop version of 
A Midsummer’s Night Dream.

The fi lm was shot by Matt Peterson 
ACS, a multi Emmy Award-winning 
Director of Photography, and two-time 
recipient of the ACS Golden Tripod. 

Now based in New York, Peterson is 
known for his coverage of extreme 
sports, where he displays an innate 

ability to anticipate his subject’s next 
move. Travelling the world with the ASP 
World Surf Tour, the Dakar Rally in Africa 
and South America, or the Sydney, 
Athens and Beijing Olympic Games 
has meant Peterson is one of the most 
sought-after sports cinematographers in 
the world.

“Peterson’s camera 
follows the children on 
their journey towards 

opening night.”

But it’s Midsummer in Newtown that 
has been touching audiences. The 
project is aimed at healing the hearts 
and minds of a community devastated 
by the school shooting that occurred 
only a year prior to production. 
Peterson’s camera follows the children 
on their journey towards opening night.

This enthralling documentary had 
its world premier at Tribeca in 
front of a 550-seat sellout crowd. 
Jane Rosenthal, who founded the 
fi lm festival with Robert De Niro, 
not only introduced the fi lm but 
also commented on the beautiful 

photography. 

Midsummer in Newtown is a personal 
project for Executive Producer Tom 
Yellin who was nominated for an 
Academy Award for the fi lm Cartel Land 
(2015) which he was also EP on.

The fi lm culminates in a moving 
performance by Jimmy Greene and 
the pensive words of Nelba Márquez-
Greene. Greene also performed at the 
fi lm’s premiere.

The mass shooting at Sandy Hook 
Elementary School sent shock 
waves throughout the world, leaving 
a devastating impact on the city of 
Newtown.

Midsummer in Newtown is a testament 
to the cathartic force of artistic 
expression to pierce through the 
shadow cast by trauma, and to the 
resilience of a community that is fi ghting 
to not be defi ned by tragedy.

James Cunningham is the Editor of 

Australian Cinematographer.

‘Midsummer in Newtown’ - DOP Matt Peterson ACS
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Records indicate that Cinematographer 

Fred Granville ASC, born in 

Warrnambool, Victoria, in 1896, was 

the very first Australian to embark on 

a successful career in Hollywood as a 

cinematographer. 

Granville became interested in 

photography as a boy. In his youth 

he travelled to America and worked 

under cinematographer and inventor 

of the Viascope Projector James 

Crosby at the Selig Polyscope Studio in 

Edendale, near Los Angeles. At the age 

of only eighteen, he photographed the 

documentary Rescue of the Stefansson 

Arctic Expedition (1914), followed by a 

number of silent features and serials for 

Universal Studios. 

Throughout his career Granville was 

Director of Photography on fifteen 

feature films and one documentary, but 

also the Director of fourteen feature 
films, including Man and Beast (1917) 
and The Speed Maniac (1919). Granville 
operated a hand crank 35mm Bell & 
Howell camera while shooting the silent 
movie The Coming of the Law (1919), 
for the Fox Film Corporation. The movie 
featured well-known Hollywood cowboy 
actor and star of western movies, Tom 
Mix, who he worked with on more than 
one occasion. 

It was in 1919 that Granville co-
founded the American Society of 
Cinematographer in Los Angeles.

Following a very successful career in 
Hollywood he moved in 1920 from Los 
Angeles to London where he met and 
married silent film actress Peggy Hyland 
and worked as a Director/DOP on a 
further fourteen feature films, including 
Shifting Sands (1922), The Sins Ye Do 

(1924) and The Cradle of God (1926). 

Adding to his credits, he was writer of 
one feature, The Shark Master (1921) 
and producer of another, Forbidden 
Cargoes (1926). 

“It was in 1919 that 
Granville co-founded the 

American Society  
of Cinematographer  

in Los Angeles.”

An Australian pioneer in Hollywood, he 
died in London in November of 1932 at 
only 36 years-of-age from complications 
related to Bright’s disease.

 

Ron Windon ACS is a former-National President, 

current Historian and a Life Member of the  

Australian Cinematographers Society.

PIONEER IN HOLLYWOOD
Australian Fred LeRoy Granville ASC (1896-1932) was one of the group of fifteen cinematographers who in 1919 

were the original founders of the American Society of Cinematographers (ACS)  – from Ron Windon ACS

An original glass slide for ‘The Speed Maniac’ (1919) - DOP Fred Granville ASC
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Writhing, knobbly hands and leathery 
old skin are photographed in stark 
black-and-white, juxtaposed with vivid 
colour, in Cinematographer Ashley 
Barron’s moody new The Faintest 

Clasp, one of five ‘ArtBreaks’ short 
films.

Produced for ABC iView, the ArtBreaks 
series aims to provide bite-sized chunks 
of video art shot by highly skilled 
filmmakers, with poems narrated by 
Australian actors.

The Faintest Clasp visualises an ode 
written and produced by advertising 
guru David ‘Nobby’ Nobay, who 
commissioned the series. Renowned 
photographer Simon Harsent directed, 
while The Pool Collective produced for 
Sydney’s Marcel WW agency.

Barron delivers Harsent’s directorial 
vision by pairing the dramatic reading 
with close-up shots of an elderly man’s 

POETRY IN MOTION
Cinematographer Ashley Barron helps art come to life on the ABC – by Meredith Emmanuel

body. Contrasting black and white 
photography with flashes of colour 
images – using focus and camera 
movement to provide ‘punctuation’ – 
Barron creates a breathtakingly dark 
exploration of the stories hidden his 
beneath his wizened skin.

“...using focus and 
camera movement to 

provide ‘punctuation’..”

Introduced to the project by Harsent, 
for whom Barron had previously shot 
a Sydney Writer’s Festival commercial, 
she jumped at the opportunity to 
work with the Director again. The pair 
exchanged visual reference ideas and 
Barron then shaped the aesthetic. From 
there, the team refined the ultimate style 
of the short.

The Faintest Clasp was shot on a Black 
Magic Cinema camera in a Redfern, 

Sydney art studio. Barron combined 
a small tungsten package with the 
studio’s own lighting system, which 
created a theatrical high-contrast look, 
accentuating the character’s age and 
isolation from the world at large.

Besides contributing to the ABC’s 
ArtBreaks, Barron has recently 
completed a number of other projects; 
the feature film One Less God about 
group of international tourists besieged 
in the 2008 Mumbai terrorist attacks, 
the thirty-second short film Midnight 
Walk for fashion festivals directed by 
Loaded Content’s Mathilde Nocquet, 
and a commercial she lensed for 
McDonalds Restaurants, which 
is currently airing in Australia.

Meredith Emmanuel has over thirty years 

experience in film & television, public relations 

and communications, and is now a much-

cherished contributor to the magazine.

‘The Faintest Clasp’ - DOP Ashley Barron

‘The Faintest Clasp’ - DOP Ashley Barron
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On the heels of celebrating fifty years of 
manufacturing Super 8 film, Kodak is 
launching an initiative aimed at putting 
Super 8 cameras into the hands of a 
new generation of filmmakers, as well as 
meeting the needs of cinematographers 
who appreciate the art and craft of 
filmmaking.

“For me, 8mm was the beginning of 
everything,” said Academy Award-
winning director Steven Spielberg. 
“When I think of 8mm, I think of the 
movies.”

At the Consumer Electronics Show 
(CES) earlier this year, Kodak 
announced its Super 8 ‘Revival Initiative’ 
with a display of a prototype model of a 
new Super 8 camera. It combines the 
classic features of Super 8 with digital 
functionality.

“I am a strong believer that a 
cinematographer should have as 
many tools at his or her command”, 
says multiple-award winning 
Cinematographer Robert Richardson 
ASC (Platoon, Casino, Kill Bill). “My 
career began with Super 8 and that 
transferred into working with the stock 
on a number of projects from JFK to 

THE GREAT SUPER 8 REVIVAL
Kodak launches a Super 8 revival for cinematographers at this year’s  

Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas – by Slade Phillips

Natural Born Killers. I could not be 
pleased more to hear that what I felt 
was slipping away into darkness is 
returning to the light.”

The revival initiative reaches beyond 
the introduction of just a new 
camera. The company is building a 
roadmap that includes cameras, film 
development services, post production 
tools and more. “It is an ecosystem 
for film”, said Jeff Clarke, Kodak’s 
CEO. It is being applauded by many 
of the industry’s top directors and 
cinematographers, many of whom got 
their start on Super 8 film.

At seven years old, Director Christopher 
Nolan began making short movies 
with his father’s Super 8 camera. “The 
news that Kodak is enabling the 
next generation of filmmakers with 
access to an upgraded and enhanced 
version of the same analog technology 
that first made me fall in love with 
cinematic storytelling is unbelievably 
exciting,” said Nolan.

Any cinematographer knows that there 
are just some moments that digital just 
can’t deliver, and  nostalgia is always 
in. Kodak stopped making the Super 

8 in 1982 and countless times we’ve 
seen relics of the past resurrected 
for modern-day use; vinyl, polaroids, 
vintage filters.

“The first camera I ever picked up was 
the Super 8 and it’s still a joy to play 
and experiment with”, remarked Carol 
Cinematographer Ed Lachman ASC. 
“There’s always a sense of discovery 
with the form. I’ve actually used it in 
a number of my feature films including 
Mi Familia, Selena and I’m Not 
There.”

By launching its first Super 8 camera 
product in more than thirty years, Kodak 
is demonstrating its resolve to ensure 
that film plays an important role in the 
future of filmmakers - both professionals 
and amateurs. This product, like many 
in Kodak’s history, could potentially turn 
out to be a useful tool for artists and all 
those who aim to capture moments of 
genius.

Slade Phillips is a Melbourne-based  

writer and journalist.

A Super 8 prototype model at CES - PHOTO Courtesy of Kodak



If you’re looking for a career in 

cinematography, let’s face it, Alice 

Springs is not where you might choose 

to live. But for former NT ACS President 

Chris Tangey this is home, and he 

wouldn’t have it any other way. 

To make a living in the craft though, 

wearing many hats is a necessity not 

a choice. As a result Tangey, through 

his business Alice Springs Film and 

Television, is just as likely to be casting 

a national TVC, running a remote camp 

for a Netflix production or location 

scouting a feature like Australia (2008), 

Strangerland (2015) or in this case, 

Tracks (2013).

It was in September of 2012 that his 

world was turned topsy-turvy. Several 

minutes after he had set up his ENG 

(electronic news gathering) camera to 

shoot some file footage of a remote 

cattle station blaze East of Uluru, a 

35 metre high fire tornado appeared 

in front of him complete with an earth 

shaking noise that sounded like he 

was “standing behind the engine of a 
787”. 

THE TOWERING INFERNO
Northern Territory-based Cinematographer Chris Tangey unexpectedly films ‘pillars of fire’  

while location scouting for the feature film Tracks (2013), 80km West of Uluru, and 
offers some valuable advice on intellectual property rights – by Vanessa Abbott

Tangey had already finished scouting 
Tracks for the day and it was the first 
time he had ever taken the ENG camera 
on a location scout with him. Once 
recorded, he had no way of backing up 
the precious footage and was relieved 
three days later to get the pictures into 
civilisation. 

“Former US Vice 
President Al Gore tried 
to license it, and was 

twice refused.”

The public response was extraordinary, 
featuring first in Australia, but then 
through Reuters on virtually every news 
bulletin on the planet. Former US Vice 
President Al Gore tried to license it, 
and was twice refused. Tangey was 
interviewed live on both Good Morning 
America and the ABC’s Today Show. 

Japanese game shows wanted it as 
did Hollywood feature films. Both the 
World Meteorological Organisation in 
Geneva and the BBC Natural History 
Unit each requested a ‘safety’ copy. As 
we write, three-and-a-half half years 

later, the circus continues with Tangey 
doing a live interview last month on 
the ‘firenado’ for BBC1’s top-rating 
primetime program The One Show.  It’s 
rare indeed that a simple weather event 
garners such global attention.

But perhaps the most extraordinary 
part of the story is that Tangey has 
managed to totally control the valuable 
intellectual property (IP) of the material 
from day one, by sticking to a strategy 
devised over the three remaining days 
of the location scout. He knew he 
had something unique but he had the 
extraordinary advantage of being able 
to plan when and how he would release 
the material to the world. 

As a former Associate Producer 
for a National Geographic Channel 
documentary, he had learned a great 
deal about licensing, copyright, and 
the value of the material. Tangey says 
he shudders to think what would have 
happened to the IP rights of an amateur 
with an iPhone.

He knew that stills had comparatively 
little monetary value but that high quality 
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The ‘firenado’, 80km East of Uluru - DOP Chris Tangey



and/or unique vision would easily pay 

US$100 per second. The first stop was 

The Australian. By sharing gratis just six 

high impact video stills of the 40,000 

from the day, he managed to cause 

the Friday editorial meeting of the The 

Australian newspaper to be interrupted. 

A close relationship with the Seven 

Network as their local stringer would 

give the vision its first airing on the same 

day the newspaper story came out, with 

the proviso there would be no sharing 

with affiliates, no archiving and one play 

only on the main bulletin. NBC America 

saw it coming in on their Sydney feed 

from Seven but couldn’t get it, so they 

paid for it. ABC America did the same 

thing except they asked for a 48-hour 

license so it could be played on any of 

their programs over that period.

A few days later when news sales 

faded, Reuters stepped in. Tangey knew 

the material was worthless unless vision 

buyers were aware of its existence so 

the global news service in that sense 

was an invaluable free advertising 

service for him. He allowed them to 

send out a 40 second compile only 
with an embedded watermark, giving 
all stations one play and no permission 
to archive. Tangey had invaluable help 
from Arts Law Australia in protecting 
his work and their copyright licensing 
templates were easily adapted to all the 
countries he subsequently dealt with.

“Tangey says he 
shudders to think what 
would have happened 

to the IP rights of 
an amateur with an 

iPhone.”

Since then he has licensed the vision 
all over the world for an amount now 
totalling in excess of US$60,000 and 
it’s “putting the kids through school” 
he says. He uses a Brussels based 
subscription monitoring service to track 
illegal usage of the vision worldwide, 
typically reporting in 20-30 breaches a 
day.

What advice would he give to others 
who might find themselves with unique 
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Mount Conner moments before the fire ignited - DOP Chris Tangey

material? “You are in the driver’s seat, 
you set the provisos, always use your 
own licensing agreement and always 
make sure the jurisdiction is named 
as the Commonwealth of Australia”, 
he says. “I can assure you, I didn’t 
wake up that morning expecting a 
‘pillar of fire’ to appear in front of me 
in the desert…but when your’s comes, 
be ready to protect your intellectual 
property as if it’s your own house!”

