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Beyond Definition

Raw Has Never Been So Refined

AXS-R7 – Dockable 4K RAW Recorder
The durable, dust and splash-proof AXS-R7 portable recorder 

attaches seamlessly to the high end F55 and F5 CineAlta 

cameras, speeding up the 4K production workflow without 

compromising quality.

The AXS-R7 doubles 4K RAW recording from 60 fps up to 120 

fps for the F55 camera. For shooting at higher frame rates, 

the recorder captures 2K RAW at up to 240 fps with the F55 

and F5 for super slow motion playback.

Working with high-speed AXSM™ A Series memory cards, 

the recorder features dual card slots for extra security and 

extended recording times. The recorder also offers 4K RAW 

cache recordings up to 30 seconds while in standby mode. 

The tough, all-metal casing makes the AXS-R7 the ideal 

companion to the F55 and F5.

For more information, please visit pro.sony.com.au



Pure, Soft White Light

Uncompromising Color Quality 

and Exceptional Outputand Exceptional Outputand Exceptional Output

Designed to meet the requirements of the most discerning filmmaker, the Silk series LED lighting system 

has been specifically developed for film and video applications that demand extremely color-accurate, 

high quality light. 

With TLCI, CRI and R9 metrics in the high 90’s, the Silk 210’s high-volume light output is capable of 

producing 2400 lux with color temperatures ranging from 2800K – 6500K. Silk 210 and Silk 110 are 

available now, with more sizes coming soon.

Rosco’s Silk family of fixtures add immense visual richness to any scene with an unparalleled soft 

texture.  Let Silk bring your story to life.

Rosco Australia
02 9906 6262
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FROM THE EDITOR

Welcome readers,

Such a great issue we have prepared for you this month. In 
‘ACS Brief’ we take you to Camerimage with young student-
nominee Jovan Atanackovic, we take you whale-watching 
with the acclaimed Pawal Achtel, to South Australia’s 
wine country with David Parkinson, to the set of the big-
budget Suicide Squad (2016), down a Red Bull with Rob 
Reibel, defy gravity with Scott Kimber, make a new Netflix 
recommendation for you, and say hello to Jennifer Hawkins! 
We cover a lot of ground.

In our ‘features section’ we look at six films over five features. 
Greig Fraser ACS ASC not only speaks exclusively to the 
magazine about the much-anticipated new Star Wars film 
Rogue One, but also about lensing the upcoming Lion for 
which he just won the Golden Frog at Camerimage! Simon 
Duggan ACS talks about working under Mel Gibson on 
Hacksaw Ridge (our cover story by Garth Cecil), and Anna 
Howard ACS discusses shooting the creepy new thriller 
Rabbit. The great Ellery Ryan ACS opens up about his 
latest project Is This The Real World, while Sion Michel ACS 
takes us behind-the-scenes on his new Hong Kong crime 
caper Heartfall Arises. Great to see so many Australian 
cinematographers kicking goals around the world.

We have also updated our Australian Shorts section by 
bringing you direct contributions from the filmmakers 
themselves; this quarter we chat with Denson Baker NZCS 
ACS about the film MESSiAH which recently won Gold at the 
SA/WA ACS Awards, and Michael Wylam tells us about his 
latest film Nathan Loves Ricky Martin, which was nominated 
for Best Short Film at the recent AACTA Awards.

Finally, don’t forget to follows us on Facebook. We have 
recently started digitising our original content online, opening it 
up to the world, and in 2017 we will be continuing to grow the 
Australian Cinematographer brand. Until then, I wish everyone 
happy holidays. See you all next year...

Peace.

James Cunningham 
Editor,  
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

Greetings colleagues and friends,

Our industry and particularly our field of cinematography is in 
a constant state of change. Whether it will utlimately be for the 
better, only time will tell.

Are we as cinematographers fully versed with what our role 
really is, given the range of new technologies? Has it become 
clouded and do people know and understand who or what 
the cinematograher is and what we do?

There is so much more for us, as cinematograhers to think 
about - new digital camers and formats, the ongoing demand 
for 3D and the associated technologies, changing workflows, 
virtual production, new philosophy and management styles 
affecting our crews. We may be ‘down under’, but we are part 
of a global community and a global industry that continues to 
grow and change at an alarming rate. Are we keeping up and 
if not why not?

I think we are, and in some ways our isolation allows us 
to step back, observe and then try things from another 
perspective. It’s what we’ve always done, but now we have 
to do it better and smarter. We have always been expected 
to achieve ‘more’ for ‘less’, but this has never been more 
evident than it is today. As cinematographers the final ‘look’ 
of the film is our responsibility, yet in some cases this is being 
compromised unnecessarily.

Ultimately we have to make sure we know and understand 
where cinematography and the associated technologies are 
heading, in order not to compromise the overall outcome of 
the production, and see our name attached to something that 
didn’t really end up being what was initially expected.

The ACS has always believed in an open page philosophy 
with the other guilds and societies worldwide. Our thirst 
for knowledge and information and the sharing of this is of 
paramount importance to us all, to maintain a sustainable and 
beneficial industry.

Until next time....

Ron Johanson OAM ACS 
National President, 
Australian Cinematographers Society

FROM THE PRESIDENT



GIVES YOU WINGS
Tasmanian DOP Rob Reibel joins a Red Bull team special assignment – by Rob Reibel
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In early August I took a call from an old 

colleague, asking if I knew any PA’s to work 

with a unit manager flying into Hobart to 

work on a Red Bull team special assignment. 

I put my own hand up, as it sounded 

interesting and different to anything I’d done 

in a while.

My first task was to collect a two-tonne 

delivery van and three eight-seater minivans. 

Then I discovered why.

At Hobart airport forty-two Pelican cases 

were loaded into the van while the crew 

filled the people-movers and we hit the road 

for Port Arthur. They checked into the hotel 

with one room booked solely for the gear. All 

the batteries and chargers were first to be 

set up. There were at least fifty batteries of 

all sizes going onto the chargers. Then the 

cameras were unpacked: four Reds; a high 

speed camera; three Canon 5D’s; three 7D’s; 

heaps of Go Pros; two Phantom drones and 

two bigger drones.

Finally a high-end 360 degree camera 

was unpacked which was very heavy. 

This camera was to be mounted under a 

drone supplied by Magnum Productions in 

Brisbane. There were also two-metre long 

remote camera sliders, programmed for time 

lapse shots of sunrises, sunsets and night 

skies. 

The ‘B-Roll’ cameraman, Mike, was out 

all day and night shooting time lapses. I 

took him to locations that us locals take for 

granted, but he was in awe. On the second 

day, he jumped into a boat at Fortescue Bay 

to shoot the main action that was about to 

unfold. As they were motoring out of the bay, 

a pod of Killer Whales started hunting. Mike 

put his drone up and couldn’t believe what 

he was seeing and shooting.

Next I joined the rest of the team loading 

backpacks with batteries, tripods, 

lenses, drones and food. There were five 

cameramen, an audio op, someone to copy 

the media from the camera cards, eight 

from Red Bull plus Toby the drone pilot, a 

producer and two PA’s. Then there was a 

boat driver and the two main talent flown in 

from overseas.

The crew had just completed another similar 

shoot and flown in directly from Mongolia. 

They looked a bit tired but when all the gear 

was packed for the walk in, they all looked 

for the heaviest packs to carry, and some 

even took two packs. They were a team that 

did whatever was needed to get the shots. 

After a long slog out to Cape Hauy the gear 

was unpacked. Two-way radios were handed 

out with a range of about 12 km. They were 

shooting all day till about 6pm only to walk 

back to Fortescue Bay in the dark. This 

walk was repeated three days in a row. The 

boys had knees iced up at night because of 

injuries, but they all arrived day after day, not 

letting the team down.

Dougie was one of the cameramen. He’d 

previously shot the TV show called The 

World’s Dirtiest Jobs. He climbed down a 

rock face to shoot the main talent and was 

one very fit bloke. A boat was positioned 

below and rode the huge swells surging up 

onto the cliffs. Mike the cameraman then 

jumped out of the boat with a huge camera 

in a housing to grab a few shots of the main 

talent jumping into the massive seas from 

the cliff, and then swimming over to another. 

Mike was smashed onto the rocks but got 

some great footage of the talent trying to 

pull herself out of the water and then losing 

her grip and being washed back into the 

ocean. It was a tense time for every one 

looking down from 100m above, unable to 

do anything.

After each day they all were saying this is 

the most amazing location they had been to. 

The weather was great- clear blues sky every 

day and it was brilliant … oh, and I did get 

to shoot!

Rob Reibel is a news and current affairs 

cameraman with over  

thirty years of experience.

On location with DOP Rob Reibel for Red Bull - PHOTO Supplied
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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

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.

All models include DaVinci Resolve 12 Studio 
for editing and color correction.
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ELITE SQUAD
A young Australian goes behind-the-scenes on a major Hollywood blockbuster  

and delivers ground-breaking Virtual Reality – by Emily Collins

A 2015 Bond University film and 
television graduate has made his mark 
on Hollywood after producing a world-
first virtual reality (VR) experience for the 
blockbuster film, Suicide Squad (2016). 
Harrison Norris worked with fellow Bond 
alumna, Emily Tate, on the set of the 
new action film starring Margot Robbie 
and Will Smith where Norris worked as 
VR Director and action pre-visualisation 
artist.

After Suicide Squad premiered in 
the United States, an exclusive ‘VR 
experience’ was released alongside it, 
the first of its kind, that puts viewers in 
the middle of one of the film’s action 
sequences. Norris, who produced and 
directed the VR project, said it began as 
a ‘wild idea’ he pitched to the producers 
who quickly saw its potential and 
jumped on board.

“I was initially recruited for, and 
subsequently led, a secret VR 
department within the production of 
the film, alongside the best producers 
ever,” Norris said. “I pitched a shift 
of focus from shooting a ‘behind the 
scenes’ of the film in VR, to an in-
narrative piece, taking a scene directly 
from the script and shooting it in VR. 
The problem was the VR cameras 
couldn’t shoot any closer than four 
feet, which made it difficult to 
emotionally engage with the scene and 
make the experience feel ‘real’.”

Norris had a solution. He developed 
a concept for a new VR camera that 
could be worn around an actor’s head, 
providing the world’s first, true live-
action, first-person experience. “In 
the following weeks I oversaw the 
project and guided the design as three 
specialists brought the ‘Mobius’ from a 
nutty plan to a functioning camera.”

The result is a VR experience that allows 
the viewer to literally see out of the 
actor’s eyes. “If you’re playing Margot 
Robbie, you can see yourself swinging 
her bat and shooting as if it were you; 
and if you look left, there is Will Smith 
fighting right beside you.”

Norris said while it had been a year 
since his Mobius camera was created 
and VR technology had now caught 
up, it was revolutionary for its time and 
kick-started the creation of his own VR 
company that now works with studios 
including Warner Brothers, Paramount 
and Dreamworks.