Vanessa Abbott is a regular contributor  

to Australian Cinematographer.

Chris Tangey on location  
- PHOTO Supplied



As a cameraman working primarily in 

broadcast news and current affairs it’s pretty 

normal to finish an assignment thinking of all 

the ways it could have or should have been 

better. Better if we’d shot it yesterday when 

the sun was shining, better if the talent had 

been more relaxed, better if there’d been 

more time to shoot proper sequences, better 

if we had that special bit of kit to do a tricky 

shot or light it properly. It’s the ever-lurking 

lament of a small team, trying to squeeze the 

best out of any given story in the time-poor 

and often under-resourced environment of 

news and current affairs.  

That’s why it feels great on those rare 

occasions when you finish a shoot feeling 

happy with what you’ve captured, knowing 

that it’s going to look even better once it’s 

knocked into shape back at the office. One 

such story came along recently when I went 

to Robbins Island off Tasmania’s NW coast, 

for the ABC’s long-running Landline program.

I really like Landline. It’s a show that values 

decent pictures and sound. Local Tasmanian 

reporter, Fiona Breen digs up some 

interesting yarns and is good to work with. 

She actually writes to the pictures and seeks 

your input throughout the whole evolution 

of a story, which is a rare treat. We’re 

encouraged to shoot proper sequences and 

given time to get them. On Landline I also 

RAISING THE STEAKS
Peter Curtis ACS teams up with a local Tasmanian drone company to create  

spectacular images for the ABC’s Landline – by Peter Curtis ACS

benefit from working with an experienced 

sound recordist, usually Dave Fraser, who 

has been at the ABC as long as I have (over 

thirty years) and still loves the work as much 

as I do. Back in Hobart our most thoughtful 

and creative editors cut the show. In short 

it’s one of the last ‘old-school’ long-form 

programs we get to work on. Best of all, it 

gets us out of the office and mixing with real 

people, in all kinds of interesting locations. 

The Hammond Brothers, John and Keith, 

are typical of many Tasmanian farmers.  

They’re hard working, world-class at what 

they do, care about the environment and are 

exceptionally friendly and accommodating. 

Together with their families, the brothers run 

a grass-fed Wagyu Beef property at a place 

called Montague in the far NW corner of 

Tasmania. They also own a large island just 

off the coast, Robbins Island.  

It’s an integral part of their farm operation, 

as they graze and breed cattle ‘on island’ 

throughout the year, switching stock to 

the mainland and back again depending 

on weather, feed levels and what needs to 

be done regarding breeding or getting the 

cattle to market. The thing that makes the 

operation unique is that the cattle are walked 

to and from the island across big tidal flats 

that appear briefly at extreme low tides. 

All up it’s an 11km trek for the herd and 

they have to cross at least three salt water 

channels at precisely the right time, in the 

hour when the tide is at its slackest.  

Of course it’s a visual feast as the Hammond 

family and a bunch of volunteers ride on 

horseback to herd the cattle back and forth. 

The sight of eight-hundred cows crossing 

golden sand flats and being driven through 

aquamarine salt-water channels is made for 

great pictures and sound. Photographers 

and television crews have captured this 

operation before. Landline has visited twice, 

once in the late 1990s and then again early 

in the new millennium. Ray Martin also did a 

lovely piece for A Current Affair a couple of 

years ago. It was going to be a challenge to 

try and raise the bar any further.  

As with anything cinematographers do, 

preparation is key. The major visual thread 

running though this story had to be captured 

in a two-hour window, as the cattle were 

moved from the island to the Hammond’s 

farm at Montague. If we didn’t nail it in those 

two hours the story was going to be seriously 

compromised. 

We decided the best way to get a new and 

interesting angle on the cattle drive was to 

use a drone. Fortunately Landline Executive 

Producer Ben Hawke could see the value in 

it and forked out for a proper CASA certified 

18 / ACS BRIEF

A shot from Ignite Digi’s DJI Inspire X5 with a 15mm lens - DOP Peter Curtis ACS



crew. As many ACS members know we’re 

blessed in Tasmania to have Ignite Digi 

based here. Fellow ACS members Tom 

Waugh and Chris Fox head up the company. 

Their second unit crew Rian Taylor and Gene 

Miller were keen to use their Inspire drone on 

this shoot and we locked them in early. We 

also made sure we had a couple of GoPro 

cameras and the latest hand held OSMO 

stabilised camera, plus a second smaller 

Panasonic P2 (270) camera to compliment 

the main camera (Panasonic 3100).  

A brief pre-production meeting with the 

drone team about a week out from the 

shoot, meant we could sort out the key shots 

we’d need from land and air and how we’d 

work together to compliment each others 

images. We also discussed how we’d keep 

out of each other’s shots. On our first day 

on location we took a couple of hours off 

from filming to drive out onto the sand flats 

at low tide. We then surveyed the route 

we’d take with the cattle the next day. This 

really paid off as we quickly realised that the 

farm’s 4WDs we’d be using couldn’t cross 

the deepest channels. It meant we would 

need to take longer routes to key points of 

the cattle drive. With Taylor and Miller we 

decided where we’d work together and 

where we would leapfrog ahead of each 

other to maximise coverage. 

The next morning we rose early to set up 

everything. The small P2 Camera was used 

to shoot a time lapse of the tide receding, 

while the GoPros were mounted on two 

of the horse riders. Lots of vision is always 

going to ‘hit the cutting room floor’ and in 

the end the GoPro shots didn’t make it. Nor 

did the time-lapse, as the image shook too 

much in the unbelievably strong winds we 

experienced on the day.  

Nothing quite prepares you for the sight of 

hundreds of cows emerging en-mass from a 

dust cloud as they descend onto the beach 

at Robbins Island. It was simply spectacular. 

You could hear them coming a mile off as the 

calves and cows called to each other. I was 

surprised by how quickly the animals moved. 

Wagyu are known to be a very athletic breed 

and they kept moving throughout the trip at 

a solid 8km/h.  Once they’re underway the 

horse riders need to keep them going, so we 

just had to go with the flow, grab a shot or 

two then quickly clamber back into the tray 

of the Ute and race on to the next spot. It 

was quite frenetic. Two of John Hammond’s 

sons drove the Utes and did a fantastic job.

The herd stretched out at times then 

bunched up again at each of the channels. 

This was because the lead animals baulked 

before being cajoled into the deep water as 

the herd pushed up from behind and the 

flanking horses funnelled them in. The riders 

did an amazing job of keeping the herd 

heading in the right direction.

Taylor and Miller did an amazing job with the 

drone, especially as it was blowing a gale 

and they were launching and retrieving the 

drone from the tray of their Ute every few 

minutes. Sometimes we were shooting side 

by side while other times they were way 

ahead or behind. We always met at the key 

points though as per the plan, and despite 

the craziness of the actual drive, all the 

preparation paid off.

Of course nothing runs perfectly and our 

Ute got seriously bogged at the furthest 

point of the trip in a notoriously soft area 

around some sea grass beds. We’d been 

warned, but you’ve got to give it a go! We 

abandoned ship and had to leg it to film the 

herd crossing the Montague River. While we 

did that the boys extricated our Ute. In doing 

so the exhaust system got badly bent and 

the end of the pipe pointed straight down 

behind the rear axel. It then dragged across 

the sand as we moved on. This didn’t help 

one bit when we tried to cross a channel. 

The water and sand that filled the pipe meant 

the engine stalled as we reached the deepest 

point. Just as the tide started to stream back 

in. For a while it didn’t look too good at all 

and we quickly waded our camera gear out 

of the vehicle as the salt water poured into 

the cabin and threatened to spill into the 
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tray. Eventually the other Ute rescued us and 

our engine restarted after some rudimentary 

‘modifications’ to the exhaust system. 

One good turn deserves another and we 

also helped the other Ute out as it also got 

bogged. In the end it became a race against 

the tide and at certain moments it looked like 

the tide might win. We were glad when we 

reached terra firma.

The vehicle delays meant we missed the 

cattle actually arriving at the farm. Thanks to 

a bit of a ‘re-enactment’ with the team on 

their horses, plus a drone shot that revealed 

the cows resting in the home paddock and 

some crafty editing and nobody was any the 

wiser!  

For us it was a memorable story. It ended 

up running a fair bit longer than we’d initially 

thought, 19 minutes, but thanks to some 

great teamwork it held up nicely. Television 

stories are always only as goods as the 

sum of their parts. When all the elements 

combine; subject, talent, script, pictures, 

sound and editing the results can be 

something special. Reflecting on the day 

while chomping on a a wagyu steak, yes they 

are amazing, I was reminded why classic 

shows like Landline are still as relevant 

as ever and appreciated greatly by the 

community it seeks to serve.

Peter Curtis ACS is an award-winning 

Cinematographer and President of the  

Tasmanian branch of the ACS.

Peter Curtis ACS, Fiona Breen and Dave Fraser on location in Tasmania  
- PHOTO Peter Curtis ACS



Mungau Dain at the volcano in ‘Tanna’ - DOP Bentley Dean, PHOTO Philippe Penel



KING OF THE JUNGLE
Nominated for an ACS Golden Tripod for his work on the feature film 

Tanna, Bentely Dean talks openly about the joys and challenges of the 
astonishing undertaking in Vanuatu.

- by Bentley Dean



The tale of star-crossed lovers risking all in the name of 
love is perpetually told. In Tanna, the first-ever feature film 
shot wholly in the tiny South Pacific nation of Vanuatu, the 
story is told with sheer stunning beauty.

Based on dramatic events that took place on the volcanic 
island of Tanna in 1987, the film weaves fascinating details 
of tribal life into a universally accessible and emotionally 
affecting romantic drama. Wawa and Dain are in love but 
Kastom (traditional law) decrees that law Wawa be married 
into a neighbouring tribe. Bentley Dean and Martin Butler 
worked with the people of the indigenous Yakel community 
to develop the film.

Performed by non-actors from the community, whose 
history and culture is depicted on screen, Tanna marks 
a narrative debut for the award-winning documentary 
filmmakers. The resulting drama proves that love takes 
genuine courage and that even the oldest traditions must 
contain the flexibility to evolve to survive.

Tanna is set on a small island in Vanuatu where a young girl 
from one of the last traditional tribes falls in love with her 
Chief’s grandson. When an intertribal war escalates, she is 
unknowingly betrothed as part of a peace deal. The young 
lovers run away, but are pursued by enemy warriors intent 
on killing them. They have to choose between their hearts 
and the future of the tribe, while the villagers must wrestle 
with preserving their traditional culture and adapting it to the 
increasing outside demands for individual freedom. It is based 
on a true story.

I was involved from the beginning, wearing a number of hats 
including co-director and co-producer with my excellent long-
term collaborator Martin Butler. This is a very convenient way 
to get a gig as a cinematographer. Butler and myself have 
been working together for eight years making documentaries 
such as Contact (2009) and First Footprints (2013), not 
feature films.

“ It survived volcanic ash,  
dust storms and deluges  

of rain and humidity. “
There were many appeals to the job. Living with a proudly 
traditional people for seven months with my wife and two 
small children was the main one. The folks of Yakel still hunt 
with bows and arrows and make their clothes and houses 
entirely from materials gathered in the surrounding jungle. 
Their days begin with the rising sun and end with a kava 
ceremony at sunset. It’s a life that has all but disappeared in 
modern times, so it was a rare opportunity to learn and have 
a lot of fun. 

Another appeal was to make a fictional feature film for the 
first time. It was an opportunity to push ourselves. We started 
with next to no money. No money, no story, no feature film 
experience, working with people who had never seen a 
feature film let alone act in one. It was quite a start! 

We knew that our best chance was to give ourselves lots 
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Cinematographer Bentley Dean films Mungau Dain and Marie Wawa beside an active volcano - PHOTO Philippe Penel



and lots of time, so equipment and crew had to be minimal. 
Myself on camera, Butler on sound and my wife, Janita Suter, 
responsible for everything else. There was no electricity, so we 
brought a solar panel to charge our batteries and laptops.

I had learned that the Palme D’Or winning Blue is the 

Warmest Colour (2013) was filmed on the Canon C300 and 
figured if it was good enough for them it was good enough for 
us. It was cheap enough for us to buy and not worry about 
rental times, which meant we could build in time for things to 
go wrong, which of course they did. 

It was small enough for me to hold comfortably hand-held 
and react to the action as it happened in a more documentary 
style as we anticipated having to be ready to roll to catch the 
magic. It survived volcanic ash, dust storms and deluges of 
rain and humidity. A trooper of a camera. The workhorse lens 
was the Canon 24-105 and a 50mm prime for night scenes 
on the volcano and around the fire.

We didn’t have a camera department, however for some of 
the night scenes I would get a someone from the tribe to hold 
a fleccy and bounce light to simulate fire. Like with everything 
they became experts really quickly. I did manage to convince 
Marden Dean (The Infinite Man, Fell) who is my brother 
and a far better DOP than me, to come and visit. I quickly 
shoved the camera in his hand and he helped shoot two very 
memorable scenes. 

Our fabulous Editor Tania Nehme came to edit in one of the 
dirt floor huts for six weeks, which proved invaluable to the 
story making process.

The look of the film was informed by the organic nature 

of coming up with the story. Because none of the actors 

are literate or have had any experience acting, the story 

and dialogue were developed through workshopping and 

improvisation on location. 

“ There have only been a couple 
of times as a cinematographer 

where I’ve felt goosebumps 
while filming and this was one. “

At the start of filming each scene we would ask everyone on 

location what would happen in real life. Say, for an elaborate 

peace-making ceremony, they would block out the direction 

tribes would come from, where they’d sit, the order that chiefs 

would speak, when they’d sacrifice pigs and exchange kava, 

what the men would say, and what the women would whisper 

in the background. Essential lines were hit, but we always left 

room for the spontaneous performances everyone excelled at. 

Because we had discussed the story together over many 

months, everyone knew the emotional arc of each scene and 

could move freely within character as if it were happening for 

real. We began filming rehearsals to get ourselves and the 

actors used to working with the camera. But at that stage we 

still didn’t know the look. Would it be locked off and formal, or 

handheld? 
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Peter Kowia, Martin Butler, Lingai Kowia, Bentley Dean, Caha Toata and JJ - PHOTO Philippe Penel



Women collect shells in ‘Tanna’ - DOP Bentley Dean, PHOTO Philippe Penel





Mungau Dain and Marie Wawa in ‘Tanna’ - DOP Bentley Dean, PHOTO Philippe Penel

The very first rehearsal was a scene where Chief Charlie tries 
to convince the men of the tribe to forget revenge and seek 
peace. Difficult to pull off convincingly. I decided to start wide 
on legs, but within about seven seconds I felt an irresistible 
urge to whip off the camera and head straight in handheld. 
There have only been a couple of times as a cinematographer 
where I’ve felt goosebumps while filming and this was one. 

Through the lens the performances were extraordinary and 
I knew in my heart that this was going to be a good film. 
Amazingly this very first rehearsal is in the final film. We 
decided there would be no more rehearsals. We’d shoot for 
real and it would be mostly hand held. 

“ The look of the film was 
informed by the organic nature 

of coming up with the story. “
The atmosphere on the shoot was deliberately low key. We 
teased each other a lot and there was much laughter. It’s our 
view that this ‘embedded’ and intimate filmmaking style is 
probably the only way this film could have been made.

Rather than use storyboards, we’d work out how to shoot 
scenes in the moment. It felt like I was jamming in a band 
where every musician was talented, but seeking out the same 
groove.

The beauty about working in Yakel was there was no need for 

costume or set construction. This is how they exist, a living 

breathing extraordinary set that we lived in every day. The rest 

of the island was gorgeous; waterfalls, black and white sand 

beaches, coral reefs, tropical forest, ash plains and one very 

active volcano. No erupting lava CGI needed there. 

When we needed clubs that wouldn’t damage people when 

they struck, the men constructed them out of the pith of a 

palm tree then aged them a bit with smoke and ash to make 

them look exactly like the real thing. Blood was made out 

of sap of a jungle plant mixed with a bit of tomato sauce to 

attract the flies. My wife was often the makeup department 

and didn’t seem unhappy rubbing coconut oil over ripped 

male bodies.

My favourite sequence in Tanna is the same as the tribes’. 

It’s when the lovers rendezvous on top of the volcano. It is 

shamelessly beautiful, awe-inspiring and very emotional. I 

challenge anyone to come up with a better rendezvous in 

cinema! It took three journeys to get that shot. The volcano is 

their ‘Spirit Mother’ (Yahul) and it was impossible for me to be 

in her presence and not feel our planet is alive. 

The film would not have looked as good as it does, nor 

have won cinematography awards, if it hadn’t been for the 

extremely talented work of our colorist CJ Dobson and visual 

effects person Toby Angwin. I was present throughout the 

post-production process. 

I deliberately underexposed while shooting to better cope 

with the contrast issues of filming in forests often speckled 
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Sisters sit by the waterfall in ‘Tanna’ - DOP Bentley Dean, PHOTO Philippe Penel

with bright sun light. This sometimes created hard work for 

Dobson especially with dark skin, but you wouldn’t know it 

from the final product. The look is sumptuous but realistic.

Angwin did some truly beautiful work such as matting a 

stunning star time-lapse into our cave, and seamlessly 

inserting a dead pig that had been whisked off to be eaten 

before we had finished the scene.

We had promised the tribe that they would be the first in 

the world to see Tanna, however a few weeks before the 

scheduled screening, Cyclone Pam devastated Vanuatu and 

Yakel was not spared. Every house, except a specially built 

traditional cyclone proof hut, was destroyed. Thankfully no 

one was killed. 

Incredibly they insisted we come to show the film as planned. 

Yakel was barely recognisable; trees were flattened, crops 

destroyed, but already about a third of the huts had been 

rebuilt and they’d buried enough food before the cyclone 

to keep them going short term. Spirits were high as they 

erected a screen we had brought – two white sheets sewn 

together – lashed to a massive banyan tree that had survived 

the winds. Tribes from all directions came to watch. It was an 

unforgettable experience.

No one had ever been to a cinema. They were watching 

their first ever film and it starred them in their own language, 

telling their own story. There were whoops of joy and laughter, 

tut-tuts when the lovers did the wrong thing, teenage boys 

sniggering during the love scenes while young girls at the front 
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shouted at them to keep quiet. 

The following day, after much internal discussion, the chiefs 
gave us what will be our best review, “We know you came 
here with your equipment and idea to make a film, but we 
want to inform you that we consider this our film.” They 
said the film reflected the truth and would help keep Kastom 
strong (Kastom is a pijin word used to refer to traditional 
culture, including art and magic). They gave us a chicken and 
sacred kava root.

It’s easy to work to achieve a ‘directorial vision’, while still 
imparting your own unique perspective as a Director of 
Photography, when you are both in the same person. In fact I 
recommend it to all cinematographers. Haven’t we all thought 
that the director is a little redundant?

We are grateful to say that Tanna is winning hearts and 
awards from all around the world but we knew we had really 
succeeded after we screened the film to the tribe for the 
first time. We have succeeded beyond our wildest dreams, 
and we are looking to employ a similar approach to our next 
project in a yet to be disclosed location.

Walkley Award-winning Bentley Dean is a cinematographer who studied at 

the VCA. His film The President Versus David Hicks (2003) won the AFI 

award and a Logie for Best Documentary, and Contact (2009) won the 

prestigious Prime Ministers History Prize, another AFI and was nominated in 

the Feature Documentary Films Competition at Cameraimage.





GIFT OF THE GODS
The survival of mankind hangs in the balance, as Australian Cinematographer 
Peter Menzies Jr. ACS shoots the big-budget action-fantasy Gods of Egypt.  

- interview by Lindsay Coleman

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

Zaya (Courtney Eaton) in a scene from ‘Gods of Egypt - DOP Peter Menzies Jr. ACS, PHOTO Summit Entertainment
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Gods of Egypt is a 2016 Australian-American production, 

featuring ancient Egyptian deities, directed by Alex Proyas 

(I, Robot) and stars  Gerard Butler, Brenton Thwaites, Rufus 

Sewell, and Geoffrey Rush among others. Butler plays the 

‘god of darkness’ Set, who takes over the Egyptian empire, 

while Thwaites plays the mortal hero Bek, who battles to save 

the world and rescue his love.

Proyas cited many films as influences on Gods of Egypt, 

including The Guns of Navarone (1961), Lawrence of Arabia 

(1962), Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981), and some of Sergio 

Leone’s Western films. But it is a unique visual style that 

evokes Menzies’ work as the film’s Cinematographer.

The film takes place in an alternative Egypt, where the world is 

flat and gods live among mortal humans. The Egyptian gods 

are distinguished from humans by their greater height, golden 

blood, and ability to transform into animal-headed deity forms. 

The gods in humanoid form are 2.7 meters tall and in ‘battle 

beast’ mode grow to over 3.7 meters. Proyas and Menzies 

used forced perspective and motion control photography to 

portray the difference in height between the actors portraying 

gods and humans. Proyas called the logistical challenge a 

‘reverse Hobbit’.

Principal photography began in March of 2014 at Fox 

Studios in Sydney. Filming took place in Australia under 

the American studio Summit Entertainment. Menzies talks 

about his experiences here, exclusively for Australian 

Cinematographer… 

AC When Horus is being bathed by the maidens at  
 the start of the film, the actor is literally scaled to be 

around twice the size of the actresses placing their hands 

on him, given that he is a god. How did you achieve this?  

PM We shrunk the maidens down. They actually did touch  
 the actor. 

AC In terms of the sets of the film how much forced  
 perspective was incorporated into the sets to help  

sell the difference in size of the mortals and the gods?

PM None. Proyas’ rule was “we only build what the actors  
 touch”. So we built floors, we built stairs. If they touch  

a curtain or column, we built it. Apart from that everything else 
was blue-screen.  

AC In the film, you were trying to replicate the midday  
 sun and the sun reflecting off sand. What was your  

approach to this?  

PM Nearly the whole thing was done on stage, with the  
 exception of a few days that we shot in Centennial  

Park. The only reason for those days in Centennial Park was 
was needing lighting to a scale which we couldn’t achieve on 
stage. I still shoot digital like I would shoot film, so it’s all about 
my ratios. So Sean Conway, my gaffer, and I would go outside 
on a nice day and read the colour temperature of the blue sky, 
then we’d say “the light today is a stop and a half over”. Any 
light which came from the bottom of the stage would be a 
stop and a half over. 

Generally our sets were tiny. The desert set was maybe 100 
feet by 200 feet. It wasn’t that big. We’d probably use a 
20K or an HMI. I shot day, on stage, with 5600. I shot night 
at 3200. We were constantly changing our LED lights from 
daylight to tungsten. We put an 18K, and a series of 4 to 5 
LED lights we made, so that the sun would wrap around. It 
was never a single source. We’d put three or four of these 
around to wrap the sun around the actors. It was a wide sun, 
one that didn’t have a centre punch to it. It could have spread 
as wide as 24 feet. But it could be soft around the outside. It 

Gerard Butler as Set in ‘Gods of Egypt’ - DOP Peter Menzies Jr. ACS
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worked really well.

AC How close were the lights to the actors?

PM (laughs) As far away as we could get them, probably  
 50 feet. 

AC How specific would you get on time of day for the  
 angle of the light in your shots. Would you say 

“okay, now it’s 10am or now it’s 3pm”? 

PM We’d be specific if it was day, it was night, it was  
 sunrise, it was magic hour. We didn’t get that specific 

as to the exact time of day. There are a lot of sunsets, a lot of 
sunrises.  There’s a lot of nights, on stage. Again, we would 
have a moon put in our concept art. So we would say “the 

moon will be here”, and that’s how we would light for the 
moon on the stage.  

AC How did you distinguish sunrise or sunset in terms  
 of the angle of light or in terms of screen direction?

PM To the Director and myself it was always a made-up  
 world, so we’d often just cheat through backlight. 

The sun was always backlight. Except for a scene we shot 
in Centennial Park where we really want to sell the presence 
of the actual sun, so then we front-lit. But really it was just a 
backlit world. It’s good for everyone. It’s good for the ladies, 
it’s also easy to achieve on stage. It’s easier to have a back 
light, two stops over, than to front-light something. It’s easier 
to give something a strong edge.  

AC In a number of action scenes the characters move  
 from light to shade, light to shade, within a given 

shot. Was this achieved in lighting, or in post?

PM The work on this film in terms of the LED lighting was  
 really a game-changer. When you switch on an LED it just 

pops as colour temperature immediately. There is nothing in the 

way of a sense of a light being turned on, gradually getting up 

to colour temperature, then coming back down again. All of that 

time either side, the colour temperature is changing, and not 

what you really aimed for. We can cue it now. 

“It’s Proyas’ world, it’s a 
heightened reality. “

The toughest thing to do on stage is overhead daylight. We’d 

have to use space-lights, with blue on them and it would 

never work. With these light-boxes Conway built I could not 

only raise them up to produce ambient light from above, but 

I could also drop them down so that they could be key light 

or a back light. We’d just raise and lower them, change the 

colour. We could make them any colour we wanted too. We 

could have the strips, make one red, one white, one green, 

one blue. And when I took the diffuser off the front, it was as 

sharp a light as I’ve ever used. Sharper than the 20K. With 

these LED lights we could make sun edges like never before. 

It’s extraordinary.  

AC How would you describe the look of the film?

PM Like reality. It’s meant to be real. It’s Proyas’ world, it’s  
 a heightened reality. You really feel these characters are 

part of this world. We really lit them as though they were a 

part of that world. I think the flexibility of digital really helped. 

You could never have had such flexibility on film and I don’t 

think this film would have really worked on film. This is digital 

at its best.

AC How long would you spend on the grade at the end  
 of each day?

Courtney Eaton plays Zaya in ‘Gods of Egypt - DOP Peter Menzies Jr. ACS



PM I worked with my DIT, Jason Bowers. We’ve worked  
 together five times now. We set the LUT for every shot, 

sometimes for every take. The grading is effectively done on 
the fly for us. So no need to spend time at the end of the day. 
It works great. Let’s say the wind changes, and there is too 
much smoke in the shot. We can just, on the fly, crush that 
down a little bit. That worked all of the way through. 

For visual effects, they never had the raw file, they always 
look at my LUT for the reference. It would always get tweaked 
in the final grade. Setting up these looks on the fly is really 
extraordinary. By the time the shot is done, the look is set. 
There is no sitting around at the end of the day wondering 
how the dailies will turn out.  

AC Looking back at your work on The General’s  
 Daughter (1999), that had incredibly rich, deep 

blacks. Do you feel that is something you could replicate 

on digital?

PM Oh, absolutely. It is different, but I still shoot digital like I  
 did film. I still use the light-meter my dad gave me when 

I was 17-years-old. I still use my Spectra as my Spot meter.  
And the LUT  still maintains a very filmic look. Bowers will 
often use Kodak for reference and say “this is what the blacks 

will look like” or “this is what the highlights will look like”.  

AC Would you say your approach to digital is very  
 similar to your approach to film?

PM Definitely. I remember a few films back one of my  
 camera assistants, who was acquainting me with a new 

digital camera, said “remember, noise isn’t grain.” If you shoot 
digital like film you’re not going to have that noise issue. I very 
rarely let anything clip. I very rarely let the blacks disappear. I 
always shoot it, then give it a great LUT on top of that. I’m still 
trying to protect my blacks, and protect my highlights.

AC Your work would seem to fly in the face of what  
 many are saying about cameras like the Alexa, 

namely that it means you have to worry about fewer 

lights…

PM You still have to light it. You need to shape it. You  
 can’t just hope the camera will do it. I’m a firm believer 

of highlights in people’s eyes. Their eyes have to pop. If you 

shoot digital in a filmic way, verses letting the geniuses with 

their colour science work it out for you, then look at the 

difference. Look at what Roger Deakins (CBE BSC ASC) 

achieved on Skyfall (2012). It was unbelievable! Look what 

John Seale (AM ACS ASC) did on Mad Max: Fury Road 

(2015)!  

AC In your work on film you have gone very primal in  
 your lighting. I’m thinking about all of that amazing 

caves footage in The Thirteenth Warrior (1999) where you 

just have flames from torches reflecting off water and the 

walls of a cave… 

PM I was asked to flash the negative for the first time on  
 Die Hard with a Vengeance (1995) by the Director, 

John McTiernan. What I learned is that you could send 

through cans to the Technicolour lab in New York with 

something like “flash negative 5%” written on them, and they 

would determine, through using the optical printer, how to 

generate an equivalent to that. We’d have various degrees we 

requested on that film, depending on time of day. 

On The Thirteenth Warrior, however, we wanted a romantic 

look. Bleach bypass did not really work for that, it was too 

harsh. We forced everything on The Thirteenth Warrior 

one stop, and then flashed to a lesser degree. This lab in 

Vancouver, called Gas Town, did processing which was so 

clean. It was so clean! We had all of these scenes just lit by 
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torches, so I sent them off a can and asked them to force 
it two stops, and it ended up absolutely gorgeous! We had 
2000 ASA and there wasn’t a single artificial light ever. We 
went for days and days with just the flame from the torches. 
To work at 2000 ASA in 1998, even now as good as these 
Alexas are, I’ll push them to 1280 occasionally.  