“We’re still breaking every rule we 
can, most recently proving it’s possible 
for filmmakers to edit and/or move the 
camera in VR without disorientating 
the audience – hence busting one of 
the best known myths about VR - and 
there’s more to come,” Norris said.

“I’ll be directing a whole bundle of 
short-form VR projects that I’m not 
allowed to talk about.” Norris also 

recently worked as Second Unit Director 
on Flammable Children (2017) starring 
Guy Pearce and Kylie Minogue.

The Suicide Squad VR experience 
debuted at Comic-Con this year where 
thousands lined up for hours to trial it.

Emily Collins is Account Manager  

at Promedia.

Margot Robbie as Harley Quinn in ‘Suicide Squad’ - DOP Roman Vas’yanov

Harrison Norris (centre) on the set of 
‘Suicide Squad’ - PHOTO Supplied
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Sometimes you need to just get out 

there and shoot something, anything, 

so why not a music video. 

After a long coffee meeting that didn’t 

involve any coffee with up-and-coming 

Director, Sean Kaira, we decided to 

flip the original idea on its head. It 

went from a boy chasing a beautiful 

girl throughout the city of Vancouver to 

what’s something cool and different; a 

spilt-screen reverse video. There are few 

clips out there of the whole clip being 

in reverse. So after much planning, 

we decided to do a simple story line 

of where the female lead played by 

Australian actor Megan Peta Hill, that 

all of her actions would be in reverse 

but the lead male played by the artist, 

Stephen Scaccia would be in normal 

time. 

The traditional way to film this would 

be to have a simple split-screen effect, 

but we wanted something more. We 

decided that they would have to react 

to each other and it would look like 

there is not split screen at all. Timing 

became everything; we first rehearsed 

both their performances together to 

get the timings of each performance. 

Then filmed Hill’s section alone and then 

had Scaccia reverse all his reactions 

while still keeping them timed with Hill. 

THINKING IN REVERSE
Aussie Cinematographer Scott Kimber (Charlie’s Farm) shoots new music video ‘Gravity’  

in reverse by upcoming artist Stephen Scaccia – by Scott Kimber

We didn’t want to use cuts in each 

scene, so it became an exact science 

that Scaccia’s actions happen at a 

certain time. Sounds easy right? Not 

when you’re timing a glass being un-

smashed, a bag of flour being knocked, 

roses being thrown across the room 

and more interesting things that all look 

cool in reverse. There are of course 

many ways to do this, but it worked for 

us, which is all that mattered. 

“Watching every shadow, 
every reflection.”

The challenging part, when it came 

to the cinematography side of things, 

wasn’t the camera as that was mostly 

lock-offs, but was in fact the lighting. 

Because one side of the screen 

was always in reverse the shadows/

reflections/bounce couldn’t cross into 

the other actors space. Easy solution 

is to make no shadows, soft lighting, 

which I did do for some scenes as 

it called for it. However, when the 

night-time apartment scene and car 

simulation where shot, lighting became 

an issue. I have never stared at the 

motion and done payback frame by 

frame so much in my life. Watching 

every shadow, every reflection. 

The shoot was spread over two days, 

so that we could take our time and get 
it right. Being a low-budget music video, 
crew was on the minimum, basically 
one assistant and myself. Plus the fact 
we were shooting in a tiny apartment in 
Vancouver, with a million-dollar view but 
no room to swing a cat, there was no 
room for the crew to physically fit. There 
is a limit to how many people you can 
fit into a bathroom. The video was shot 
on my own Canon C100 with L series 
zooms on the C-log format. 

Once the first edit was completed with 
all the effect of forward and reverse, we 
had one problem starring at us. The clip 
was now missing something, it wasn’t 
edgy, the music wasn’t matching the 
visual. We were so wrapped up in the 
technical process; we forgot about the 
main fundamental of a music clip, the 
music is king. But that’s were a good 
Editor comes in. As well, when I was 
shooting the clip I pushed to shoot extra 
footage that wasn’t a visual effect. 

In the end we had a clip that combined 
traditional music clip style with a funky 
cool effect that we had aimed for.

Scott Kimber is a multiple award-winning 

Australian Cinematographer.

‘Gravity’ - DOP Scott Kimber
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ADD A LITTLE SPARKLE
Australian model Jennifer Hawkins ‘fangirls’ over Academy Award-winning Cinematographer  

Russell Boyd ACS ASC while filming with him on a commercial this year –  by James Cunningham

Crowned ‘Miss Universe’ in 2004, it’s fair 
to presume that Australian model Jennifer 
Hawkins doesn’t get star struck too 
often. However, Hawkins recently found 
herself filming alongside Oscar-winning 
Cinematographer Russell Boyd ACS ASC 
for Australian bottled water brand Mount 
Franklin, produced by Sydney-based 
production company Jungle. 

Working with Director Steve Saussey and 
Producer Yolanda Dewey, “We shot on 
an Alexa Mini which is my go to camera 
nowadays,” says Boyd. The cast was 
Josh Lawson (who plays Paul Hogan in the 
upcoming Hoges miniseries) plus Hawkins 
and extras. “We shot two scripts that day, 
one requiring a water splash so we shot 
4k at the request of the VFX company, 
Creature Post NZ, so they could build a 3D 
splash.”

Hawkins wasn’t available the day they shot 
with Lawson so they filmed him against a 
green screen to be composited in with her 
shots a month later. “We had the convertible 
car that featured in the ad on both days 
so we could set the lenses, lens height, 
distance and inclination for the VFX and 
then match them when we had Hawkins and 
the car.”  

“Day one was quite cloudy and a beautiful 
soft light to shoot.” Boyd had been 
checking on the 28-day rain forecast all 

month hoping for a cloudy day to match 
day one. It didn’t look hopeful until a few 
days before. The forecast was 70% cloud 
cover so the crew had on standby a 20x40 
grid cloth which would have restricted their 
angles as well as causing reflections in 
the windscreen of the car. “Fortunately a 
Polariser was able to cut through the cloud 
reflections and we didn’t have to fly the 
scrim,” Boyd says. “Phew! Jennifer and 
Josh were terrific to work with so it was a 
very pleasant shoot.”

The 32-year-old shared a shot of herself on 
set, captioning part of the Instagram post to 
her 781,000+ followers.

@jenhawkins: Today 
was pretty incredible. 
Worked with Academy 

Award-winning 
Cinematographer  
Russell Boyd for  
@mountfranklin!  

One word, LEGEND!
Boyd, 72, rose to prominence with his highly 
praised work on Picnic at Hanging Rock 
(1975), the first of several collaborations with 
director Peter Weir. He is also know for his 
work on Gallipoli (1981), Crocodile Dundee 

(1986) and Crocodile Dundee II (1988), White 
Men Can’t Jump (1992), Liar Liar (1997) 
and Master and Commander: The Far Side 
of the World (2003) for which he earned the 
Academy Award for Best Cinematography.

Boyd served as Cinematographer on the 
film Tender Mercies in 1983, a film about an 
alcoholic country singer (played by Robert 
Duvall). Boyd largely utilised available light to 
give the film a natural feeling which Director 
Bruce Beresford said was crucial to the 
movie. Actress Tess Harper said Boyd was 
so quiet during filming that he mostly used 
only three words, “Yeah, right and sure.”

In the photo posted by Hawkins, she stuns 
as she sits in a luxury vintage car as Boyd 
chats to her. In recent years Boyd has shot 
numerous commercials for top brands such 
as Volkswagen, Samsung and Qantas. 
He recently completed filming on Scott 
Mannion’s latest short film The Defector, 
starring Sean Taylor as former-Australian 
Prime Minister Harold Holt.

Meanwhile Foxtel has green-lit the new 
Picnic at Hanging Rock television series, a 
premium drama series that will ‘re-imagine’ 
the timeless Australian classic lensed by 
Boyd.

James Cunningham is the Editor  

of Australian Cinematographer.

Russell Boyd ACS ASC filming on location with Jennifer Hawkins - PHOTO Instagram
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Master-of-Ceremonies Ernie Dingo AM 
kicked-off the evening welcoming both the 
one-hundred guests who’d descended on 
Perth’s Kings Park recently, as well as those 
South Australian members and guests who 
were enjoying the ceremony via live video link 
at an awards dinner in Adelaide.

The first award of the night went to 
WA’s own Luke Corbett in the ‘Student 
Cinematography’ category for the student 
film FAE produced at Central Institute of 
TAFE earlier this year. Corbett was thrilled 
to now have his work in consideration for 
a Golden Plaque at the National Awards in 
2017. A Gold Award was then presented 
to Piers Mussared in the ‘Experimental and 
Specialised’ category, for his Virtual Reality 
project The Unseen House. Originally from 
Sweden, Mussared is an SA Branch member 
and is the Head of Production at Jumpgate 
VR in Adelaide.

‘Music Videos’, always a popular category, 
saw three well-deserved Golds awarded 
to WA’s Dave Le May ACS for Moana’s 
wonderful Vader music video, to WA’s 
Denson Baker ACS NZCS for his outstanding 
work on Samantha Jade’s Shake That and 
to SA’s Nima Nabilirad for the incredible 
I Want U 4 Myself by Venus II. A hard-
fought category with three very happy Gold 
recipients.

South Australians Lennon Cooper and 

Tony Salvatore both picked up Gold in the 
‘Local/National News’ and ‘Current Affairs’ 
categories, respectively. Salvatore is a Senior 
Cameraman at Seven Network and won 
for his work covering the controversial 
Manock Autopsy story in Adelaide. Gold in 
the Documentaries category went to WA’s 
Emmy-nominated Jim Frater ACS for Fighter, 
a moving story about an Indigenous wrestler 
who relives the traumatic death of his mother.

“The 46th ACS 
National Awards for 

Cinematography will be 
held on the 6th May at 
NSW Parliament House 

in Sydney.”
The advertising categories are always too 
hard-fought, with outstanding work being 
presented in the ‘Local/Regional’ as well as 
‘National/International’ categories. Golds 
this year went to SA with David Parkinson 
for Penny’s Hill, Randy Larcombe for 
Adelaide Cabaret Festival, Miles Rowland for 
Share The Road, Stephen Packer for Yorke 
Peninsula and David Tang winning two for 
Osteria Oggi and the University of South 
Australia.

A brief pause in the presentations was filled 
with a speech by Guest of Honour, the four-

time Milli Award-winning Cinematographer 
Peter James ACS ASC (Driving Miss 
Daisy). James spoke about the five ‘Cs’ of 
Cinematography (Camera Angles, Continuity, 
Cutting, Close-Ups and Composition), 
but added one of his own... Coverage. 
A valuable and poignant topic in today’s 
shooting environments.

Two Golds were awarded in the ‘Short 
Film’ categories when the awards got 
back underway; to Damian Fasolo for the 
spectacular Sol Bunker about a sound 
recordist who is tending to his terminally 
sick wife, and again to Denson Baker ACS 
NZCS for MESSiAH starring David Gulpilil. 
Not to be outdone by himself, Baker went 
on to win his third Gold of the night, this time 
in the ‘Cinema Features’ category for his 
work on the well-received The Dark Horse, 
about a brilliant but troubled New Zealand 
chess champion. A sure fire contender for 
the Golden Tripod at the National Awards 
next year as he later picked up the ‘Milton 
Ingerson Award for Best Entry’ on the night.

The 46th ACS National Awards for 
Cinematography will be held on the 6th of 
May at NSW Parliament House in Sydney.

James Cunningham is the Editor  

of Australian Cinematographer.

AWARDS GO WEST
The 36th Annual WA/SA ACS Awards for Cinematography enjoyed a stunning  

Perth sunset as it’s backdrop last month  – by James Cunningham

Ernie Dingo AM with JoAnne Bouzianis- Sellick at the ACS Awards in Perth - PHOTO Courtney McAllister
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In July, I was commissioned to shoot 

underwater vision for a new Sony 

Bravia 4K TV Commercial. The shoot 

was on Vava’u Island in the Kingdom of 

Tonga and the subject was humpback 

whales. I was really excited about Tonga 

because it’s not too far from Australia. 

It offers breath-taking scenery, friendly 

people, crystal clear warm water and, 

of course, an abundance of humpback 

whales which visit the islands every year 

to give birth and mate.

The commercial will be mastered in 4K, 

60p and most shots were shot over-

cranked at 120 fps. The idea to over-

crank was to make the whales feel epic: 

associating Sony Bravia’s brand image 

with something that is big, majestic, 

friendly and beautiful…something that 

demands respect, inspires awe and 

something that will be an eye candy at 

the point of sale. I can’t think of a better 

subject than humpback whales!

It was my first 2D shoot for five years! 

Not having to worry about things like 

‘volume’, ‘card-boarding’, ‘parallax’ 

or ‘depth budget’ gave me a fair bit of 

extra freedom in framing. I especially 

wanted to get some unusual, previously 

unseen, angles of the whales that would 

WHALE WATCHING
Pawel Achtel dives Tonga for Sony Bravia – by Pawel Achtel

catch the eye and also convey their 

enormity, elegance and grace.

I chose my DeepX housing, RED 

Dragon camera, TrueBlue OLPF filter 

and the Nikonos 15mm submersible 

lens. It’s still the only underwater lens 

system capable of resolving full UHD 

from corner to corner. The client loved 

the crisp, detailed and vibrant look it 

produced. It’s also the only underwater 

lens that produces absolutely no 

distortions and flat image plane – a 

recipe for immersive images which has 

been my passion when filming for IMAX 

and Giant Screen. The small size of the 

DeepX allowed me to get all of the shots 

on breath hold – no more cumbersome 

tank or a rebreather and more time in 

the water before exhaustion sets in. 

Some days I would jump in 30 to 40 

times.

The highlight of the shoot was a young 

adult female whale, which exhibited a 

very unusual behaviour that I haven’t 

seen from any whale before: she sought 

physical contact! When a 25-ton animal 

comes in for a cuddle, it can be tricky. 

Luckily for me, she was very gentle (for 

a whale)! I spent a total of four hours 

with her in the water and escaped with 

only minor cuts and bruises, mostly 
attained while trying to keep enough 
space between us to fit the camera.

Swimming away was completely 
useless. She would just come 
underneath and pick me up on her head 
like raising an island… about 30 times. 
After that, I would just slide down her 
nose and slip back into the water and 
try to line up a shot again.

At the end of the shoot I was greatly 
relieved. The Sony team was extremely 
happy with the footage, both in terms 
of the technical quality as well as the 
coverage. We not only ticked off every 
single shot from the very ambitious 
shot-list, but we perfected every 
take and we managed to get enough 
material for one-hour network special! 
We only needed one and a half minutes! 
Good luck to the editor choosing the 
best shots.

I can’t wait to see the final edit to be 
screened on new Sony 4K TVs at retail 
outlets this Christmas.

Pawel Achtel is a multi-award winning  

underwater Cinematographer and maker of the 

DeepX and 3Deep 3D underwater housings  

for RED Epic cameras.

Sony Bravia 4K TV Commercial - DOP Pawel Achtel
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This past week I was lucky enough 
to travel to Bydgoszcz in Poland to 
attend the 24th Camerimage ‘The 
International Film Festival of the Art of 
Cinematography Camerimage’. Only 
three weeks prior I had been informed 
that a student film I shot, Harvest, which 
had also won the Gold Student Award 
at the ACS Nationals had been selected 
for the student competition. It was the 
only festival I wanted to screen a work 
I had shot, as I had ear-marked it as 
pretty much the most important festival 
in the world for cinematography.

Initially, while delighted, I didn’t think 
there was any chance I’d be able to 
afford to attend. To raise the money 
for the flights in only a few weeks 
was not looking likely. Then, on a 
whim, I sent ACS National President 
Ron Johanson OAM ACS an email 
enquiring optimistically if the ACS 
offered sponsorship to students to go 
over to a festival like that. His first email 
was a pretty solid, “Unfortunately not.” 

However, he had an idea. 

The next day, much to my surprise and 
elation, Johanson informed me that 
after a conversation with Brett Smith, 
General Manager at ARRI Australia, 

BEAUTIFUL CROP
When a Sydney Film School student was nominated in ‘Student Competition’ at this year’s Camerimage Festival,  

it was due to the support of ARRI Australia that he was able to attend the festival  – by Jovan Atanackovic

Smith had offered to pay for my flight. A 
pretty hectic few weeks followed where 
I was being put in touch with people 
from ARRI, Cooke and Tiffen who would 
be at the Festival. Before long I had 
landed in Berlin at 6am, stepped off the 
plane in the freezing fog and knew that I 
had not packed warm enough clothes!

I’m not sure if any other festival 
has the same concentration of 
cinematographers, ACs and gaffers 
in one place at one time. To have 
someone like me who is just starting out 
be able to have a chat with someone 
like Bradford Young ACS (Selma, Arrival) 

over a beer and ask him what his path 
was to get to where he is, is a very 
unique experience. 

I cannot tell you how what is meant 
getting to see films like Bentley Dean’s 
Tanna (2016) and Greig Fraser ACS 
ASC’s Lion (2016) on the big screen 
and then afterwards watch Natasha 
Braier ADF giving a masterclass about 
how she lit The Neon Demon (2016). 
Seminars with people like Michael 
Chapman ASC (Raging Bull) or action-
masterclasses with Marc Spicer ACS 
& Steve Windon ACS ASC (Furious 7). 
Unique!

The sense of community among 
those present is also very palpable. 
From suppliers and manufacturers 
to Oscar-winning cinematographers 
and everyone in between there 
was no noticeable sense of elitism. 
Everyone got on, everyone chatted and 
occasionally you got the opportunity to 
speak and share a joke with some of 
your heroes. 

Harvest did not win the top prize. 
However the student film that did, Han, 
shot by Rachel Liew from the Nanyang 
Technological University of Singapore 
was most certainly a deserving winner.

For me in the end the competition was 
secondary to the experience and if I 
ever get the opportunity to go over 
again I would do it in a heartbeat. 
Ultimately I wouldn’t have had this 
adventure if it wasn’t for Johanson and 
Smith so a huge thank you to both of 
them.

Since graduating Jovan has been working as a 

free-lancer, shooting everything from corporates 

to music videos and web series.

‘Harvest’ - DOP Jovan Atanackovic



Embarrassingly, my father has been 

asking me to make a commercial for 

Penny’s Hill for almost five years and 

like many typical family related favours 

it was put off, for ages, until early this 

year when we finally sat down and 

committed to the project. 

It was interesting in that Dad has a 

background in advertising and he 

basically acted as the agency and the 

client at the same time, but together we 

developed the concept and the style 

and he put a lot of trust in me to do 

justice to the brand. 

WINE TIME
David Parkinson wins Gold at SA/WA ACS Awards for Penny’s Hill,  

a television commercial for his family’s winery – by David Parkinson

The idea behind the ad was to explore 

the elements that actually produce the 

end product like sunlight, wind, rain, dirt 

and of course the people and the tools 

they use but to also dig a little deeper 

into the emotional experience of the 

brand and the personality and soul of 

both Penny’s Hill and McLaren Vale. 

The budget was essentially zero. I 

directed, filmed, edited and graded the 

project myself and from the beginning 

I wanted to go for a documentary style 

approach and not storyboard anything. 

I wanted the moments to reveal 

themselves rather than have me force 

them into existence. I would shoot for 

an hour or two at a time on weekends 

and in-between other jobs and during 

this time I slowly pieced together the 

edit. 

I am lucky enough to own an ARRI 

Alexa Mini and a set of vintage Leica 

R lenses so that was the only option. I 

love the character of the old Leica glass 

and the reliability and portability of the 

Alexa Mini is amazing and of course the 

ever-stunning Alexa image is hard to 

beat.
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A shot from the Penny’s Hill commercial - DOP David Parkinson

A shot from the Penny’s Hill commercial - DOP David Parkinson



My favourite shot is the lightning strike. 

I had set the camera up to capture a 

time-lapse of clouds rolling in over the 

hills and in my haste to roll I accidentally 

had the camera on 100fps and not 

the 1fps time-lapse option.  When 

I checked the clip the next day I’d 

managed to capture a lightning bolt at 

100fps right in the center of frame. It 

was one of those holy sh*t moments.  

I’m very proud of this spot and hopefully 

it captures a little part of the brand that 

is Penny’s Hill but more importantly I 

hope it captures some of the character 

and colour that McLaren Vale is known 
for. 

“When I checked the 
clip the next day I’d 

managed to capture a 
lightning bolt at 100fps 
right right in the center 

of frame.”
To be recognised with an ACS Gold 
Award is always amazing but to be 
awarded one for creating something for 
my family is unreal. I wouldn’t be who I 
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am today without their love and support 
and I certainly wouldn’t be where I 
am without the endless support and 
encouragement from many of the ACS 
members over the last few years.  

David Parkinson is a Director and 

Cinematographer working worldwide but  

still calling Australia home.

Penny’s Hill is now eligible for the Golden Tripod 

at the ACS National Awards in May next year.

 

Chris Tangey on location  
- PHOTO SuppliedA shot from the Penny’s Hill commercial - DOP David Parkinson

A shot from the Penny’s Hill commercial - DOP David Parkinson



THE ART OF WAR
Simon Duggan ACS (The Great Gatsby)  

shoots Mel Gibson’s Hacksaw Ridge,  

a gripping wartime tribute to faith, valour  

and the courage of remaining true to one’s convictions.

- by Garth Cecil



A scene from ‘Hacksaw Ridge’ - DOP Simon Duggan ACS, PHOTO Mark Rogers



Mel Gibson’s first big screen directorial offering since 

Apocalypto (2006) is a visual sledgehammer that tells the true 

story of Corporal Desmond Doss and his actions during the 

Battle of Okinawa in the Pacific Theatre of World War II.

Andrew Garfield plays Doss, a Seventh Day Adventist from 

rural Virginia who claims Conscientious Objector status and, 

although refusing to carry a weapon, serves as a combat 

medic. Doss heroically saved the lives of over 75 infantrymen 

at Okinawa and was the first Conscientious Objector to be 

awarded the United States’ highest military decoration, the 

Medal of Honour.  