“ We were the first people  
to use those lenses. “

AC  What was your exact camera on Gods of Egypt?  
 How did you come about choosing it?

PM We tested the Alexa. We tested for anamorphic, for  
 spherical. In the end we went with the Red Dragon, 

full 6K. We needed that resolution for the scaling, for the 
gods to be scaled up, for the mortals to be scaled down. The 
Red, and the horsepower it represented, really appealed to 
myself and Proyas. The problem is that there were no lenses 
available to handle the entirety of the 6K.

David Fincher and Jeff Cronenweth (ASC) were shooting with 
a 6K chip on Gone Girl (2014), but they were only shooting up 
to 5K. He was using Leica lenses, they covered the 5K, but 
we wanted to use the full 6K for what we had to do on Gods 

of Egypt. 

At Camerimage in Poland, Panavision had shown me their 
spherical lenses for 70 millimetre and said they would cover 
the full 6K. Trouble was, we were using Red cameras. 
Panavision was waiting for their cameras to be developed, 
which sadly will never be developed (EDITOR’S NOTE: 

Panavision will present an 8K digital camera at the Cine 

Gear Expo in Los Angeles later this month), and insisted that 
these were Panavision lenses. They had to go in Panavision 

cameras. Me being me, I asked that they purchase the 

Dragons, put Panavision logos on them, along with the lenses, 

and they ship them to me. About two weeks later I got a call 

from my contact at Panavision, Larry Hazzlewood, who said 

“yep, the cameras are on their way”. We were the first people 

to use those lenses. The mounts were absolutely huge! These 

70 millimetre Primos were absolutely amazing.

AC What were some of the greater contributions of  
 these cameras?

PM The resolution was great. We could shoot at high frame  
 rates like with the Alexa. Early on when I was talking 

with Proyas he brought up Peter Jackson’s King Kong (2005), 

shot by Andrew Lesnie (ACS ASC). All the over-the-shoulder 

stuff the ape was always soft. Proyas said to me, “the gods 

must always be in focus”. So we had to come up with a way, 

even over the shoulder, for us to always have that depth, 

always keep them in focus. 

We built a plate which could carry two Reds. We could do a 

bit of handheld with it, we could Steadicam it, and so on. We 

would have a plate with two lenses and we would angle them 

slightly, one on foreground, one on background, one focused 

on the subject, the other the point of view of the gods. Then 

we married the two shots digitally. Any shot of the gods or 

past the gods, everything is in focus, infinite depth of field.

AC How did you maintain focus on such fast moves?

PM It was a pretty wide lens, but also David Helms, our  
 first AC, and his team, were world-class. They pulled 

off some incredible shots. From when I used to pull focus 

to when these guys pull focus, it’s a whole new world. The 

difference between film and a 6K chip, a 70 mill lens, it’s really 

frightening.  

Brenton Thwaites plays Bek in ‘Gods of Egypt - DOP Peter Menzies Jr. ACS



AC Is it like a sixth sense where they can see two  
 seconds into the future?

PM They’re pulling focus off a monitor, which really is  
 an incredible skill, yes. I spoke to the boys and they 

explained they are always just ahead of where they need to 

be.

AC You have much experience filming ‘movie stars’.  
 Given these new formats how do stars pop 

onscreen? Or is there really no difference between film 

and digital in this respect?

PM We see things we never used to see before. This makes 
 it tougher on the makeup artists. I still don’t use 

diffusion. I avoid it whenever I can. Bowers (DIT) and I would 

create curves to soften whatever we wanted to. It’s still a filmic 

curve we are aiming for. That in turn will influence how you 

light your stars.  

AC When you have everyone on the dais at the start  
 you have so many different actors of so many ages 

lined up next to each other. Rachel Blake, next to Bryan 

Brown, next to Emma Booth. It must have been crazy.

PM Any time you see more than fifty people that is in true,  
 true sunlight. We’d use bounce light for those 

situations. In terms of the dais, with all of these major 

characters we needed to control the lighting, so we decided 

to place that, in story terms, in shade. We had to create a soft 

day look, with hard edges coming through on the columns. I 

think I had four large Brutes there, to give a daylight look. The 

set was quite large. It went edge to edge of the studio floor.  

AC What about the lights you put on the younger  
 actors?

PM I would say, given her character being the goddess of  
 love, Elodie Yung got special attention. But sometimes, 

if she was standing in the same shot as Gerard Butler, we 

couldn’t compromise too much on the lighting on him. It’s a 

constant struggle.

AC I thought Bryan Brown looked great. You took about 
 15 years off him. 

PM (laughs) Bryan would love to hear that mate.

AC Were the costumes made out of real metal?

PM They were. That led us to use blue screen as opposed  
 to green screen. We used the blue bounce for day 

interiors and exteriors. The VFX guys wanted us to go blue 

screen too because the green and the costumes were just not 

cohesive. The green also reflective off metallic gold would not 

have worked.

Costume can make a character, and in a film like this we are 

shooting them head to toe. I always spend a lot of time testing 

the lighting for costumes. How much backlight can they take, 

how much crosslight to pick up the gold. How much can I 

light the costumes above without making them look ugly? 

Those wardrobes have to pop.

AC When Set (Gerard Butler) walks out to survey his  
 pyramid it felt like actual daylight. Was it?

PM No, on stage. We couldn’t have mad a film like Gods of  
 Egypt ten years ago. What we were able to achieve 

with the LED lights was amazing.

AC Where would you place this film in your career?
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PM It’s the biggest technical challenge I’ve ever had. Every  
 day it was like we were trying to reinvent the wheel.  

But you can’t get caught up in the technology at the same 
time.  We needed to be in the studio to create an environment 
unlike any other on earth.  In Clash of the Titans (2010) we 
could go to locations, shoot various plates, and so forth, but 
in this case there really was no equivalent to this imaginary 
Egypt that Alex created.  I hadn’t worked with Alex in 25 
years, and to just circle back to one another, after working on 
commercials together early in our careers, was really amazing.  

“ It’s the biggest technical 
challenge I’ve ever had. “

AC What was your attitude towards colour? How far  
 did you think you could take it in relation to the 

vibrancy or intensity of colour?

PM I always treat colour as a form of contrast. Colour is as  
 much a means of creating contrast as light and dark. As 

a result I use an incredible amount of colour. I remember on The 

Getaway (1994), Kevin Murphy, who was my first-time gaffer, 
came up to me and said, “You’re using thirteen lights on set and 

twelve of them have different colours. I don’t think you’re going 

to get away with this much longer!” I’m still doing it.  

We would try and push the colour to give us a look for 
a different world. When we went into space with Ra 
(Geoffrey Rush) we had a lot more magenta in there. As the 
backgrounds came in, and Proyas was happy with them, a 
lot of the magenta got pulled out. On set we were picking 
backgrounds from Google, but once we had rendered 
backgrounds we were happy with we then took the magenta 
out. There’s still a lot of magenta in there. Normally we’d shy 

away from such a colour, but there we pushed it quite a bit.  

AC How do you rationalise that? Obviously it’s a  
 fantastic environment, but the audience has a 

preconceived idea about the lighting found in space. How 

do you come up with a plan for that?

PM Very good question. When they first arrive on the  
 spaceship the sun is out. So we knew where the sun 

was shining from. Ra pulls the sun towards them, above is 

totally black. The only sort of ambience on Ra is originating 

from light bouncing off of Egypt all of those miles below 

them. I think a lot of that was behind the magenta look, was 

because it was a colour that no one really knew. If we’d made 

it all clean tungsten it wouldn’t have made sense, because 

you’d be up in space with a perfect colour temperature. That 

wouldn’t have made sense!  

AC If the audience is looking at a kind of lighting they  
 haven’t seen before what do you think is going on 

in their brain?

PM It depends on what the overall environment is. I don’t  
 think audiences really study a light, they just want to 

believe a world is believable. In Gravity (2013) Emmanuel 

Lubezki (AMC ASC) has the sun to use throughout, but we 

lost the sun quick, so all we ended up with was this glow from 

beneath. 

I did stick to my fill ratios though. People laugh at me when I 

get out my dad’s old Spectra, but it’s the only way to get your 

ratios. Whatever ratios we decided to do, they were a very 

constant thing because of our meters.  

AC Did you go back to the monitor?
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PM Having as much blue screen as we had would change  
 the balance. That much blue would effect the chip. 

So we would tweak it there. The actual ratios were always 
constant, day interior, night interior. Always constant.

AC How do you avoid having a problem with clipping?

PM We’d knock things down, or stop down, to control the  
 highlights and the blacks. We had to do so much work 

on the film later, if its clipped there is nothing for VFX people to 
work with.  

AC Some cinematographers are philosophical about  
 clipping…

PM It depends. If you’re shooting rough and ready with  
 practicals, well you can’t go and knock practicals 

down, you have to work with them and deal with clipping if 
it occurs. On Gods of Egypt, where we were really in major 
control with our lights, we couldn’t afford to pass on a clipped 
image. If we did it would have destroyed the particular style of 
the film. 

AC In the fight scene on the lift there is the flicker  
 effect where the torches on each level they pass are 

projected onto the two characters… 

PM We had small biers on each of the four posts of the  
 lift/platform. But more than that we had the LED lights 

to produce that flicker effect on the characters. It was an 
incredible case of just popping and popping and popping 
to give the effect of the lift shooting up the pyramid. Nothing 
actually moved. There is no colour shift when they come on, 
so it looks so real.  

AC How do you conceive of spatiality? How do you  
 conceive of a square mile of landscape which you 

know will later be comped in?

PM It really just comes from conversations with the  
 filmmakers. They are the storytellers. On the film Proyas 

and I always looked to conceive and block everything on the 
basis of backlighting. We’d say “if the sun’s over there they’ll 

be backlit, or at least three-quarters backlit.” Even on night 
exteriors we’d fight for a backlit world. It’s prettier, and faster 
to achieve. Where’s the sun? Always somewhere at the back 
of the set.  

AC You did have long shadows at the gateway to Ra…

PM We had a very low sun for that scene. They were all real 
 shadows. For that scene the sun was coming from the 

back of Ra’s ship, so we knew we needed to position it very 
specifically for the purposes of plot.

AC What advice would you offer to young DOPs in  
 Australia? 

PM Well sometimes it is about getting lucky. Adam Arkapaw 
 (ACS) shot Animal Kingdom (2010) and that was a very 

well-received film that was noticed internationally. His career 
took off. Other DOPs might also do very fine work that doesn’t 
necessarily get the same kind of attention. You just have to 
keep chipping away. You still have to light. Don’t think the 
camera will do it for you. It is hard. Kids won’t get the chance 
to do films like Gods of Egypt.

Someone like myself, or Dion Beebe (ACS ASC), or John 
Seale, will get the chance. The studios look at our track 
record and they will only trust cinematographers with a track 
record for the bigger films. So yes, it definitely is tough. You 
have to keep chipping away.  

Lionsgate released Gods of Egypt in theatres globally 
starting this year in 2D, RealD 3D, and IMAX 3D.

Peter Menzies Jr. ACS is an Australian Cinematographer 
known for his work on Die Hard: With A Vengeance (1995), A 
Time To Kill (1996), Lara Croft: Tomb Raider (2001) and The 
Incredible Hulk (2008) among many others. He is currently 
filming All Eyes On Me, a chronicle of the life of rapper Tupac 
Shakur.

Lindsay Coleman is an author, film academic and ongoing contributor  

to Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

36 / GODS OF EGYPT

Geoffrey Rush as Ra in ‘Gods of Egypt’ - DOP Peter Menzies Jr. ACS



CW Sonderoptic GmbH
Wetzlar, Germany | Los Angeles, USA

www.cw-sonderoptic.com
sales@cw-sonderoptic.com

October 2016

Order Now

15

18

21

25

29

35

40

50

75

100

135

NEW LENSES





STRANGE OBSERVATIONS
Aussie DOP Rodrigo Vidal Dawson lenses the dramatic  

and brooding new thriller, Observance.

- by James Cunningham

Cinematographer Rodrigo Vidal Dawson on the set of ‘Observance’ - PHOTO Supplied
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Close to bankruptcy and wracked with grief over the death 

of his young son, private investigator Parker (Lindsay Farris) 

returns to work. The brief from his mysterious ‘Employer’ is 

simple enough: watch a young woman, ‘Subject 1’, in her 

apartment and report back. This is the story of Observance, 

an ultra-low budget psychological thriller shot in Sydney 

in under two weeks during a particularly uncomfortable 

heatwave. The film has been steadily building buzz since it 

premiered at the Fantasia Film Festival in Montreal last year.

The film’s Director of Photography, Rodrigo Vidal Dawson 

(Skin Deep), got the call from Director Joseph Sims-Dennett 

(Bad Behaviour) asking if he would be interested in shooting 

Observance. It would be Sims-Bennett’s second feature film 

after dropping out of film school. Vidal Dawson, a graduate 

of The Australian Film Television & Radio School, was sent 

the script to read but it was the Director’s passion and drive 

that saw the young DOP sign on to the project. The two 

hadn’t worked together previously, or hadn’t even met for 

that matter. He received an email followed by a short a phone 

conversation. Very quickly they had to form a bond and trust 

for each other. “We were shooting a week later”, says Vidal 

Dawson.

The two filmmakers immediately started talking about the look 

and feel of the narrative. “We had very little options available 

to us due to the tight budget”, says the DOP. The film’s 

production design team consisted of Josh Zammit, the film’s 

co-writer with Sims-Dennett, with Vidal Dawson occasionally 

adding his input and ideas. With the tiny size of the production 

everyone had to wear many hats. It also helped that Sims-

Dennett had a very strong visual language. The team decided 

that the key wall behind Parker should be as nondescript as 

possible but feel large and monotone. The crew covered the 

walls with Chinese newspapers kindly donated by the local 

newsagent. 

There are subtle hints of Roman Polanski’s early works such 

Lindsay Farris plays Parker in ‘Observance’ - DOP Rodrigo Vidal Dawson

‘Observance’ - DOP Rodrigo Vidal Dawson
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as Repulsion (1965), largely based inside an apartment, and 

of course the inevitable comparison with Alfred Hitchcock’s 

Rear Window (1954). Vidal Dawson added a constant flow 

of smoke to the set and slowly increased it to make the 

environment more uncomfortable as the narrative developed. 