Garfield delivers a commanding performance while fellow 

import Vince Vaughn continues his recent run of dramatic 

roles as the unit’s wise cracking Drill Sergeant. The 

internationals join an impressive list of Australian talent 

including Rachel Griffiths, Sam Worthington and Teresa 

Palmer while Hugo Weaving and Luke Bracey shine as Doss’ 

traumatised WWI veteran father (complete with an angry 

southern mumble that would make Jeff Bridges proud) and 

tormentor turned confidant, Smitty respectively.

Subtle is an adjective unlikely to be used when speaking of a 

Gibson film and that certainly doesn’t change with Hacksaw 

Ridge. The journey of Doss and his Comrades is skilfully 

woven though with the viewer left in no doubt of the supreme 

bravery of these men or the importance of Doss’ faith.

Cinematographer Simon Duggan ACS (The Great Gatsby, 

I Robot, 300: Rise of an Empire) shot the film for Gibson 

around Sydney and speaking to Australian Cinematographer 

Magazine from Los Angeles was full of praise for the iconic 

Director.

“Gibson has forty years of acting experience behind him,” 
says Duggan, and while this was the first time he has worked 

with a director from an acting background, he is a fan of the 

benefits such an approach brings. Gibson would just “jump 
in and show by example”, a capability Duggan feels was of 

particular benefit given the ensemble of young men on set; 

“He’s a great storyteller and really knows how to structure a 
film. He works very closely with the actors and knows their 
onscreen characters back to front.” 

While the pair hadn’t worked together before, an initial 

meeting at Gibson’s LA office went well, uncovering many 

mutual friends in the industry and a new team was born.

In commencing work the team’s primary reference points 

were film from Okinawa and pictures from Virginia at the 

time. “We’re telling a real story about a real event in World 
War Two so our reference really was the war footage… 
and whatever we could find of Virginia in the 1930s and 
1940s.” Duggan says they didn’t draw on other war films as 

they “had something concrete that we wanted to try and be 
as truthful about as we could.”  

The war footage shot by combat cameramen on the front 

lines of the battle shows, amongst other horrors, the 

significant role that flame throwers played. While it’s easy to 

try and draw a link between these hellish weapons and a little 

fire and brimstone in a movie that highlights the triumph of 

a man’s Christian faith, Duggan says this is simply a realistic 
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Director Mel Gibson filming on location with ‘Hacksaw Ridge’ - PHOTO Icon Films



depiction of the battle; “it looks like we’ve gone over the top 
with the flame thrower idea, but that’s how it was, that’s 
what was happening.” 

Confronted by the almost impenetrable network of 

underground tunnels and bunkers created by the Japanese, 

“the army realised the only way to flush them out was by 
using flame throwers shooting straight into the tunnels. On 
the lower parts of the Island they actually used tanks with 
massive flame throwers attached to their turrets. There was 
some horrific footage from the actual war.”

Both Cinematographer and Director have imposing resumes 

of high action battle filled films and although the action in 

Hacksaw Ridge is visually stunning with a cutting edge 

appearance, they didn’t draw on much that wasn’t available 

in Braveheart (1995) or Live Free or Die Hard (2007), Duggan 

expands; “In essence we used the tools that have been 
around for over twenty years with the main difference being 
shooting digital rather than film,” although “the equipment 
is more sophisticated allowing us to work more efficiently.” 

“We used the Scorpio telescopic crane extensively and 
occasional cable cam on the battle field to glide over 
the top of rough terrain and bunkers. The remainder was 
Steadicam, handheld and we also had a couple of Black 
Magic Pocket cameras placed right under soldiers running 
through SFX bomb explosions.”

For the coverage of action around the cliff face at heights of 

eighty-feet leading to the battlefield our Grip Toby Copping 

and team built the Scorpio Crane on top of an industrial crane 

with a large working platform designed by Grip Paul Hamlyn 

called ‘The Stinger’. Second Unit also had the Scorpio crane 

suspended in a truss cube from above the cliff face for further 

stunt work. 

“With lighting on the battlefield Gaffer Shaun Conway 
used an array of very portable LED units run off batteries 
for fill light as we were very restricted running cable 
throughout the set. We surrounded the accessible perimeter 
of the set with HMI’s to maintain the backlit quality of 
the smoke which was pumped in by two truck mounted 
smokers continuously circling the set. For our night shoots 
the moonlight was constructed from a large array of LED 
softlights hanging from an industrial crane.”

Fancy toys and newer devices like the Stabilised Head help 

the end product but nothing beats human skill Duggan says; 

“It’s all about getting the camera into the right position, 
into that exact position that you want it and getting the 
camera movement that you want.”

Choreographing the battle also harnessed the skills of the 

entire team; “It was a collaborative effort, along with 1st 
AD PJ Voeten we broke the three battle scenes down into 
manageable pieces, worked out the approach for each and 
did some storyboards to get familiar with them. Battle one 
established the battlefield environment on top of the cliff 
and the army’s objective in getting to the enemy’s bunkers. 
We really concentrated on getting a lot of coverage so the 
progress was clear to the viewer and we made a point of 
re-establishing all of our characters we became fond of 
from the earlier training camp scenes only to now see them 
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Desmond Doss (Andrew Garfield) in ‘Hacksaw Ridge’ - DOP Simon Duggan ACS, PHOTO Icon Films



“Our 2nd Unit Director,  
Mic Rodgers, designed  

some amazing additonal  
choreographed action  

sequences along with 2nd 
Unit DP Damien Wyvill ACS.”



Desmond Doss (Andrew Garfield) in a scene from ‘Hacksaw Ridge’ - DOP Simon Duggan ACS, PHOTO Mark Rogers



terrified and getting injured or killed within a few minutes of 
the first assault.”

“The second attack was the Japanese army in stampede 
mode pushing the US soldiers back to the cliff edge 
prompting the US to call in heavy artillery to end that 
encounter.”

“The third and final attack was the US soldiers finally 
overpowering the Japanese army and their surrender. For 
the end battle Gibson didn’t want to go back to the frenetic 
visual pace of the previous battle scenes so we shot most 
of this sequence in slow motion giving a much more surreal 
feel to it.”

“Interspersed with all of the battle were all of the scenes 
showing Doss’ story saving many of his injured soldiers and 
even compassion for a couple of the injured Japanese. Our 
2nd Unit Director Mic Rodgers designed some amazing 
additional choreographed action sequences along with 2nd 
Unit DP Damien Wyvill ACS.”

Editor John Gilbert was also important in helping to pace the 
battle scenes and provide a finished product that the audience 

could keep track of, Gilbert would “often send messages” 
requesting additional shots or giving feedback to keep the 

frantic action followable.

Location wise, the film stayed an all Aussie affair, contrary to 

initial expectations; “It was very difficult finding locations 
that worked for both Okinawa Japan and Virginia, USA. 
Production Designer Barry Robison and Art Department 
headed by Jacinta Long and Mark Robins researched a 
lot of reference and realised that even if we had gone 
to the real locations there was not much existing from 
the 1940s. Instead we spent weeks with Gibson finding 
suitable locations in and around Sydney and managed to 
get away with it with careful framing and propping. Every 
scene except for the interior training barracks, a network 
of underground tunnels and small prison cell were shot on 
location.”

The imposing cliffs of Okinawa were in-fact a rail cutting near 

Goulburn in NSW that fortunately offered a near perfect match 

of the white coral cliffs of the Japanese island.

A smaller set of cliffs was built on set at Bringelly, west of 
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Sydney, to allow the actors and crew to work more easily (and 
no-doubt to placate insurers). A dairy farm in the area offered 
a sufficiently elevated horizon to mimic the real life clifftops 
and, with a little digging and dressing, an area about half the 
size of a football field became the expansive battlefield we see 
on screen. 

The rural set also forced some production choices for 
Duggan; “One of the main considerations I had about the 
battle scenes was not revealing the existing backgrounds 
of trees and neighbouring farms around the location as 
it was supposed to be a cliff top with a clear horizon. I 
decided early on to have continuous smoke rolling through 
every shot. With the addition of smoke it provided a more 
mysterious environment creating a very monochromatic set 
with blackened earth combined with the muted colour of the 
uniforms.”

The choice of what to shoot on was far more straight forward; 
“It was a given we were going to shoot digital as there was 
no film processing in Australia. The Alexa was my choice 
for main cameras and we shot spherical as we also used an 
array of smaller cameras and lenses. In post-production I 

was going to try some film grain but Gibson and I decided 

the film just didn’t need it.” Duggan chose Panavision Primo 

lenses to capture the action.

Duggan has been able to work with an unchanged Grip, 

Gaffer and camera department on most of his Australian 

films and is glowing in his praise; “Mark Goellnicht was 

my A/Steadicam Operator with Calum McFarlane on 2nd 

Camera, both very proactive guys when it comes to blocking 

action. David Elmes was A-Cam 1st AC and ran the camera 

department with Jake Iesu as his 2nd, and Gerard Maher 

and Rebecca Crowe were 1st and 2nd ACs for McFarlane.” 

“For the battle scenes we called in my 2nd unit DP 

Damien Wyvill ACS who shot some great imagery along 

with operators Christian Gibson and Ricky Shamberg. They 

were assisted by Scott Dolan, Meg White, Cara Bowerman, 

Jani Hakii, Hilary Crombie, Meg White, Scott Wood, Ehran 

Edwards and Inaki De Ubago.”

“With such a professional crew you can put your total 

trust in them allowing you to concentrate on the creative 

process. We never had to worry about focus or camera 
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problems during the whole shoot. The battle environment 
was particularly tough for them to work in. Not to forget my 
DIT, Sam Winzar, who I worked very closely with creating 
looks as we filmed as well as closely watching scene to 
scene continuity.”

Before and after shooting Duggan had clear ideas on the 
approach he wanted to take to colour; “After scouring 
through all the 1940s photo reference we decided on a 
desaturated Kodachrome colour palette of secondary 
colours whether it was painted finishes or wardrobe and 
then skies and foliage were further balanced in the colour 
grade,” Duggan then “colour-graded the film with Trish 
Cahill at DDP Studios Sydney. I briefed her about what I 
was after and had her balance out the film before I came in 
to go through all the looks.” 

“The film has a subtle colour progression of desaturation 
commencing in the 1930s with a slight sepia feel for the 
younger Doss family, lessening as we transition through 
to the training camp. When the soldiers hit Okinawa I 
started draining the colour out further and as each battle 
progressed we gave it different amounts of tint, whether 
cool or warm to separate different times of the day. The 
battlefield had a very different feel to the base camp 
situated a few miles away and was given a warmer dusty 
feel. Even though quite subtle I felt it was important to 
make each scene on Okinawa slightly different so each 
battle or location didn’t meld into one another.”

Looking back at the film Duggan is happy with the way it 
came together “both structurally and emotionally.” A 
powerful finish to this tale of superhuman heroics is the real-

life footage of Desmond Doss as an older and unremarkable 

looking man shot by a documentary film maker who had 

previously chronicled the Doss story.