He says he was fortunate to find a large frosted window in 

the back corner of the room which became his key source 

for the entire shoot. He would never suggest day or night, 

so the audience would not know the time in the room, but 

more importantly that Parker would lose his perceived time 

and days. “It became a jail cell of sorts”, explains the 

Cinematographer.

Once Vidal Dawson saw what Farris was bringing to 

rehearsals, he knew exactly what the camera movement 

and gauge of the film would be. They had no storyboards 

to work from, and he says in hindsight he believes it was an 

advantage not to have them. Time was not on the crew’s side 

and Farris’ performance along with his interaction within the 

apartment was key. “We benefited best by sitting back and 

watching him, then constructing the scene breakdown from 

there. Camera movement and framing was determined by 

the characters state of mind”, he explained. The film also 

features special performances from John Jarratt, Roger Ward 

and Brendan Cowell voicing the ‘Employer’. 

To contribute to the details of the film’s appearance, there 

were multiple conversations with Make-Up Artist Nicolle 

Adrichem and Costume Designer Alice Collins about the 

general state of the characters and how their individual looks 

would change over the course of the film. Dawson agreed 

on an overall palette and helped decide the skin tone and 

emotional status of the characters. 

“I am a big fan and supporter of how colour plays in a frame, 

influences narrative and affects the audience impact as well 

as the look of the film”, he says, “I think it comes from my 

Chilean background and watching so many foreign films”.

Rodrigo Vidal Dawson, Joseph Sims-Dennett and Zoltan Jonas behind the camera - PHOTO Josh Zammit

Lindsay Farris in ‘Observance’ - DOP Rodrigo Vidal Dawson



Because of the low light environments, ambitious schedule 
and general lack of resources it was obvious to the pair 
they needed a camera system that could hold detail in the 
shadows and have a large dynamic range. They needed the 
camera to be robust; it was going to take a beating. Vidal 
Dawson was to be the film’s sole Camera Operator as well as 
DOP, but he knew a thing or two about operating; “I had the 
privilege to work under the tutelage of DOPs such as Danny 
Batterham, Warrick Thornton, John Seale AM ACS ASC, 
Alexander Witt, Ross Emery ACS, James Cowley, Stephen 
Windon ACS ASC, David ‘Spider’ Lewis ACS, Warwick 
Brown, Michael Dillon AM ASC, Roger Lanser ACS, Jo 
Pickering ACS, Russell Bacon ACS and Russell Boyd ACS 
ASC. All amazing, talented DOPs.”

For Observance, however, their camera needed to withstand 
Vidal Dawson being physical, as their planned camera 
movements were going to be aggressive. A reliable workflow 
was also key. It was obvious to both he and Sims-Dennett 
that they needed the ARRI Alexa.

“I put in a call to Warren Day at VA Digital Hire in 
Sydney to explain our needs along with the unique set of 
circumstances of Observance, in particular the budget. 
He was an absolute champion.” Being a huge believer in 
the project and a great supporter of the Cinematographer’s 
work, Day agreed to help the production no matter what the 
hurdles were and arranged a camera package for the film that 
would help give the crew their desired look, feel and specific 
workflow. They used the ARRI Alexa supplied by VA Digital 
Hire with a set of Master Primes (1:2.40 at 25fps). For pick 
ups and macro photography they used a Canon EOS 5D 
Mark II with L series lens.

Sims-Dennett wanted Parker’s apartment to feel 
claustrophobic, dark and unhealthy as if the space would 
slowly engulf and consume him. “We had a variety of 
discussions regarding framing, movement and narrative, 
especially the overall feel of the central character Parker”, 
says Vidal Dawson. Available light was an issue as the 
apartment had to be completely blacked out in order for 
Parker to be undetected by Tenneal (Stephanie King) from 
the across the road, “I had the smallest lighting package 
consisting of two Kino divas, a 2k blondie and a 575, all 
donated to the production by Day”.

The intuitive DOP decided to gel the key source in the 
apartment with yellow. He describes how they were always 
going to create an anti-balance of unhealthy green hues in the 
post-grade to heighten Parker’s environment. However when 
Parker is not on screen or he is shown outside the confines of 
the apartment, the look is completely different.

Vidal Dawson’s favourite sequence in Observance is the final 
scene where Parker and Tenneal face off. Running up and 
down very steep stairs, handheld, culminating in the final 
act was extremely challenging and rewarding for the young 
DOP. “It was completely taxing physically and mentally 
shooting in the apartment”, he said. It is a lengthy sequence 
moving through complete darkness into corridors of light. The 
passage ways were very tight and thankfully the DOP’s small 
frame allowed him to manoeuvre around.

“The choreography between actors and myself was hugely 
satisfying once we achieved what we set out to do”, Vidal 
Dawson says. After hitting his head against a wall while 
operating the camera, he simply kept going and embraced 

Lindsay Farris in a scene from ‘Observance’ - DOP Rodrigo Vidal Dawson





the situation. “I remembered hearing Lance Accord ASC 
speak about intimacy between an Operator and a his lead 
actor on Lost In Translation (2003), so I decide to operate 
the camera as much as possible with Farris so the audience 
could be as close to him as possible.” 

Achieving Sims-Dennett’s directorial vision was a creative and 
collaborative process. The Director gave his Cinematographer 
the freedom to add certain touches that he thought were 
needed. “We started with a ‘building blocks’ mentality and 
added layers to the environment the script created,” says 
Vidal Dawson. The crew’s main goal was to not think about 
what they didn’t have but concentrate on what they did, and 
build from there. He continues, “I was constantly thinking 
not just what was central to the frame but the little details 
on the edges or behind the characters.” Sims-Dennett gave 
away the freedom to play with shaping the frame to add as 
many layers to the narrative as possible.

For a feature film, Observance excelled with a micro-camera 
crew. The team consisted of 1st AC Zoltan Jonas and 2nd 
AC/trainee Yasna Ar. Vidal Dawson hadn’t worked with them 
before and they came to the production with little practical 
knowledge, however he proclaims what they lacked in 
experience they made up for working incredibly hard, fast and 

were integral in assisting him. “Working with a young team 
was very refreshing as they not only helped with the day to 
day needs of camera, but their enthusiasm and eagerness 
helped me remember the beauty of filmmaking when time, 
resources and space is limited,” he said.

Observance didn’t see a huge amount of CGI or grade prep 
due to budget restrictions, and the camera department wasn’t 
specifically geared for onset management, dailies or onset 
corrections. The tight-knit team always had post workflow 
in mind in order to make life as easy as possible in post-
production. They kept it simple and clean.

Vidal Dawson had worked with various DITs and he believes 
they are a great asset dependent on the project, “For VFX 
heavy projects they are a godsend and can definitely resolve 
issues quickly, but I’m not so fond of them in a drama 
space. Too many people start to crowd around a small 
screen and start pulling apart the image and conversations 
happen without the key players involved”. He prefers look-
up-tables to be created in pre-production as a starting point 
so the Director/Cinematographer can have a creative pathway 
and give every department the opportunity to see the desired 
look of a project, and how it will effect them. But like many 
creative endeavours, he explains, “you shoot, and the look 

On location with the crew of ‘Observance’ - PHOTO Supplied



and feel starts to twist and mound itself right in front of 
you, having an independent voice of its own”. Vidal Dawson 
is of the belief that in a traditional space, with data on set, a 
DIT should be off set as part of a post workflow not part of 
on-set management.

The post-production process was significantly slower than 
the production team had anticipated due to the constraints 
of the budget. By the time picture grade came around he 
was unavailable due to other commitments. He had various 
conversations with the Director about the grade, which was 
completed in around sixteen days, especially during the time 
he was cutting with the film’s editor Charles Ivory. The edit 
itself was completed over the course of a year, on Final Cut 
Pro in Ivory’s kitchen on their respective days off. 

“We first discussed how best it would compliment the 
overall score of the film before finalising the look. I am 
a bigger believer the look is only as good as the score it 
underpins”, says Vidal Dawson. It was important for both 
Director and Cinematographer that the final look wouldn’t 
take the audience away from the raw emotional responses 
they were trying to create, and he wrote extensive notes for 
the film’s Colourist Brad Crawford, a part-time lecturer at 
SAE in Sydney, to guide him through what they were trying to 
achieve. Scenes evoke tinges of ill-seeming tones of green, 
almost as if the film is becoming to look unhealthy or sea-sick 
as the story plays out.

“Looking back I definitely think we achieved what we set 
out to do,” the Cinematographer concluded. “There were 
some bumpy moments of course and the lack of budget and 
resources did push the team to creatively solve problems. 
In hindsight, I would have liked to have pushed the sensor/
image more. I would have loved the opportunity to really 
test the camera in extreme low light. It’s effect on colour 
retention and tested lighting gel packs.”

Rejection from main stream Australian festivals and 
distributors failed to discourage Sims-Dennett’s determination 
when it came to Observance being accepted into the world. 
It was at the Fantasia Film Festival that The Hollywood 
Reporter described Observance as “One of the most chilling 
experiences”, and later, after The Weinstein Company sought 
out the film with an invitation to screen at the BFI London Film 
Festival, Sight & Sound called Observance “the ‘Number 1’ 
film in the Cult Strand for 2015.” 

Since premiering to fantastic reviews Observance received 
much-needed completion funding from Screen Australia. 
Working on Observance has taught Vidal Dawson to embrace 
the resources you have at your disposal and not worry about 
what you lack, “Once you do that it’s very liberating and 
a whole new world of possibilities open up.” Umbrella 
Entertainment is giving the film a limited release nationally and 
the film will be available via Video-On-Demand this month.

Vidal Dawson recently wrapped his third feature film titled 
Indigo Lake for writer-director Martin Simpson (Gene-X), an 
Australian film noir set for a 2017 release.

James Cunningham is the Editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.
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FORTUNES OF WAR
Australian Cinematographer Magazines sits down with  

Simon Ozolins ACS to discuss his career, style and work on the  
ABC’s new adaptation of Tomorrow When The War Began.

- by Jenna McMahon

Simon Ozolins ACS on location filming ‘Tomorrow When The War Began’ - PHOTO Ambience Entertainment



Simon Ozolins ACS is an award-winning cinematographer 

whose work ranges from drama to horror to sci-fi and has 

worked on features, television series and music videos. 

Earning himself multiple accolades and accredited for his 

work by the Society in 2013, this Sydney-based DOP is on an 

upward spiral to success. 

Ozolins first started out in television shows and commercials. 

When 2007 rolled around, digital filmmaking flourished and 

the Red camera was released. Filmmakers where eager but 

unsure about using the new technology, so Ozolins took the 

opportunity to learn as much as he could and offer up new 

skills. In 2008, Ozolins work was noticed after he travelled to 

Shanghai, China, to do a music video for Empire of the Sun’s 

Walking on a Dream. The video would later win ‘Best Music 

Video’ at the ARIA Awards in 2009. Following this, Ozolins has 

worked in television, music and the award-winning Australian 

science fiction film Crawlspace (2012) directed by Justin Dix. 

Recently Ozolins worked on Tomorrow When the War Began, 

a new series with Director Brendan Maher (After the Deluge, 

Sisters of War, The Passing Belles). 

The drama, based on the Australian classic ‘Tomorrow’ series 

of novels by John Marsden, follows a group of teenagers 

whose lives are upended as Australia is invaded and occupied 

by a hostile foreign military. This brilliant series has already 

received a large following and airs Saturdays on ABC3. Here, 

the Director of Photography sits down to discuss his work on 

the show…

AC How did you become involved with Tomorrow  
 When The War Began?

SO I first heard about the opportunity through my agent  
 then got a call from producer Michael Boughen who 

wanted to add my name to a pool of possible DP’s for the 
project. Soon after, I flew down to Melbourne to have an 
interview with the director of the series, Brendan Maher. We 
had a long chat about the show and how it was going to be 
approached. 

I left that meeting not knowing how I went and whether I 
would get the job. I hadn’t done a lot of drama so I didn’t 
expect anything, I was just happy I had been in the mix. Then 
I got a call saying that I got the job and that Maher really liked 
me. I was excited about the project and thrilled to get the 
opportunity to work with Maher because he’s so experienced. 
I knew I would learn a lot from him.

AC How was it, working with a critically-acclaimed  
 director?

SO It was quite an amazing experience. I felt privileged  
 to work with him because of his background. If you 

look at Maher’s resume, he’s got a massive list of projects 
from Australian television in the 1980s and he’s just gotten 
bigger and bigger from there. I think for the last ten years he’s 
been working solely in the UK on shows like The Passing Bells 

(2014) and Strike Back (2015). 

One thing that really stood out to me was his ability to block 
a scene. In Tomorrow When The War Began you’ve often got 

Kevin, Ellie, Fiona, Robyn, Corrie & Homer from ‘Tomorrow When The War Began’  
- DOP Simon Ozolins ACS, PHOTO Ben King
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seven actors in a scene with a lot of movement and you’re 

just thinking ‘how am I going to cover all of this dialogue?’. 

But Maher was very instinctual with his process on set and he 

would have strong ideas as to where he wanted everyone to 

be based on what was happening in the script. 

One of the joys of working with him was that he didn’t just 

want to work in traditional television coverage, and that’s 

something that I could provide. 

AC You discussed a lot of your shots on set. Were you  
 working with storyboards through the process?

SO No, Maher doesn’t work with storyboards. I had  
 assumed there would be storyboards, at least for 

the action sequences, but maybe that’s because I’m from a 

commercial background. He’s much more instinctual when 

shooting. He likes to get the actors into the space and figure it 

out from there. 

In saying that, we’d spend a lot of time in pre-production 

discussing the theory behind how Tomorrow When The War 

Began was going to be shot and what camera angles would 

best tell the story and emotions of the characters. So by the 

time we got on set we kind of had it figured out. 

AC Was there anything else about Maher’s process  
 you found interesting?

SO With his directing, Brendan had this interesting thing  
 where you’d set up your shot and you’d be rolling 

the cameras and he’d walk into frame, go up to one of the 

actors and whisper something in their ear but it was so quiet 

that only the actor knew what he had said. Everyone was 

perplexed as to what Brendan was saying but they would 

never tell ‘the secret’. I still have no idea what was said.

AC Can you explain how you execute your own style  
 on such vastly different shoots? 

“ He’s much more instinctual 
when shooting. He likes to get 
the actors into the space and 

figure it out from there. “
SO I guess I’ve got a style but it’s hard for me to articulate  

 what it is because it’s probably something 

subconscious. I really strive to give my own unique stamp on 

every project. 