Duggan’s tips for aspiring cinematographers and filmmakers 

are drawn from his own journey, there is no substitute for 

building relationships and getting on a real set, he says; 

“Especially if you’re still a teenager, no one knows what 

you’re capable of doing so the best thing you can do is just 

work as hard as you possibly can and get to know as many 

people as you can and earn their trust.” 

“My real love is creating 
atmosphere through light.”

While Duggan agrees filmmakers of today may have outlets 

not available to prior generations with YouTube and easier 

access to cameras and film making tools, this can only 

take you so far; “A lot of people can go out just with their 

camera on their own and put this material together but 

they’re really not finding out what the industry’s about 

itself. If you want to be involved in feature films you’ve got 

to start working with the whole crew to get an idea of how 

it works.” However he says, creating is still important, and “if 

anyone is talented enough to make their own stuff and get it 

up on YouTube they’d definitely get noticed.”

Duggan has practiced what he now preaches over the years. 

He got his start when his father, who worked in advertising, 

helped him get an interview Ross Wood Film Productions 

at eighteen. He was hired into the camera department 
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and worked his way up through the ranks to Director of 
Photography after several years. It was here that he got 
into lighting, “My real love is creating atmosphere through 
light,” he says. But it was the ability to soak up knowledge 
from working production staff, demonstrate his competency 
and build relationships that laid the foundation for a career. 

“With such a professional crew 
you can put your total trust in 

them allowing you to concentrate 
on the creative process.”

Relationships continued to serve him well. Alex Proyas, with 
whom Duggan had worked on multiple projects including 
Garage Days (2002), fought to keep his collaborator as DOP 

for I, Robot (2004) when filming was moved from Australia to 
Canada. While the studio had angled for a more established 
Cinematographer with production going ahead in North 
America, it was Proyas that kept Duggan on the US studio 
film that showed his skills on the big stage and launched his 
career to a new level. 

Between films, Duggan is now based in Los Angeles 
and happily shoots commercials while waiting on feature 
opportunities he wants to take on. While I Robot, 300: Rise of 
an Empire and this year’s Warcraft: The Beginning may lead 
one to pigeonhole Simon as a Visual FX film guru, he’s looking 
for something a bit more human in his next project. When 
asked what, he says “I’d love to do some serious, award-
winning drama.”

Garth Cecil is a freelance Writer based in Melbourne,  

and is an ongoing contributor to Australian Cinematographer.
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Storm Troopers in ‘Rogue One’ - DOP Greig Fraser ACS ASC, PHOTO Jonathan Olley



GOING ROGUE
Australian Cinematographer Greig Fraser ACS ASC  

(Bright Star, Zero Dark Thirty, Foxcatcher)  has two new 

films set for imminent release: Lion, for which he just  

won the prestigious Golden Frog at Camerimage,  

and the big-budget highly anticipated  

Rogue One: A Star Wars Story.

Here, he speaks exclusively with  

Australian Cinematographer about both films.

- interview by Lindsay Coleman
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AC The look of Rogue One seems very naturalistic.

GF Yes, I feel that is really what cinematography should be,  
 that is what is should be at its best, though of course it 

depends on the story.

AC On Last Ride (2009) you used incredibly minimal  
 lights. Would you say you took any lessons from 

that into Rogue One?  

GF Yes, for sure. One thing Last Ride proved to me is that  
 it is more important to be in the right place at the right 

time. Even though we often have light things in our job, as 
humans we’ve been able to recognise when lighting isn’t 
correct. We sense when things are not right. In my opinion 
lighting accurately imitating real life, has always been a tricky 
thing. I’ve always found, particularly on Last Ride, the tools 

I had available I wasn’t able to get the type of lighting I was 
aiming for. Jumping forward many years to Rogue One there 
were a lot of times we were having to light, although what 
I found, with RGBW LED lights, was, in fact allowing me to 
get much closer to what I might have envisaged as excellent 
lighting on an earlier film like Last Ride.

Digital Sputnik are making them, Creamsource are making 
them. The way I light, I can match to eye, or the camera. 
Rather than adding gels, having a false colour of light, the 
ability of these lights to match is incredible. When I was 
shooting Lion in India we had ourselves a small lighting truck 
with some ARRI 1.8Ks and small lighting frames but I realised 
the most useful I could do was to use these Digital Sputnik 
DS 3s which I had already used in a couple of commercials. 
The DS were great, a smaller package, and I could operate 

Greig Fraser ACS ASC on the set of ‘Rogue One’ - PHOTO Giles Keyte/Lucasfilm

A Death Trooper in a scene from ‘Rogue One’ - DOP Greig Fraser ACS ASC
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them from my iPad. It’s amazing, I actually think we were quite 
influential on that film, and a lot of cinematographers in India 
are now adopting similar lighting.

AC Do you feel it is good to set limitations for yourself?

“I feel cinematography is a  
lot about world-building  

through a camera.”

GF Yes, I definitely do. I think that the reason I’m a  
 Cinematographer rather than a photographer is 

because when I was a freelance photographer I would really 
agonise over my lithing and spend forever on things, but on 
film I have  limitations which are produced by working with 
actors, producers, other departments and as a result of this 
I think limitations are really helpful and useful to push you to 
become very resourceful. You don’t want to have too many 
limitations imposed, but I think having self-imposed limitations 
are great. I am presently doing a biblical film on Mary 
Magdalene here in Italy. It was a night shoot yesterday and 
we used a small group of DS 6s and we only ended up using 
6000 kW for the whole night, 800watts per head, instead of 
the usual business with cables, gels, 18ks, and so forth. We 
had fewer personnel, just a guy on a dimmer board. Doing 
fire, he could program that, plus we figured out how to do 
lightning flashes. We could respond to what was happening 
on the day. I knew I couldn’t flash an HMI, but knew a 
lightning flash was back at base which would cause us to lose 
an hour. Instead we could do it with the DS 6s.

AC Would you say these lights really help to create the  
 kind of naturalistic look you favour?

GF Well sometimes the look they create can be completely  
 the opposite, and they’re the same head, the same light 

just being used in different ways. Natasha Braier (The Rover) 
used the same lights on The Neon Demon (2016) to create 
a completely different effect. Also, and it might be slightly 
off topic, but you also have to remember the new types of 
camderas we are using with these lights. The world is evolving 
and in turn you are seeing the introduction of a 65mm Digital 
camera which we are now using. It is rated to go up to 3200 
ASA and the sensor is three times the size of Alexa sensor so 
you’ve got grain the same size but ultimately it’s a lot smaler 
when you put it on the screen, three times smaller.

AC The beach planet on Rogue One looks very glary  
 and overcast. How did you keep that look 

consistent?

GF Yes the beach planet, Scarif, it is the classic thing as  
 a cinematographer where you want to be able to 

control sun and clouds every bit of the day. That planet was 
modelled after the Maldives, except the Empire was set up 
on it. We couldn’t have gone to the Maldives to shoot an 
entire battle sequence. What we did in the UK was build a 
beach and a landing platform, so the ship could land. We 
used a helicopter which we then superimposed a CGI ship. 
We also had interior mockup which we had on a construction 
crane. We could shoot from the inside as we lowered the 
mockup onto the stage. There are no construction cranes in 
the Maldives, so we could never do that there. We built some 
of the beach, some of the land, and some of the bunker on 
location in the UK. Whilst you might say the UK is the least 
appropriate place to shoot a sunny planet believe it or not 
we’re shooting a lot of lovely sun. The great thing is, after the 

Jyn Erso (Felicity Jones) in ‘Rogue One’ - DOP Greig Fraser ACS ASC, PHOTO Jonathan Olley



battle starts we had license to darken things. There was a 
discussion with the Director (Gareth Edwards) and we agreed 
we didn’t want it to look like a beach movie. We thought 
about what if we want to make it look more like Apocalypse 
Now (1979). In order to do that we put as much water-based 
smoke out there. It took a lot of work. I was reminded of the 
bad old days where they would burn tires to produce a similar 
effect.

AC What was your relationship like with those involved  
 in post?

GF We had a lot of things going for us on this film. The  
 Director had been involved in post-production in the 

past on Monsters (2010) but also in charge of visual effects 
was John Knoll. He and I had a really important conversation 
about lenses on this film and lighting. One of the concerns 
that he has, and he showed examples from other films, about 
issues that hve come up for lighting exterior daytime on a 
stage. We discussed what was good and what was not good. 
We concluded if we were going to do day for day, we need a 
better lighting strategy. This is where these RGB LEDs came 
in again. 

The Creamsource Skylight were used on stage which 
looked so convincing for daytime. I was really keen on the 
lenses which we picked, which I took real care in, would be 
understood well by Industrial Light & Magic (ILM) in terms of 
their chromatic aberration. A lot of visual effects people will 
try to convince a cinematographer to work with clean lenses. 
But Knoll really respected what I was going for. There is a shot 
in the trailer of a Star Destroyer coming out of the shadow 
of the Death Star which totally features some really exciting 
aberrations, ones which mimicked those found in our lenses. 
They kept the artefacts from what we had originally shot.

The chromatic aberration on the highlight part of the white of 
the front of the Star Destroyer as it comes out of the shadow. 
It is exactly the same as what my lenses would do. It’s a bit 
blown out, but it’s exactly what my lenses were doing.

AC The original films were shot with models, on film.  
 Here you are using a digital camera, digital models. 

How did you go about approximating that look?

GF We did discuss the possibility of going with models on  
 this, having a models unit. We would have loved to 
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have done that. If there is a way we could have done it we 
would have. It just wasn’t practical. There is so much work in 
space. The economics of it weren’t great. Science-fiction you 
can get away with a lot. Most people haven’t been up into 
space so they don’t know what it is like. But you also have 
the chance to reinvent the wheel. there are multiple suns in 
Star Wars universes, so you can have multiple shadows. We 
wanted it to look honest and real while we were in space, like 
Gravity (2013) and Interstellar (2014).

AC Was Gravity an influence?

GF No, not directly. The work above Scarif could look a bit  
 like Gravity. But of course every step forward which we 

make as filmmakers, we also evolve collectively.

AC There is an impressive shot in the trailer of sun  
 shining through the window of a spaceship and 

creating a flare on the lens. Can you talk about that?

GF We shot the ship against an LED screen. It was like a  
 cyclorama, 180 degrees around the ship and above 

and below a bit. ILM programmed into that the visual and 

light of above planets, entering and taking off from planets, 

going into hyperspace, and so on. They built these worlds. 

Whatever we were going to shoot, having to pre-light for each 

scene, instead we just programmed the world and the lighting 

would pop up on the screen. Of course we used an HMI on a 

crane to stand in for the sun.

“We wanted it to seem like a 
classily-lit and shot drama that 
happened to be set in a galaxy 

far, far away... using techniques 
perfected in the 1970s.”