I go through phases, a while back I really got into making my 

images more low contrast using filters and refracting light by 

using diopters or wine glasses in front of the lens to distort the 

highlights of the picture. Now, I seem to be going almost the 

other way with more contrasty images. I often don’t even use 

a Matte-box or any filters on the camera, which I’m finding 

really liberating. It’s like nothing can get in the way of me 

finding that next shot. 

With any project I like to talk to the Director and listen a lot at 

James Stewart (left) as the Colonel and Andrew Creer (seated) as Kevin in ‘Tomorrow When The War Began’  
- DOP Simon Ozolins ACS, PHOTO Ben King
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the start. I try and understand what they’re trying to do before 

I bring my style into it. I don’t like enforcing things on them 

before I get a good sense of what they’re trying to achieve. 

With Tomorrow When The War Began I really wanted to bring 

an immediate feel to the show. Not get weighed down with 

heavy cameras and heavy gear but be able to move quickly 

and respond quickly to what was happening on set, almost 

like a documentary. So even though we had access to all 

sorts or equipment and technology I really wanted to keep it 

to a minimum and only use what we needed. 

Even with the lighting we generally used natural lighting from 

windows so that the actors could move around any space 

freely. And it’s a show about teenagers and I think bringing 

a sense of immediacy to the images and the way they are 

captured is more appropriate to that audience than being 

conventional in coverage. 

I find blocking is the most important time for me as the DOP 

to get creative on set and work out how I’m going to cover 

a scene. Although the camera, grip and lighting team are as 

quick as possible once that blocking time is over decisions 

have to be made pretty quickly and if you start doing it one 

way and then your not happy with the decision you made 

earlier it can be pretty hard to change it. I think knowing how 

to utilise my time efficiently on set is one of the most important 

things I’ve learned. 

AC You were working with Grant Adams as your  
 camera operator. Firstly, how was working with 

him and how involved were you with the operation of the 

camera?

SO Grant Adams? ‘Sideshow’ they called him. I was  
 stoked to work with Adams. He’s got an amazing 

resume of jobs he’s been working on in the past few years. I 
was fortunate to bring him on early so I could start discussing 
the project in depth, rehashing what I’d talked about with 
Maher.

For a lot of projects I operate the camera myself but on 
Tomorrow When the War Began I got Adams to operate 
A-Camera. That gave me the opportunity to sit back, breathe 
a little and really figure out what was coming next, then I 
would jump on B-Camera. It was nice not always having a 
camera on my shoulder. I think when you trust your Operator’s 
judgement, it definitely makes a DOP’s job easier.

AC What kind of cameras were you using?

SO We were using the ARRI Amira for A and B, a  
 Blackmagic Design’s Pocket Cinema Camera and 

GoPro HERO4 Black as a crash camera. We shot 3.2K. 

Most of the show was shot on the Amiras supplied by 
Panavision. I’ve worked with it a lot over the past couple of 
years and I prefer it over the Alexa because it’s smaller and 
just a little bit quicker to work with because it has internal 
Neutral Density (ND) filters. It’s also easy to load your own 
custom LUTs into the Amira so you can flick between different 
looks very easily. 

Simon Ozolins ACS filming ‘Tomorrow When The War Began’ - PHOTO Ambience Entertainment
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Unavailable at the time we shot Tomorrow When The War 

Began, nowadays I’m using the Alexa Mini which has all the 

benefits of the Amira but is even smaller. 

AC What sort of lenses did you use?

“ I’d say it’s a tricky time to be 
in the camera rental business 
as technology is moving very 
quickly and you really have to 

keep up to be current. “

SO We shot most of Tomorrow When the War Began on  
 Optimo Zoom Lenses. They are great lenses and I love 

having the ability to adjust my frame without having to do a 

lens change. I had the 15-40 zoom for our wider shots and 

the 45-120 for tighter frames. We also had the 28-76, 24-290 

and a doubler on hand to get that extra reach. 

I use the Optimo lenses a lot because optically I like the 

image, it’s not too sharp like some other modern lenses and 

they’re so small and compact. They also matched in really well 

with the other prime lenses we used, the Zeiss Super Speed 

Mark IIs. We used these anytime we wanted to get a more 

intimate feel by shooting wide open at T1.3 and really isolating 

where we wanted the focus to be.

AC Do you own a lot of equipment that you film on?

SO I own some gear like lenses and filters. I found filters  
 are better purchased because when you’re doing 

projects you’d go to a rental house and ask have you got this 

or that and they couldn’t find them, had rented them out or 

hadn’t heard of them. So I ended up buying some of my own 

stuff but never any cameras. I’d say it’s a tricky time to be 

in the camera rental business as technology is moving very 

quickly and you really have to keep up to be current. 

AC Did you usually have multiple cameras going at the 
 same time?

SO We would shoot with two cameras a lot of the time.  
 One doing a wide shot the another doing a close up, 

but we would always shoot in one direction. We avoided cross 

coverage. Maher also likes to concentrate on one actor at a 

time, especially as some of them were fairly inexperienced at 

the start of this show. 

On specific days we had as many as six cameras going at 

once. We had to bring on additional Operators for those days 

and generally would use the Alexas or whatever Panavision 

could offer us, then share lenses that we already had. Then 

we’d get the 2nd ACs to set up the little cameras like the 

Blackmagic or GoPro.

AC What was it like shooting with the smaller cameras  
 on a show like this?

Molly Daniels as Ellie and Narek Arman as Homer in ‘Tomorrow When The War Began’  
- DOP Simon Ozolins ACS, PHOTO Ben King
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SO I’d used Blackmagic’s Pocket Cinema Camera only  
 once before for a specific shot on a commercial but 

was interested in having one full time to rig into small places. It 
shoots in 1080p and it’s a good image but you have to get the 
exposure just right. That’s the tricky thing because if you over 
expose just a little bit the highlights just go and if you under 
expose it just turns to mud. Aside from that it was pretty 
awesome and in the end we ended up using the Blackmagic 
more than we thought. 

The 1st AC, Chris Child, built a wireless transmitter, some 
handles and a remote focus onto this tiny little camera so that 
I could virtually hold it one handed and run after the actors. I 
got some shots that would have been virtually impossible to 
achieve on the bigger cameras. I mean the Blackmagic has 
limitations but I was impressed with what we could do with it.

AC What was your favourite sequence that you  
 filmed?

SO The stunt and action scenes were really fun, but I also  
 enjoyed the more intimate scenes were you really 

focus on the actors and what is going on emotionally. 

One scene that stands out is the scene where the kids have 
to shoot a sick cow. We planned to shoot it right when the 

‘Tomorrow When The War Began’ - DOP Simon Ozolins ACS, PHOTO Ben King

“ It was an  
amazing  

experience. “



sun went down over some hills. The light just looked beautiful, 
but they have to do this awful thing. The scene is cut with 
soldiers gearing up getting ready to hunt and kill the kids, 
which was actually shot on a really rainy day. We managed 
to light it so it looks like sunset and is happening at the same 
time. 

There where also a few times that we did an entire scene with 
just one Steadicam shot. They were quite complicated to 
choreograph and light. What you’ll see in the later episodes 
is no cuts or edits, just the full four minute shot done in one 
take. When you shoot like this you might spend three times as 
long setting up the shot and choreography wise they are tricky 
shots, but the actors only have to do it a couple of times and 
it’s a nice change for them too, I think.

AC How do you think your choices in framing and  
 style of shooting reflected character and emotion?

SO I find framing so important when trying to convey the  
 characters emotions. For example, Kevin (Andrew 

Creer) and Corrie (Madeleine Madden) are boyfriend and 
girlfriend so we start by showing those two characters 
together in the same two shot wherever possible but as their 
relationship breaks apart we start separating them visually by 
filming them in singles. 

In the dinner between Rachel (Sibylla Budd) and the Colonel 
(James Stewart), she is intimidated by him so we filmed her 
shots with a lot of negative space behind her head to make 
her position uncomfortable, whereas the Colonel’s shots 
have all this space in front of his face to visually suggest his 
imposing view. Then there is also a crucial point at the dinner 
where Rachel decides to help the Colonel and at that moment 
we dolly across the camera line we had established earlier 
and start filming from the other side. 

It’s these little things that really help in the story telling. In 
episode one, Rachel’s house is covered with a lot of locked 
off wide shots, the family is very disconnected and you get a 
sense of this in the emptiness of the shots. Later, when Fiona 
returns to her house and the war has begun, we wanted to 
make it look completely different. We used the Steadicam and 
just drifted through with her and it creates a different feel to 
that character, the way she’s perceiving everything. 

In general, episode one, before the war starts, is all smooth 
moving camera on dolls and cranes and it’s a happier place 
to be but once the war begins it’s pretty much all handheld for 
the rest of the series.

AC Was there much CGI you had to account for when  
 filming? And how did these affect your approach?



SO There is a handful of shots where CGI is heavily  
 involved. Pretty much all the explosions are done 

in camera and enhanced digitally. All the fighter jets and 

helicopters are digital. There is a lot of wire removal and things 

that you wouldn’t notice like plate shots for multiplying extras 

and to be honest I can’t remember because you can’t pick it. 

“ I think knowing how to  
utilise my time efficiently on 

set is one of the most important 
things i’ve learned. “

One awesome shot is when the kids throw Molotov cocktails 

at a military truck and all the flames are CGI. The team at 

DDP Studios did a fantastic job and were no problem for me 

on set. I would ask Murray Curtis, our VFX Supervisor, if he 

needed me to do anything differently for VFX but I never had 

to change my approach at all. 

Even blowing up the bridge, which was quite difficult because 

we where in a location using a real bridge but we had to 

allow that bridge to stay open. So we could only shoot for 

five minutes before the bridge was re-opened to traffic again. 

This meant we had to have everything planned down to a 

tee. We had to get the actors out, bring all the cars out, get 

our cameras set up and shoot, shoot, shoot the scene often 

with pyrotechnics then get off the road and open it up again 

for another fifteen minutes and we just repeated this process 

again and again. It was painful because you’d just get set up 

and then you’d have to open the road again. All the time you 
would just be watching the clock and sun slowly going down. 
The VFX team enhanced the explosions and removed crew 
and vehicles that were in the background of the wide and 
drone shots.

AC So all the explosions were done on set, with fire,  
 and the roads were still open?

SO Yes, we were burning a lot of things practically in  
 the background. The special effects guys would fill up 

saucepans of lit citrus oil and drop these off in the background 
so there was always black smoke and flames. They would be 
supplemented with smoke machines. For the explosions they 
would use gasoline and other things and then do it for real 
which was pretty cool. But I always felt safe. 

I found scenes that involved being in front of gun fire more 
uncomfortable. You know the rounds are blank, and it’s 
technically safe, but deep down part of you is still thinking 
“hang on a minute, there is automatic fire being shot right at 
my camera position”. 

AC Did you run into any major obstacles whilst filming  
 and, if so, could you explain how you overcame 

the problems?

SO I found the schedule challenging because the whole  
 thing was shot in nine weeks. I believe there was 

supposed to be an extra two weeks originally but at some 
point those two weeks got cut. It meant that things got 
compromised a little bit because you had to make up for lost 
time. We had to stick to the schedule, which meant filming in 
the rain and filming day-for-night which had to be forced into 

Madeleine Madden as Corrie, Molly Daniels as Ellie and Madeleine Clunies-Ross as Fiona in ‘Tomorrow When The War 
Began’ - DOP Simon Ozolins ACS, PHOTO Ben King
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the schedule even if the weather wasn’t ideal. Those days 
were difficult. 

I’m used to tight schedules doing television commercials but 
when you’re filming long days for nine weeks as opposed to 
a few days at a time, you definitely have to get comfortable 
with not getting much rest. In saying that you’d always want 
a longer schedule and I guess even on the biggest job you’d 
want more time. Everyone always wants more time.

AC Did you figure out anything along the way that  
 made day-for-night easier to shoot?

SO We had seen Mad Max: Fury Road (2015), which used  
 the same process of day-for-night shooting. However 

we were in locations with a lot of buildings and shiny cars in 
the background, this made it difficult. We just tried as hard as 
we could to frame out the sky and hot, shiny objects. Some 
shots worked better than others.

AC When you look back on what you, the director,  
 producers and the rest of the creative team set 

out to achieve do you believe it closely mirrors your initial 
hopes for the series? What did you learn in the process?

SO It’s never going to be exactly what you imagined,  
 but I think it was pretty close to what Maher and I had 

discussed. I did learn a lot on this project though, mainly that 
having good people around you is the most important thing. I 
keep learning things on every job from people like my Gaffer, 
Karl Engler, who was a real collaborator on this and brought 
immense experience to the project. As was Key Grip Glen 
Arrowsmith and my First AC Chris Child and the rest of the 
team that helped me so much because they were all working 
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at the top of their game and that makes things a lot easier. 

AC Is there talk of a second series of Tomorrow When  
 the War Began?

SO I think it’s too early to know but there is definitely talk  
 of a second series. I think they’re just going to wait 

and see how this one goes. Nothing is confirmed.

AC So then, what’s next for you? 

SO I’ve just been busy on commercials since finishing  
 Tomorrow When the War Began. At the moment I am 

in Tasmania shooting a commercial for Tourism Tasmania. I’m 
with a very small crew filming all over the state. I’m shooting 
on an Alexa Mini with a bunch of lenses out the back of 
a van. Then, when I get back to Sydney there’s just more 
commercials on the horizon and talk of a few projects which 
are unconfirmed at the moment.

Doing a television series you don’t get to spend very much 
time at home with your loved ones. I really enjoy doing drama 
and I definitely want to keep doing it but I don’t think I could 
go back to back all year round. In an ideal world, I’d love to do 
one feature or series a year and then commercials for the rest. 
It’s so tough in Australia though, there’s only a certain amount 
of work around, unfortunately you can’t just pick and choose 
ideal projects like Tomorrow When The War Began.

Jenna McMahon is a Brisbane-based writer, photographer and  filmmaker 

whose short films have garnered multiple awards.



VISUAL LANGUAGE
Award-winning Aussie DOP Jeremy Rouse tells the story of shooting 
German drama Jonathan, which recently screened at the 66th Berlin 

International Film Festival.

- by Jeremy Rouse



Jannis Niewöhner in ‘Jonathan’ - DOP Jeremy Rouse



About a year ago I had worked on a Vodafone commercial 

in Europe with a fantastic Production Designer named Erwin 

Prib. We worked really well together and had a combined 

aesthetic that complimented each others styles. Prib was one 

of the first crew members attached to the film Jonathan. 

In early discussions with the film’s Director, Piotr J. 

Lewandowski, Prib used some of my work as a reference 

to try understand the look that the Polish-born Director was 

after. Lewandowski immediately responded to my visuals and 

apparently said to Prib, “Who is this guy, he must shoot my 
movie!”. 

“ Who is this guy,  
he must shoot my movie! “

From that day Lewandowski was pretty convinced he wanted 

me to shoot Jonathan. He sent me an email and explained the 

project in detail. It was a sales pitch but the project sounded 

incredibly interesting; a coming-of-age saga crossed with a 

coming-out story, completely in the German-language. 

The script, which the Director also wrote, had won many 

awards in Germany and there were numerous production 

companies wanting to produce the film. Lewandowski 

eventually decided to get Kordes & Kordes Film to produce 

Jonathan.

The producers initially wanted a German, or at least European, 

Director of Photography to lens the film and I believe made 

Lewandowski met most of the country’s available DOPs to 

that end. I get the feeling he simply went through that process 

just so he could say, “Now I’ve met them all, but I still want 
Rouse to shoot it”.

I had many discussions with Lewandowski and as the dates 

of the production firmed up I had to make a decision. The 

producers wouldn’t translate the script for me unless I agreed 

to shoot the film because a professional translation is quite 

costly. Having Prib attached the crew as Production Designer 

was a big factor on taking on the challenge, I trusted his word 

and that he was excited to be attached. 

Eventually I agreed to the project based on a detailed 

synopsis and many conversations with the Director about the 

story, the characters and exactly what he wanted from me. 

Once I signed on I received the translated script and thankfully 

was relived that it was so beautifully written. I was still very 

concerned, however, about not being able to speak German.

My initial concerns were not so much about talking to crew 

members or anything technical, ‘move that light here or put 

this diffusion frame there’, more that I would not be in tune 

with the actors and their performances. It’s very important 

for me to feel the performances and know what an actor is 

thinking or feeling. It’s a big part of my job to be aware of 

actors space and their comfort on set.  

I expressed the concern with Lewandowski before I agreed to 

do the film. He felt it would not be a hindrance but a liberating 

experience. He insisted with a translated script I knew what 

the scene was about and that the body language of the actors 

would inform me of how they are feeling. He also thought 

the themes in Jonathan are universal and that despite the 

Burkhardt (Andre Hennicke) and Jonathan (Jannis Niewöhner) in Jonathan - DOP Jeremy Rouse

58 / A VISUAL LANGUAGE



language barrier, I would understand the exactly what was 

going on. He was right.

I was very fortunate to have a brilliant 1st AC, Christian 

Clarenz, who doubled as my personal interpreter. He would 

very discreetly relay notes from the Lewandowski to the actors 

and whisper in my ear all the subtleties that were happening 

around me. “One of the actors is getting a bit frustrated”, 
he might say. This helped me to manage my crew a bit more. 

On the first day of shooting I was so nervous about talking to 

the actors and making suggestions. I was nervous thinking I 

was this Australian bloke who has found himself on set with 

some of Germany’s most famous actors, stumbling over 

after the rehearsal and suggesting, for a lighting reason, 

that perhaps we could move a mark this way a little bit. As 

it turned out the actors were all extremely professional and 

excited to have a non-German DOP on the team.

After my nervous start it didn’t really affect the job that much. 

All the crew spoke in English, no problem there. Grips, gaffers, 

sound department, make-up all fluent in English. When I was 

involved in discussions with the cast and Director they were 

happy to speak in English too. Mostly it was in English, then 

action was called and it turned to German. 

Crewing was a little tricky. The budget came from various 

state funding bodies, where possible I had to try and use crew 

from certain states. “Have a look at all the resumes from 
Hesse and Baden-Württemberg”, I was told. Not much good. 

But I found a great Gaffer from Frankfurt, Martin Bourgund, 

who worked on Lore (2012) with Adam Arkapaw ACS. Also 

an Australian Gaffer, Michael Adcock. Kai Finnigan our Key 

Grip had the necessary address for the funding bodies, but I 

still couldn’t find appropriate camera crew. 

It was really important for me to have a strong camera team. 

I felt that with that language barrier and a tight shooting 

schedule of about five weeks I really needed a top-notch 

crew. I really like focus pullers to be flexible and understand 

the way I like to work. I often don’t want lots of marks put 

down or to run a tape out every five minutes. I prefer them to 

sit back where possible and use a laser pointer to discretely 

get marks.

“ On the first day of shooting  
I was so nervous about talking 

to the actors and making 
suggestions. “

Part of the job description was the 1st AC would step up and 

operate the B-Camera for certain scenes and occasionally 

split off to shoot splinter unit shots. I started looking in 

Berlin but it was so busy that I struggled to find someone 

appropriate. Eventually Finnigan emailed me and said he knew 

a Camera Assistant who had a job fall over and I should chat 

to him about this film. 

His name was Michael Rathgeber and he was a very 

experienced 1st AC looking to step into B-Camera operating. 

What he suggested was that he would bring his team with 

him and they would all step up and make it work within the 

Burkhardt (Andre Hennicke and Ron (Thomas Sarbacher) in ‘Jonathan’ - DOP Jeremy Rouse
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budget.

What eventuated was Rathgeber operated B-Camera 

and would shoot some splinter shots almost every day 

and Christian Clarenz, his long time 2nd AC would just be 

A-Camera’s 1st AC. Given their level of experience I was very 

happy to run with this and it was perfect for the film. Clarenz 

immediately was impressive at pulling focus and the freedom 

to have Rathgeber floating in and out shooting with us or 

picking up shots was perfect.

There were many discussions on what to shoot Jonathan on 

and with. At one point Super 16mm film was an option! I felt 

quite strongly about shooting on the ARRI Alexa. For me RED 

was never really a consideration. 

I shoot mostly on Alexa and love the look, the latitude and the 

simplicity of the camera system. I had been shooting Open 

The crew of ‘Jonathan’ on location - PHOTO Carsten Strauch
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Gate in ARRIRAW on television commercials and was really 

happy with the look I could get. Especially when I need to 

push the ASA to 1250 or 1600. 

On our location tour we looked at barn interiors that were so 

dark and dim, house interiors that had tiny windows and really 

low roofs and I knew we would struggle with low light. I feel 

the Alexa has slightly better sensitivity in low light.

Lewandowski had no practical knowledge of cameras. He 

made it clear to me I should choose based on what I felt 

would best give him the look we had discussed. Once we 

locked in on Alexa the next discussion of course was lenses. 

Quite early on I felt that although I love anamorphic, it didn’t 

feel right for this film. I think the distortion that comes with 

anamorphic squeeze can compliment a look or aesthetic, but 

for me Jonathan was more in need of a spherical realism feel. 
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I pushed for the Leica Summilux C early on. I love those 
lenses, the look for me is similar to that of the Leica M stills 
camera system. Optically well engineered and perform well 
wide open. They have a beautiful naturalistic feel to them. It 
looked unlikely we could afford the Leicas so Master Primes 
where the next option for me. 

“ Quite early on I felt that 
although I love anamorphic, it 
didn’t feel right for this film. “

The production got quotes from all over Germany. Cinegate, 
Arri, Vantage and MBF. In the end a company from Munich 
called Ludwig Camera offered a really great deal that 
consisted of an Alexa XT plus for our A-Camera, an Amira for 
B-Bamera, a set of Leica Summilux C to and an Angeniuex 
25-250HR to take for splinter unit. 

The final decision was if we could afford to shoot Open Gate. 
I wanted to shoot this way because I like the slightly larger 
sensor area and what it offers in field-of-view. We chose a 
cropped spherical 2.39:1 aspect ratio and the little extra you 
see on the Open Gate made a big difference. I shot some 
footage on an 18mm lens at 2K, 3.2K and Open Gate to 
show the producers the difference. They were not aware at 2K 
you see so much less than in Open Gate. 

With the addition of two-camera coverage we agreed to 
capture 3.2K Pro Res 4444XQ (which the Amira could also 
do) as a base set up and for a few select night scenes and 

interiors I was allowed to shoot in Open Gate. I actually shot 
much less in Open Gate than they budgeted for.

I worked very closely with the Production Design team. They 
created the environments in which I light and the spaces 
where the actors perform. We had a very close collaboration. 
I’m from the school of ‘show me more than less’. I like to 
know the colour of clothes, the level of decay in sets, the kind 
of vehicles people drive, anything and everything. 

The world of Jonathan is contemporary rural Germany. 
Although the film is set now, the locations we found were up 
to six-hundred years old. Some of the houses we shot in had 
to be reinforced under the floors before we started shooting. 

Part of the reason I didn’t want to shoot with old lenses was 
because it would be too much. The sets were old, dusty and 
real; I wanted to capture them with a contemporary lens, to 
balance the old-world feeling with the modern world in which 
the young cast of Jonathan exist.

We didn’t use storyboards. Lewandowski and myself tried 
to allow the actors as much freedom to perform within the 
sets. Jonathan is heavy on dialogue We wanted to be true to 
the story and let the actors talk to each other. If real drama 
is in the story and performances then I don’t see the need to 
reinvent the wheel and cook up elaborate camera moves. 

Occasionally we did try things like long single takes, slow 
tracking shots over a whole scene or largely improvised 
scenes where I would just react to the action like a 
documentary camera man. It just depends on what the actors 
want to do and if it feels right for everyone than great. 

Barbara Auer plays Martha in ‘Jonathan’ - DOP Jeremy Rouse
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It’s like when deciding whether to shoot hand-held or on 
sticks. There are some scenes that you decide will certainly be 
hand-held, others that are definitely sticks and then there are 
a few which could go either way. That happened a bit while 
filming. 

I would often push for more dolly and tracks and the 
Lewandowski always pushed for the camera to be in the 
hand. To me there was not a definite reason to go hand held 
or not, it ended up being a feeling thing for the director. He 
liked the rawness of hand held, he liked the uncertainty of it, 
he liked the jittery uptightness of the camera being active, it 
mirrored our lead actors emotion. We ended up doing a mix of 
both throughout Jonathan. 

There is a scene I really love towards the end of the film 
where we track with Jonathan (Jannis Niewöhner) as he 
walks through long grass to reveal his father Burghardt (André 
Hennicke) and Ron (Thomas Sarbacher) sitting on a bench. 
Jonathan knows this is the end for his father. As Ron and 
Jonathan carry the dying Burghardt back to the house we 
track back with them. It’s a beautiful and simple scene, one 
with immense emotion yet beautifully restrained performances. 
I was so worried about the sunlight for the scene, it had to be 
right and I was happy we got lucky.

After filming I was as involved as one I could be with post 
production process, being on the other side of the world. It 
was in my contract to return to Munich for the final grade. 
Grading is such a challenging process for me. 

We got Moritz Peters a freelance Colorist from Berlin. He 
has been building 3D LUTs for a while and is a bit of a LUT 

consultant ion Germany. His approach to the Grading was to 
build a series of about 15 different LUTs to apply to the LOG 
rushes as a starting point for grading. Peters said it was more 
like doing a detailed one-light pass over the LOG footage and 
then tweaking the LUTs, mixing them and or adjusting them. 
Sometimes we would have to start from scratch and grade 
from the LUT but not often. 

I’m not really trying to achieve a look in the grade. Nothing 
to fancy with blues in blacks or anything that was too showy. 
I was more interested in getting the naturalism and general 
tones and atmospheres right. 

Lewandowski often tried to push something in too much, 
“make it more interesting” as he would say. I would react by 
saying, “I’m starting to feel our fingerprints on this too much”. 
Sometimes things get a bit heated in the suite and everyone 
has to take a break. 

What amazes me is the infinite possibilities offered in colour 
grading. I like to think of it at times like the controls on a 
stereo, sometimes a fifteen-channel equaliser confuses me, 
I’m more of a bass and treble kind of guy. Brighter or darker, 
more contrast less contrast. Too saturated or not.

I’m back working on commercials now, however there are a 
few feature projects I’m attached to. I will stay optimistic with 
a healthy dose of realism.

Jeremy Rouse is known for his outstanding work on commercials and 

recently won the 2016 ACS ‘Golden Tripod’ in Advertising for  

Vodafone Bucket List. He lensed Shaun Gladwell’s ‘Family’ chapter of  

The Turning (2013), and the short film Florence Has Left The Building was 

the winner of Best Short at the AACTA Awards in 2015.
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NEW GEAR
Ongoing and independent reviews by our industry’s latest equipment – by Clinton Harn

In our last review, I expressed my 

approach to most of my gear reviews. 

I generally like to talk about kit that 

makes a difference in the simplest ways, 

be it performance, convenience or 

function. Most blog sites offer the scoop 

on the latest releases with stats and 

numbers, but rarely do they tell you how 

gear performs not just after one test, 

but after extensive use.

In this issue, I’d like to revisit Westcott’s 

Ice Light 2. Although not brand 

spanking new, it deserves a special 

mention based on how lightweight & 

compact it is, the time I’ve had to test it 

properly ‘in-situation’, the new app, plus 

added accessories that has given the 

Ice Light 2 a new lease of life.

The Ice Light 2 comes packed with 

an included battery, a battery charger 

and power cord, gel clips as well as a 

neat carry case. There are additional 

accessories that you can purchase 

along with the basic package, and 

at the time of me writing this article, 

Westcott were offering a $50.00 

dollar saving by including three free 

accessories.

The build of the fixture itself is made 

from a combination of aluminium and 

hard ABS plastic with a matt finish. It 

weighs at approximately 500 grams 

and has a removable Li-ion battery. The 

buttons and parameters are nicely done 

with main the feature being a blue LED 

display that indicates brightness levels 

in eighteen discreet steps. This along 

with the two up-down arrow buttons 

allows for repeatable light output values. 

There is a simple on-off flip switch, and 

battery level indicator and a USB port 

for firmware updates. The base of the 

light sports a quarter inch tap thread for 

easy mounting.

The light itself is fifty-percent brighter 

(1740 Lumens) than the original, is flicker 

free and daylight balanced. There is also 

an optional Tungsten gel available. For 

the benefit of the majority of our readers, 

its 49 foot candles at one metre, 13 

at two metres, and 7 at three metres. 

According to Westcott, they have also 

improved their LED chip technology and 

assured us that the CRI is rated at 96. 

On that note, I don’t want to enter into 

the infamous and perpetual argument 

regarding this method of measuring the 

spectrum of light, or even the improved 

TLCI method for that matter. 

Even that had a question mark 
according to Art Adams at Pro Video 
Coalition. LEDS are inherently flawed. 
Some have green colour spikes while 
others are plagued with a magenta cast. 
Its continuously ‘hit and miss’. 

Ironically, I’ve used LEDs with low 
CRI ratings with surprisingly good 
results. So, it would be fair to say 
that if a light renders skin tones, then 
Bob’s your uncle. So, even if Westcott 
forgot to include the 96 CRI rating, the 
colour response on the Ice Light 2 is 
impressive to say the least. Now with 
that out of the way, what’s it like in 
application?