AC My understanding is there was a connection  
 between the cinematography in Rogue One and 

The Hateful Eight (2015)?
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GF At Panavision I ran into Gregor Tavenner who was the  
 AC on The Hateful Eight, which was of course shot with 

those amazing 65mm lenses. We figured out how to rehouse 
them in such a way that they could be put to use on our film, 
even though much of what we were doing was based around 
a handheld approach. We didn’t use all of the lenses they 
used, some of which were quite bulky. We got them small, 
we got them fast. It ended up being quite a small package we 
had.

AC On The Force Awakens there was a debate on how  
 retro it should be in terms of style. How retro did 

you go on Rogue One?

GF The story of Rogue One leads into Star Wars: Episode  
 IV - A New Hope (1977). We all know what happens 

in A New Hope. It seemed counter-intuitive to shoot it like 
reportage, like a Paul Greengrass movie. Yet, we love his 
style. It feels immediate, unplanned. It is emotionally really 
rewarding. Edwards and I both love that. But we also love 
the classic Lucas and Spielberg films from our childhoods. 
There are certain filmic cues which play out because you are 
watching a 1970s film. For us it is like shooting a 1970s film 
in 2016. The balance we found was a really good one. We 

referenced Star Wars filmmaking, how Lucas shot the original, 

we could reference those. We got to ‘steal’ techniques from 

1970s filmmaking. We were influenced by Apocalypse Now, 

but also The Hurt Locker (2008). How will it come out? How 

to avoid it being a mess? Well you have to carefully discuss 

which scenes you want to be more controlled, which you 

want to be more loose.

AC What was the situation with re-shoots?  

 Were there aesthetic changes made to the film?

GF Not at all. I can assure you that nothing was changed  
 in terms of the style which we were going for. There are 

serious misunderstanding about the re-shoots, I feel. Even 

while we were shooting we were reading these incredibly 

inaccurate reports on what was going on. With Star Wars, 

people get very passionate. People always assume re-shoots 

mean something is wrong. To me, additional shooting is just 

part of the process. It is such a healthy thing. I think films are 

evolving, and this new process is wonderful. Why deny the 

potential to improve the movie? We were always going to go 

back and do pick-ups. Nothing changed photographically.
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AC Why did you choose to film in 6.5K?

GF Given the weight of the choices we had - film, the  
 Alexa, so many different format and lens combinations 

- we had the chance to test many formats on the sets we 
had. One concern we had with 65mm was that it was going 
to be too clean. It would have been a bit too specific for what 
we were doing. That proved to us that the lens choice had be 
very specific. 

AC  You could have gone to 5K on a Dragon?

GF I think whilst the ‘K’ is relevant, it is not as relevant  
 as people think. My iPhone shoots a higher resolution 

than digital films shot ten years ago. There is a certain 
minimum resolution you need, with current distribution. You 
want to push for 4K deliverable. Beyond 4K it maybe isn’t the 
most important thing, at this point in time. The Alexa records 
like a medium-format camera. If you look at a Nan Goldin 
photograph, the quality, versus large format photographs, 
the quality of the image is incredibly different. The size of the 
sensor, when it allows you to approximate natural human 
vision, is really of paramount importance.

AC What would you say appealed to you about  
 The Gambler (2014)?  

GF I feel the cinematography is a lot about world-building  
 through a camera. I mean look at the world we created 

in The Gambler. It is a version of Los Angeles which people 

typcially do not associate with LA. For LA-based television 

shows and films, it’s always the Hollywood sign, palm trees, 

etc. But LA also has darker undertones, which come from 

wealth and power which is in the city. There we wanted to 

create this character who was caughty inside all of this beauty.

AC On Killing Them Softly (2012) you had a very  
 shallow depth of field...

GF Yes and I loved that, I love those lenses. I would have  
 loved to have shot that on a larger format. Rogue One 

and those lenses was a natural progression to me. Killing 

Them Softly did have effects lens. It was ‘effect-y’! Rogue 

One we didn’t want to draw massive attention to the lenses. 

We wanted it to seem like a classily-lit and shot drama 

that happened to be set in a galaxy far, far away... using 

techniques perfected in the 1970s.
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AC On Lion you lit through windows very much like in  
 Zero Dark Thirty...

GF Yes. Its rare for two directors to have identical needs  
 but often directors do make similar requests from 

me. To them the drama is more important than the ‘perfect’ 
lighting. If lighting is too perfect it can feel inappropriate to the 
story. In those instances, it wasn’t Katherine Bigalow’s style to 
wait to light. She wanted to block and shoot quick. So I had 
to have all my ducks in a row. How would I deal with being 
prepared, and at the same time really flexible. It is a chess 
game, thinking 5-7 steps ahead. You have to make sure there 
is no equipment in the spot you need to shoot, or let an actor 
move into. that is the way that the directors of both Lion and 
Zero Dark Thirty wanted things to gbe in terms of flexibility, but 
luckily that is also just the way I like to work. If I am covering an 
actor, and the camera is on my shoulder, and the actor moves 
behind me to sit in a chair, I am not going to yell cut, I am 
going to keep shooting. My camera is magnetised to the actor! 

AC What is also quite amazing is how you chose to  
 shoot Nicole Kidman who is the adoptive mother of 

Dev Patel in Lion. She looks just like a suburban, middle-
class mum...

GF Absolutely. We could have easily overlit her, but no, we  
 lit her as was true to the character, to who she was, 

and Nicole certainly went along with that as it was appropriate 
for the story.

AC There is also a lot transition through time in Lion,  
 from the past to the present. Did you take any steps 

to separate the two visually?

GF No, not really. I felt that the story did not really require  
 anything, visually, to indicate that separation in time. 

I felt that the audience could follow the story enough not to 
need such an approach.

AC There is a sequence in Lion that looked tricky with  
 Dev Patel in a dialogue scene with Rooney Mara. 

It looks like sunrise or sunset and you wouldn’t have had 
long to get all of the material you needed...

GF We shot two cameras on that. Shot both of the actors  
 with different cameras. i think it was no more than two 

or three takes, because in the end it was a few takes sewn 
together. 

AC How do you avoid your stress taking hold in a  
 moment like that? How do you perform under those 

pressure conditions?

GF You trust that every single thing will be fantastic. You  
 trust your battery will be charged. You trust a freak 

wave won’t wash you out to sea, in a beach scene like that. 
You trust a crew member won’t be standing directly in an 
actor’s eyeline. You trust that everyone knows what they’re 
doing. It is like a stage show in that everyone should be 
knowing what they are doing.

AC What was your format on Lion? 

PM It was 35mill Alexa, Panavision Superseed on that.

AC Did you stop up or stop down?

GF We find what the stop is for the story. Lion was around  
 2,8. For the new film I am on we are finding the stop is 

2.8 and a half. Rogue One was 2.5, 2.66. That was our hero 
stop on that one. You kind of come up with the right feel for 
each project. People think T-stop is just a device, to make 
things brighter or darker, but I think T-stop has a major impact 
on the feel of your narrative.

Lindsay Coleman is an author, film academic and  

ongoing contributor to Australian Cinematographer.
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THE REEL WORLD
Award-winning DOP Ellery Ryan ACS lends his experienced eye to the independent 

drama Is This The Real World from first-time Director Martin McKenna.

- by James Cunningham
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Ellery Ryan ACS on set with the Director Martin McKenna - PHOTO Greg Noakes

Is This The Real World is a small-budget independent feature 
shot in Melbourne and Broome. Starring Sean Keenan 
(Glitch) with Charlotte Best (Home and Away), and Susie 
Porter (Better Than Sex), principal photography was limited 
to a twenty-day Victorian shoot with an additional two days 
reduced unit in Western Australia.  

Cinematographer Ellery Ryan ACS (Van Diemen‘s Land) 
hadn’t worked with the Director Martin McKenna or any of 
the producers prior to working on Is This The Real World. 
This was McKenna’s director debut, also, having worked 
extensively as a television writer on Stingers, Neighbours, All 
Saints and Packed To The Rafters. 

Ryan got a call from one of the Producers, checking 
availability, and later sent him a script. “I went down to the 
Melbourne office and met with the Director. We just seemed 
to hit it off.” They seemed to appreciated each others 
ideas. Ryan also really liked the script; a coming of age piece, 
about growing-up and trying to fit into the real world. All the 
excitement joy and pain of what life throws at you when you’re 
young. The day after their initial meeting, McKenna wrote 
Ryan an email to say he really wanted him to shoot his film, 
and the two took it from there.

“There’s a whole raft of considerations in embarking on 

a low-budget film. Because the money is tight, the time is 
short,” Ryan says. “You have to plan ahead and work fast.” 
He explained this may mean you don’t have your normal crew, 
and fewer members in each department as well. “That’s fine. If 
you accept the job, roll up your sleeves and get on with it.”

“If you accept the job, roll up 
your sleeves and get on with it.”

In selecting a camera system for Is This The Real World, all 
these factors would come into play. “In one sense it’s just 
a box for recording stuff. Some boxes are much better at 
it than others, and some boxes are more expensive than 
others. So how to choose?”

Ryan loves the Alexa and he likes the Red. He has used 
both many times, however in this case there was another 
complicating factor. He suggested to the Director at their first 
meeting that they use two cameras. Ryan believed there was 
no way they would get necessary coverage without it. Given 
the additional costs there would be pressure to reduce the 
spend in other areas. Then Cail Young at Inspiration Films 
offered the film a wonderful deal on two Red Epics and they 
all agreed that that was the way to go. 
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A scene from ‘Is This The Real World’ - DOP Ellery Ryan ACS

Mark (Sean Keenan) saves Kim (Charlotte Best) in ‘Is This The Real World’ - DOP Ellery Ryan ACS

Sally Shepherd, the film’s Production Designer, did a “Great 
job with a minuscule budget,” says Ryan. There was only 
one small set, the rest was on location. Ryan spoke with 
Shepherd about colours, textures, and she showed the DOP 
lots of references and colour boards. He carefully created a 
series of ‘reference montages’, made up of various pictures, 
photographs, images of paintings and artworks, and stills 
from other films or television shows. All the things that help 
communicate non-verbal ideas. “Sometimes I look back on 
my stupid mood-boards and wonder what the hell I was 
thinking. They seem to have hardly anything to do with the 
film I shot.”

At the very least, these references start the process that lead 
to great ideas and to the making of a visual story. “Something 
that forms naturally has nothing to do with logic,” he 
says. Ryan likes logic and he works very hard at rigorous 
preparation, script breakdown and technical research before a 
film. But he thinks the ‘creative’ part of it is a bit of a mystery, 
“It arises somewhere far outside of reason.”

In the film, Mark (Sean Keenan) does not want to live in the 
‘real world’. At school he is zeroed-in on by an overbearing 
principal (Greg Stone) who dominates everything around him. 
When Mark finds his first real love he tries to escape all the 
forces in his life with her. “I think the interior of Mark’s house 
turned out well, or at least the way I wanted it to. Our little 

family is really struggling. We never see the dad, he’s gone,” 
Ryan says.

“ Something that forms naturally 
has nothing to with logic.”