Well, battery life is ok. I would tend 
to err on the side of using it sparingly 
and keep it on mains power when 
you can. If you are shooting outdoors, 
then I’d recommend buying additional 
batteries. A cool new feature is the 
ability to remove the battery and charge 
it separately. This now means that you 
can travel with the lce Light 2. Throw 
the units in your checked-in luggage 
and the batteries in your carry-on. Too 
easy.

My favourite features of the light are 
the shape and the built-in diffusion. 
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Even with its tube design, the LEDs 

provide a 73-degree beam angle that 

has a gorgeous soft spread over a 

large surface area. I’ve grown very fond 

of its form factor. Its size is incredibly 

suited to lighting car interiors and can 

be mounted or aligned along trims, 

overhead visors and across dashboards 

to provide soft even lighting.

I’ve also used the Ice light on 

documentary-type interview set 

ups. Paired with a Joby Ball Head 

SLR-Zoom system and an uber-light 

collapsible tripod, I have a compact key 

light kit that can be oriented vertically or 

horizontally.

The barn door set is another must have 

addition if you want to shape or prevent 

light spill. It transforms the Ice Light 2 

yet again into a nice kicker or accent 

source, and can be set up to provide a 

textural effect or light wash. 

The best part is something I’ve saved 

for last. Bluetooth control with USB 

connectivity. Picture this; you have 

multiple Ice Lights rigged or mounted on 

set. Every light ID is stored in your smart 

phone, and by using an app, you can 
turn on or off, and even control dimming 
of every individual light in the palm of 
your hand. Despite these lights being 
targeted primarily at the photographic 
market, the benefi ts for cinematography 
should be considered.

Like any well rounded review, it wouldn’t 
be complete if I didn’t tell you what I 
disliked most. So here it is. The on/
off switch was too loose and I wasn’t 
partial on the price. Yes, two ‘dislikes’ 
was all I could muster.

To be perfectly honest, I fi nd most 
LED lights a dime in a dozen. Though, 
for what I do, the Ice Light 2 is 
outstanding. It’s now a staple piece of 

kit alongside my main key lights when 
shooting one-man-band. Truth be 
told, I didn’t realise how brilliant it was 
until I put it through sheer use. In part, 
my initial order got lost in transit, and 
I had to outsource another unit. The 
motivation was a need for a small and 
portable yet quality light source with the 
ability to shape and control for stills and 
motion capture. The Ice Light 2 fi ts that 
need perfectly, performs admirably and 
gets the job done. If I had my way, I’d 
include three or four more in my kit, no 
questions asked.

Clinton Harn is a cinematographer, 
fi lmmaker and producer.
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LET’S DANCE: DAVID BOWIE 
DOWN UNDER - Director of 
Photography: Calum Stewart 
(NSW). Here is the remarkable yet 

forgotten story behind the video clip for Let’s 

Dance, David Bowie’s biggest hit record. 

Directed by Rubika Shah, a UK-born director, 

is a true blue Aussie affair. The fantastic, 

measured and caring cinematography is by 

Calum Stewart. Based in Sydney, Stewart is 

a skilled DOP and Camera Operator with a 

wealth of industry experience.

Here, the fi lmmakers paid a return visit to the 

remote New South Wales town of Carinda, 

where thirty years previously Bowie famously 

shot his music video. 

The original Bowie video was made by 

British director David Mallet (Bowie’s Ashes 

to Ashes, Queen’s I Want To Break Free) 

and featured Bowie playing with his band 

while impassively watching an Indigenous 

Australian couple’s struggles against 

metaphors of Western cultural imperialism. 

This was four years prior to the aboriginal 

rights themes championed in song by 

the likes of Midnight Oil. The ‘red shoes’ 

mentioned in the song’s lyrics appear in 

several contexts also.

The town and the pub which featured in 

the clip is now in a state of disrepair. The 

documentary catches up with local resident 

Bernie Eccles who sat in the pub the day 

that Bowie showed up, out of the blue, with 

a large fi lm crew. Amazingly, the 82-year-old 

Eccles had never seen the fi nished clip.

I AM A PENCIL - Director of 
Photography: Joe D’Arcy (QLD). 
I Am A Pencil, written, directed and also shot 

by Joe D’Arcy, was inspired by the three 

million people who marched in support of 

unity, peace, and freedom of expression after 

the Charlie Hebdo massacre. The pencil, like 

the artist, has an innate drive to create and 

will always express, irrespective of whether it 

is granted permission.

The subtle cinematography in this important 

animated work evokes the pencil sketches of 

Da Vinci. I Am A Pencil includes animation, 

AUSTRALIAN SHORTS
The 15th annual Tribeca Film Festival in New York City recently showcased some notable pieces with strong ties 

to Australia. Here we look at fi ve homegrown works in the Short Films category – by James Cunningham

pencilled by Carol D’Arcy and a team of 

artists under her guidance. VFX and 3D 

animation by Sterling Osment, CGI and 

colour grading by Byron D’Arcy.

D’Arcy is a fi lmmaker and psychotherapist 

from Queensland who runs a small 

production company, joedarcyFILMS, as well 

as his private practice. As a fi lmmaker and a 

therapist, D’Arcy says he works with people 

in relationships “at their most vulnerable 

moments whilst they risk to be more of 

themselves”. A testament to the power of 

I Am A Pencil, the short fi lm travelled from 

Flickerfest in Sydney all the way to the Big 

Apple only last month.

Labspace

with a Final Cut Pro X or Premiere Pro 
certified course

SHARPEN YOUR EDITING SKILLS

www.labspaceaustralia.com

ASC Ad.indd   1 26/10/2015   12:30

LET’S DANCE; DAVID BOWIE DOWN UNDER - DOP Calum Stewart

I AM A PENCIL - DOP Joe D’Arcy



      AUSTRALIAN SHORTS  / 67

CHEROKEE - Director of 
Photography: Curtis Hill (VIC).  
An uncooperative ex, an argumentative 

landlord, and a broken door; Linda’s life is 

just peachy. Her daughter escapes reality 

through a fascination with Native Americans, 

subconsciously assuming her mum’s anger.

Hailing from Melbourne, Jem Rankin is 

the writer-director-editor of Cherokee who 

graduated from the Victorian College of The 

Arts in 2014. But it is Hill’s cinematography 

that really shines in its stark simplicity. Hill 

is quickly gaining a reputation as a writer/

director in his own right with a fresh flair on 

character driven, visual storytelling. He was 

recently featured in the Little Black Book as 

“an exciting Melbourne talent to watch.”

Cherokee has played at a number of festivals 

including the Melbourne International Film 

Festival and Sydney Film Festival in 2015, 

and most recently Tribeca in New York.

CURVE - Director of 
Photography: Tim Egan (VIC).  
Clinging to a smooth, curved surface high 
above a sentient abyss, a girl tries to cover 
the few feet back to safety without losing 

purchase and falling to her death.

Tim Egan, another Melbourne-based VCA 
graduate, wrote, directed and shot Curve. 
He has worked in almost every conceivable 
role on independent film sets over the last 

ten years. Curve is the first film of Lodestone 
Films, his new creative endeavour. 

With detailed and poignant cinematography 
hopefully Curve will be the first of many as 
Egan is very proud to have earned a spot for 
his first film at Tribeca.

Egan served as Director and 
Cinematographer for The Bazura Project 
(2011) a six-part series that aired on ABC2. 
He has shot music videos for Melbourne 
bands Empra and Dear Stalker, while doing 
editing and post production on clips from 
Kate Vigo, Junior Jr and Claire Bowditch.

THE ORCHESTRA - Director of 
Photography: Mikey Hill (VIC).  
Mikey Hill is a filmmaker and animator based 
in Melbourne. The Orchestra is Hill’s third 
hand-animated short film, with each being 

more elaborately time-consuming than the 
last.

Imagine a world where a band of tiny 
musicians follow you and play a soundtrack 
for your life, communicating your emotions, 

fears and hopes. In this world lives elderly 
Vernon; a lonely man whose crippling 
shyness causes his orchestral musicians to 
perform terribly out of tune. When Vernon 
and his little band fall for their new next-door 
neighbour and her classical ensemble, they 
find themselves presented with perhaps their 
last chance at happiness.

Mikey’s films have screened at festivals near 
and far, and have garnered several shiny 
awards. Stunningly visual, The Orchestra is 
one of his most beautiful and poignant, and it 
represented Australia proudly in New York.

James Cunningham is the Editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

CHEROKEE - DOP Curtis Hill

CURVE - DOP Tim Egan

THE ORCHESTRA - DOP Mikey Hill
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DOWN UNDER - A provocative black 

comedy set during the aftermath of the 

Cronulla riots, Down Under, shot by Lachlan 

Milne ACS (Not Suitable For Children), 

focuses on two groups of hotheads from 

both sides of the fight who are destined to 

collide.

Filmed around Kurnell, Maroubra, Matraville 

and Lakemba; last year marked the ten 

year anniversary of the infamous riots. A 

wonderful Australian cast features David 

Field (Chopper), Damon Herriman (The Water 

Diviner), Lincoln Younes (Home & Away) and 

Justin Rosniak (Packed To The Rafters).

A satirical comedy Down Under is about how 

ridiculous each side of conflict can be, and 

what happens when they clash. “By tackling 

the subject matter contained in this film, 

my aim is to provoke a reaction not usually 

found in comedy.” said the film’s Director 

Abe Forsythe (Ned). Provoke a reaction 

he certainly will, for Down Under dares to 

explore the funny side of a very ugly situation, 

using and skewering the expected cultural 

stereotypes.

“By tackling the subject 
matter contained in 

this film, my aim is to 
provoke a reaction 
not usually found in 

comedy.”
“We were hyper aware of the sensitivity of 

the issues this film raises,” Forsythe said. 

“We thought it would be a controversial 

thing to be filming there and we’d heard 

horror stories about camera crews being 

pelted with bottles.”

In filming Down Under, Milne has beautifully 

managed to help create a daring film that will 

cause offence, laughter and reflection.

GOLDSTONE - Ivan Sen’s new feature 

is a complex, stylish and intelligent western 

that reflects on Australia’s history with a 

compelling tale of its present.

Australian auteur Ivan Sen (Beneath Clouds, 

Mystery Road) wrote, shot, edited and 

scored his new offering, Goldstone. The 

‘outback noir’ thriller/western follows the 

same character, Jay Swan, as Mystery Road 

(2013). A beautiful-looking, complex, stylish 

and intelligent film that reflects on Australia’s 

history with a compelling tale of its present.

On the trail of a missing person, Indigenous 

Detective Swan (Aaron Pedersen) finds 

himself in the small mining town of 

Goldstone, where he is immediately arrested 

fro drunk driving by young local cop Josh 

(Alex Russell). When Jay’s motel room is 

blasted with gunfire, it becomes clear that 

something larger is at play in the district.

Jay and Josh struggle to overcome their 

mutual distrust to uncover the unpleasant 

truth. Sen, who aslo shot the film, takes 

full advantage of the beauty of the outback 

without shying away from the scars it bears 

- both societal and environmental. The film 

weaves through a range of issues, including 

land rights, mining, the stolen generations, 

cultural destruction, people trafficking, greed, 

loneliness and love.

Filmed in Queensland, Goldstone’s scenery 

of the iconic Australian outback sets a 

flawless backdrop for the narrative, and Sen 

is masterful in his filmic choices. With an 

all-star cast including Jacki Weaver, David 

Denham and David Gulpilil, Goldstone takes 

full advantage of the beauty of the outback 

without shying away from the scars it bears, 

both societal and environmental.

‘Goldstone’ - DOP Ivan Sen

‘Down Under’ - DOP Lachlan Milne ACS
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EMBEDDED - Playwright and 
screenwriter Stephen Sewell (The Boys) 
is no stranger to cagey, dark characters, 
and this is certainly true of Embedded, 
his directorial feature debut.

Frank (Nick Barkla) meets Madaline 
(Laura Gordon) at a cocktail party held 
at a World Bank conference. He’s a 
foreign correspondent whose recent 

work in Mali has left him traumatised. 
As the erotic connection between Frank 
and Madaline deepens, each gradually 
reveal secrets from their past that could 
have deadly consequences.

Illawarra-based Cinematographer 
Rhiannon Bannenberg (Chocolate 
Oyster), a Director in her own right 
with last year’s highly successful 

Ambrosia, took up the duties of DOP on 
Embedded.

Shot in Sydney, mostly in a suite at 
a five-star hotel, the film stars Los 
Angeles-based Australian actors and 
real-life couple Nick Barkla (Blind 
Company) and Laura Gordon (Winners 
and Losers). Embedded is a celebration 
of sex and sensuality within a political 
context.

It pushes aesthetic boundaries. 
Focused on character, narrative and 
story that is inspired both by politics 
and by eroticism. The sensual, politically 
charged Embedded is an exciting 
anomaly in Australian cinema from 
Sewell and Bannenberg.

James Cunningham is the Editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

TEENAGE KICKS - In this powerful 

new queer Australian drama, a seventeen-

year-old boy navigates the many 

minefields of adolescence and sexuality, in 

the wake of a family tragedy.

Miklós (Miles Szanto) is at the age when 

everything feels high-stakes. He is coming 

to terms with his own sexuality, and when 

his best friend Dan (Daniel Webber) reveals 

that he has a new girlfriend, this puts an 

end to their plans to run away together.

Lensed by the uber-talented Bonnie Elliott 

(My Tehran For Sale, Spear) Teenage 

Kicks beautifully captures this whirlwind 

period in Miklós’ life, dealing with themes 

of guilt, friendship, cultural and familial 

loyalty, and burgeoning sexuality.

The stellar Aussie cast includes Charlotte 

Best (Puberty Blues), Shari Sebbens (The 

Sapphires), Miles Szanto (Drowning) and 

Daniel Webber (Home & Away).

Produced by Azure Productions, Teenage 

Kicks was and is a collaborative passion 

project for all those involved. The film was 

completely and independently financed 

with the support of private investment 

and a successful Pozible crowdfunding 

campaign.

Filmed in the streets of Sydney’s inner 

west, Elliott masterfully takes her audience 

on a journey through the minefield of 

adolescence from the perspective of a 

teen, haunted by the death of his older 

brother. Teenage Kicks is a truly excellent, 

albeit less-than-light-hearted arthouse film 

about duty, and the craving for freedom.

‘Teenage Kicks’ - DOP Bonnie Elliott

‘Embedded’ - DOP Rhiannon Bannenberg
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