Mark’s mother Anna (Susie Porter) and her three kids have 
moved in to a weatherboard house. Jimmy (Matt Cowell, also 
know as Australian hip-hop artist 360) is Mark’s eldest brother, 
has his share of tattoos and is in serious trouble with the 
law. “It’s not Disney, but it’s not bleak either”, Ryan says. 
Indeed it’s a well-crafted look at growing up in a somewhat 
chaotic, scary but exciting world. 

Is This The Real World is Mark’s story. So Ryan used time 
of day to help with the mood of different scenes including 
loneliness and anxiety at dusk, or renewed hope and 
confidence with the rising of the sun. “I know, how clichéd. 
But if you do it in such a way that no one notices, it 
becomes invisible and part of the natural world. Then it 
works.”

Ryan says he wanted their house to be warm and welcoming, 
“Soft yellow tones, a sort of haven or refuge,” but also 
restricting and claustrophobic for a boy on the edge of 



“ I think it’s really 
important to be involved 
in the grade, to finish the 

work you started.”

Charlotte Best (Kim) with Sean Keenan (Mark) in ‘Is This The Real World’ - DOP Ellery Ryan ACS



manhood. He made it a little dark in the background, at 
the edges, in the corners. “I don’t know if it works for an 
audience, but it came out as I hoped and I guess that’s 
something.”

When it comes to being a Cinematographer, as far as 
Ryan is concerned he works for the Director. It’s the DOP’s 
responsibility to help the Director turn a script into a visual 
story that draws an audience in. But that’s not enough for 
Ryan. “You tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you? 
That’s no good. You must have ideas. About what the script 
means, what a scene means – and it usually has more 
than one meaning – and how to make some sort of visual 
representation of that. To make the audience feel and 
believe.” Ryan doesn’t suppose that he and McKenna spoke 
for more that twenty minutes specifically about this, but that’s 
what they were doing.

When speaking with Ryan about his camera crew, “This bit 
is about luck. Good luck,” he says. The crew had secured 
two Red Epic cameras, along with one set of lenses. Originally 
Zeiss T2 Standards; older lenses as a cheaper compromise. 
At the last moment, Inspiration Films came up with a set of 
Arri Ultra Primes for the same price. But they still wanted to 
use Steadicam. So they needed an operator who came with 
a rig.

All local operators were either working or not willing to accept 
the money, which hadn’t been budgeted for in the first place. 
Ryan remembered working with a very good Steadicam guy 
named Andrew Conder on a five day music video shoot some 
weeks previously. “He had been brought on by the Director 
and I didn’t know him from a bar of soap. Turned out to be 
very good.” But Conder lived in Queensland.

“On the principle of ‘if you don’t ask, you don’t get’ I 
called him; apologised for short notice, ridiculous money, 
etc… but would he be interested? Yes, he would. He didn’t 
have anything else on, wasn’t too concerned about the 
deal, and would I like him to bring his camera crew? Sure I 
would!”

Two days later having driven (yes, driven) down from 
Queensland they arrived for the last week of pre-production. 
Conder, his 1st AC Steve Magrath and 2nd AC Robbie 
MacKinnon were from day one just a pleasure to work with 
says Ryan,” Professional, intelligent, bold and cheerful”. 

Of course their roles were completely reshuffled when the 
crew ran two cameras, and this was around 40-50% of the 
time. Ryan operated second camera himself, MacKinnon 
stepped up to focus-pull on Ryan’s camera and Ellery Ryan Jr. 
took over 2nd AC duties for both cameras. “Yes, yes, we’re 
related. But he seems to be ok!” joked Ryan. 



Jack Peddey, our camera attachment, was given much 
more responsibility and seemed to cope just fine. “We also 
managed to get Greg Parish to shoot some impressive 
underwater footage for us and Daniel Wieckmann got some 
great second unit shots.” Along with Key Grip Tony Hall and 
Gaffer Con Mancuso they ended up with a talented, efficient 
and close-knit camera crew. Ryan looks back with a lot of 
pleasure and appreciation at their time together.

Ryan has it in his contract that he’s present at the grade. 
Unless he’s unavailable, or on another film. “I think it’s really 
important to be involved in the grade, to finish the work you 
started.” Ryan believes there may be a time coming when 
Producers don’t want Cinematographers in the grading suite. 
He also believes that’s crazy and so far it hasn’t happened 
to him. “We need to be aware and en garde. We need to 
make our case. At the very least the Cinematographer 
constitutes another pair of trained and experienced eyes.” 
Cinematographers, however, can be so much more than that.

“It’s quite amazing what you can do in a digital grade… 
and it’s fun. Often when you’re shooting it’s just stressful; 
the enjoyment part comes with the results.” Ryan is not a 
great fan of shooting with LUTs on set or grading on set at 
the end of the day, although he does manipulate the colour 
temperature metadata from scene to scene and he often puts 
colour in the lighting. 

Effectively Ryan is trying to make the image on the monitor 
as close as possible to what the final graded output should 
be. “With grading, well you’re just making everything better 
without the feeling that night is falling and time is slipping 
away at $100,000 a minute.”

Is This The Real World was graded at DDP Studios in 
Melbourne on the Lustre with Ian Letcher. By the time they 
sat down in the screening room for the first run through 
Letcher had already made a lot of the shot-to-shot technical 
corrections to make it all seamless. Then McKenna, Letcher 
and Ryan went through the film several times refining and 
enhancing the ideas with overall colour, contrast and exposure 
tweaks; applying occasional windows and tracked grads to 
the shots. 

“I won’t bore you with a scene by scene description, but 
perhaps one example will do. After Grandma is taken to 
hospital we see the family visit her several times. Mark 

attends reluctantly and stays in the doorway. Perhaps he is 
aware of her approaching death. I wanted it to be a little 
grimmer each time and also to make the audience feel the 
inexorable passing of time, the slide towards death. I did 
some of this in the lighting. Subsequent visits a bit darker 
and a bit cooler, two at night and one in the day, each 
lit differently. Then we pushed that look a bit more in the 
grade. Hopefully the audience feel it rather than being 
consciously aware of it.“

McKenna has some lovely words for Ryan on working 
together on the film, “He’s an amazing Cinematographer 
and I don’t think I really knew how good they could be 
until I had the chance to work with him,” said the Director. 
“I could rave about his contribution to my film all day. He 
brings such an incredible and comprehensive understanding 
of telling a visual story to set. Plus, he’s a pleasure to be 
around.”

Looking back on what the Director/Producers had originally 
set out to achieve on making Is This The Real World, I ask 
Ryan if he thinks they succeeded. “A man’s gotta know his 
limitations. Nothing is perfect,” he says, “There are always 
things to go wrong.”

Ryan always tries to make every shot in his films exactly 
‘right’ but says he never has and does not suppose he ever 
will. “You have to accept the limitations imposed; of time, 
budget and maybe of your own talent. But I think we did 
succeed. I think this film is a sort of little classic about 
youth and growing up. Time will tell about that.” 

As to what Ryan has learned from Is This The Real World, 
“Maybe I would reinforced this… our job as Directors of 
Photography is to make something good. We’re not there 
just to record what happens in front of the camera.”

Ryan has just completed another film, Emo the Musical for 
Director Neil Triffett (Liar) and is now “Trying to secure a 
corner room, the one with the electric rocking chair, at the 
Old Cinematographers’ Home,” he says. “I’m waiting for 
a great Director to send me a great script. Which reminds 
me… better make a few calls.”

James Cunningham is the Editor  

of Australian Cinematographer.

44 / THE REEL WORLD

Mark (Sean Keenan) shrugs in a scene from ‘Is This The Real World’ - DOP Ellery Ryan ACS



Mark (Sean Keenan) Mr. Rickard (Greg Stone) in a scene from ‘Is This The Real World’ - DOP Ellery Ryan ACS



The cast of ‘Rabbit’ - PHOTO Ben Baker



DOWN THE
RABBIT HOLE

Acclaimed Australian Cinematographer  

Anna Howard ACS (Women He’s Undressed)  

discusses turning her lens toward  

the upcoming thriller Rabbit.

- by James Cunningham



Exploring the link between identical twins and their ability 
to communicate telepathically, Rabbit is the debut feature 
from Writer/Director Luke Shanahan. “I have worked with 
Shanahan on television commercials for the past eight 
years,” says Rabbit’s Cinematographer Anna Howard ACS. 
“This is his first film and fortunately he asked me to be 
involved. We have always had a good working relationship. 
Our energy seems to complement each other well.” 

Shanahan explains the origins of the story, “I’ve always been 
intrigued by sibling rivalry and, in particular, the unique 
relationship between twins. I was interested in exploring 
how two characters, sharing 99% of the same DNA, deal 
with the most extreme situations,” he says. Rabbit was 
the winning pitch at the MIFF 37˚ South Market in 2015, 
with Producer David Ngo then selected to attend London’s 
Production Finance Market. 

For Howard, the film actually came together very fast, “I 
spent a lot of time with our Production Designer, Amy 
Baker, during around two weeks of pre-production.” 
Shanahan had sent both Howard and Baker a number of 
references, both visual and film, to absorb over a period of 
time. When they all got together there was a distinctive look 
and aesthetic that the team had all been working toward. 
“There was a definite synergy between us all,” says Howard. 

Rabbit was filmed with the Alexa Mini at 2.8k ProRes and 
Howard used Master Anamorphic lenses. “We shot ProRes 
as the budget and time restrictions for data wrangling would 
not have worked shooting RAW. I have always preferred the 
Alexa and the new mini software allows a high resolution, 
2.8k in anamorphic mode.” 

The film doesn’t utilise much post-production visual effects, 

just a small amount of green screen and plate compositing, 

meaning Howard felt RAW was a bit of an ‘over kill’. “I 
had done a lot of research into anamorphic lenses, and 
whether to use old anamorphics as the film has a distinctive 
1980s look to it,” says Howard. “In the end with the 
design, costume and style of the film - I choose the Master 
anamorphics as they are the perfect lenses that I could then 
manipulate using filters and lighting to create the look we 
were after.” 

Howard had worked with Rabbit’s 1st AC, Matt Jenkins, on 

a short film Once Upon a Time in the NorthWest which had 

been shot in a roadhouse halfway between Broome and 

Fitzroy Crossing, Western Australia. “It was 48 Degrees and 
98% humidity,” explains Howard. “We had bugs the size 
of planes and we all ended up with chronic heat rashes!” 
Howard praised Jenkins for his calm demeanour and his a 

expertise as a Focus Puller. “I thought if he could be like 
that in those conditions he could do anything.” Howard had 

also worked with 2nd AC Jonathon Baker prior to Rabbit also, 

with him having done Video Assist on Gods of Egypt (2016) 

with me - a film shot by fellow Aussie DOP Peter Menzies Jr. 

ACS. 

It’s difficult for Howard to select a ‘favourite’ moment in 

Rabbit, as the film features many memorable shots. “One 
has to be a particular scene at a party,” says Howard, “It’s 
a bizarre scenario.” Lead actress playing Maude, Adelaide 

Clemens, drifts through the party with an almost ‘ghost like’ 

presence. “She appears to have had her soul removed. It’s 
an incredible image as well as performance.” 

“Working with Shanahan was an absolute joy,” says 

Howard on working with Rabbit’s Director. “He is a huge 
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Director Luke Shanahan (L) with DOP  Anna Howard ACS and 1st AC Matt Jenkins (R) - PHOTO Ian Routledge



Adelaide Clemens (Maude) on the set of ‘Rabbit’ - PHOTO Ian Routledge



“I set up a LUT the old fashion 
way using grey scales, colour 

charts and a China doll.” 

Adelaide Clemens in a scene from ‘Rabbit’ - DOP Anna Howard ACS, PHOTO Ian Routledge



talent. His vision is unique and extraordinary.” For Howard, 

the most important aspect of being a cinematographer 

is having an in-depth understanding of script characters. 

Howard spends a lot of time speaking with her directors 

on their interpretations of the script. From the characters to 

emotion to the different worlds that they inhabit. “Only then 
can I move on to the cinematography.” 

Rabbit features four vastly distinctive worlds within it’s story. 

The film also navigates a fractured timeline, so “it was quite a 
challenge to make that work without it being heavy handed, 
and to make it cut into the story effortlessly within the style 
of the film.” Shanahan is an collaborative Director and he 

trusted the lighting, composition and design style that Howard 

and Baker brought to him. “He is very much a performance 
director but has an incredible eye for visuals.” 

The production did not have a DIT on set. “I set up a LUT the 
old fashion way using grey scales, colour charts and a China 
doll.” Howard set the LUT in the camera, and also gave it to 

the editorial department so the rushes always had the correct 

grade on it. It worked extremely well. “I haven’t actually 
had a DIT on set, before but perhaps with a more complex 
shooting style it would be a joy to have one,” says Howard. 

Production only wrapped in mid-October so Rabbit’s grade 

will not be for a few months yet. “I wanted the film to have 
a distinctive look and through using my LUT I hope to have 
achieved the grade through camera during the shoot.” 
Howard says she is very happy with the way the rushes look 

and don’t think there will be a lot of changes in the final grade. 

“I was brought up as a ‘film DOP’ so I tend to believe the 
best way to achieve a style is through camera on set at the 
time of shooting. Not simply making the look during post-

production.” 

The crew experienced some extraordinary weather conditions 
in Adelaide at the time of filming. In fact the entire state of 
South Australia was blacked out. “We lost one day shooting 
but managed to squeeze it in to the remaining schedule.” 
Howard says she believes the style and emotion of Rabbit is 
very close to our initial vision and that the restrictions with time 
and budget did not compromise the overall film. 

“We always wanted the film to have a ‘European visuals’ 
look to it” explains Howard, “Very soft light. Certainly we 
achieved this and have to really thank the weather for 
helping us out there.” Producer David Ngo goes further, “We 
didn’t expect a 150 year storm, floods and blackouts – but 
it’s given the film an amazing look,” he says. 

Howard has a few projects on the run at the moment, 
including heading back to commercials, music clips, shorts 
and teaching. “I have a couple of feature scripts that I have 
been attached to. Hopefully they will get up next year. As 
always one has to remain eternally optimistic!” 

Rabbit’s cast includes Adelaide Clemens (The Great Gatsby), 
Alex Russell (Goldstone) and Belgian actress Veerle Baetens, 
who starred in the Oscar-nominated The Broken Circle 
Breakdown (2012), which earned her the European Film Award 
for Best Actress. 

“I am really excited about Rabbit and hope it has a great 
response from the audience when it is finally released mid next 
year. I think it is certainly one to watch out for.” So do we! 

James Cunningham is the Editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine. 

Cast and crew of ‘Rabbit’ filming in South Australia’s Kuitpo Forest - PHOTO Ian Routledge
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HEART OF DARKNESS
Heartfall Arises is an upcoming Chinese-Hong Kong  

production directed by Wu Pinru and starring Nicholas Tse,  
Aussie DOP Sion Michel ACS lenses the new 

suspense crime drama film.

- interview by Lindsay Coleman

Nicholas Tse in a scene in Thailand from ‘Heartfall Arises’ - DOP Sion Michel ACS
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Two Chinese chess masters are entangled 
in several serial murder cases related to 
organ transplants. A brave cop and a criminal 
psychologist have to work together to find the 
missing links. Ken Wu’s Heartfall Arises is a 
crime-thriller that reunites the two stars of The 
Bullet Vanishes (2012), Nicolas Tse and Lau 
Ching Wan. This big-budget production, 
which is being described as a ‘high IQ crime 
thriller’ is set across four countries: China, 
Hong Kong, Thailand and Taiwan. Sion Michel 
ACS sat behind the camera and Australian 
Cinematographer recently caught up with 
him…

AC Tell me about seeking out locations in Hong Kong?

SM Hong Kong is similar to any country. You have to do a  
 good hunt to find what you want. But there is a 

potential in Hong Kong, because there is so much of the city 
which is the old married to the new. One of our main aims on 
Heartfall Arises was to make Hong Kong look like the future. I 
tried to make it super-modern with framing and contrast.

AC  In the shots of the bay, did you intend to make  
 Hong Kong look like Miami?

SM That’s right! I saw Geoffrey Simpson ACS (Little  
 Women, Shine, Oscar and Lucinda) at an ACS Awards 

recently. Speaking with him I realised that there is a specific 
reason why the Chinese industry wants foreigners such as 

and he and myself to shoot their films. They want our ‘western 
eye’ to make their vision feel more acceptable. They say 
we see the world differently, and they like it. They want their 
cinema to be more like our cinema. 

“ I wanted this to be  
unique to me.”

AC Is making Hong Kong look and feel like Miami  
 such a leap of imagination?  

SM I didn’t want Hong Kong to feel more universal or  
 futuristic; that’s how Miami looks. I wanted those 

shots not to be found in any other Asian cinema, I wanted this 
to be unique to me.

AC You would say you are a part of Asian cinema  
 now?

SM Yes. Chris Doyle and myself are the only foreigners  
 to be nominated for a Golden Horse… and he’s won 

it. Once a producer in Asia knows a westerner can live there, 
eat their food, deal with what is sometimes 16 hour days, not 
complain, and not be condescending, then they just love you. 
I was lucky in that I’ve experienced other cultures so I wasn’t 
coming in as though the ‘West is the best’.  

AC Which cameras did you use?

SM Alexas. Always shoot on raw. Try to shoot on the  
 cards. I mixed the anamorphic with spherical on 

Heartfall Arises.  

Nick and Jack ‘Heartfall Arises’ - DOP Sion Michel ACS
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AC This was done on Die Hard (1988) by Jan De Bont  
 ASC, I believe?

SM Yes. Sometimes they were switching up the flashback  
 scenes in the film and turning a flashback scene which 

was anamorphic into a present day scene. I worried, ’how am 

I going to clean all of this up?’ Then I decided I’ll just use them 

all, and then use contrast to indicate the time period events 

occurred in. 

AC Did you do a grade at the end of every day or did  
 you have your LUT selected beforehand?

SM I made a photo book of each location, then I ended up 
 doing a grade at the end of every day.

AC Some of the exteriors had a bleached look. Was  
 this a throwback to the 80s?

SM That was intentional. We were going for that feeling.  
 The story jumps around to a lot of different periods.

AC Liya Tong seems to have been given a very  
 specific filter. Did you film your men and women 

differently?

SM This film was a 3D conversion, so this was the first  
 film in a very long time where I barely used any 

filtration. She’s a femme fatale, I tried to make her look as 

beatific as possible until the audience realises that she is a 

murderess.  

AC Where did you complete your grade?

SM In Hong Kong. It took ten days. But I did a pre-grade  
 before that which took seven days. What I’ve learned 

is the more you show producers and filmmakers in Hong 

Kong what you are doing, they really understand that more 

care will be required to create a product of the right standard 

for the global market.  

AC Your music video Julia Stone’s By The Horns  
 (2012) seemed to reference the oil painting Ophelia 

(1852) by British artist Sir John Everett Millais. 

SM Correct. In my daily life I am always studying imagery.  
 If I’m not re-looking at old films I’m going to the art 

gallery. Two days ago I saw a Bill Brandt exhibition. I’m looking 

at portraiture, what was the contrast, what angle is the light 

coming from. With cinematography we often have to work 

with natural light due to time constraints or the sensor. For 

that to work you must adapt. You can ask for a 20K and 

flags to shape it all up, but you might not get the gig. So 

I’m studying this kind of work by Brandt; how he positioned 

people in the light, how he dealt with exposure. With the Julia 

Stone video… with John Seale AM ACS ASC would you think 

he’d be the kind of guy reading Vogue magazine?

AC No, but I would say that Mr Seale will always  
 surprise you.  

SM Right, so there’s about ten of us around him at an  
 ACS event, trying to get information from him. He tells 

us he would often be looking at Vogue and Mademoiselle, 

looking at beauty shots. I was like ‘holy crap’, I never thought 

of that! So I thought I’ll look at crazy, campy fashion to see 

who they are emulating and who they are paying respect to. 

Tense moments in ‘Heartfall Arises’ - DOP Sion Michel ACS



Sean is killed in Thailand, a scene from ‘Heartfall Arises’ - DOP Sion Michel ACS



“ We can make films that  
can reach out to the global 
market, rather than being 

limited to Asia.”



That’s how I came on the Ophelia painting. I was looking at 
all the work of these photographers and I realised they were 
referencing the painting.

“ I was like ‘holy crap’,  
I never thought of that!”

AC What was your camera on the plates you shot  
 from the helicopter for the major VFX shots?

SM From the helicopter we used a Red Epic. With drone  
 shots I found, a lot of the time, that operators don’t 

have the payload right. Sometimes they don’t fly well. I started 
switching to a GH4, or a Sony 87S.

AC Looking at some of your stills from Heartfall  
 Arises, was the work of Benoît Debie SBC on 

Enter The Void (2009) an influence?

SM Yes, it was, but so too was the American  
 photographer Greg Crewdson.

AC You seem to love to put in little splashes of colour.

SM It’s not that it’s unmotivated, it’s really more emotive,  
 does that make sense?

AC You’re coming from both an Eastern and Western  
 sensibility, are you mixing colour philosophies?

SM Yes, I am! I take a little bit from Vittorio Storaro ASC  
 AIC. I’ve studied all of his films, but some of it I take 

with a grain of salt.

AC How do you avoid conflict or clashes in your  
 colour palette?

SM I think it depends on the story. I try to keep it  
 consistent for each script.  

AC Your lead-actor Nicholas Tse has an amazing  
 action pedigree, like his work with Director Tsui 

Hark on the masterpiece Time and Tide (2000). What did 

you learn from working with him?

SM To be able to capture an epiphany in a fiftieth of a  
 second, for us to do that and to see an actor turn it 

on, all we can say is ‘oh my god, that’s cool’. With Nicholas, 

he was very intelligent. He knows what he wants the 

camera to say about the story. Then he’s prepared to take it 

somewhere new or daring.

He’s the kind of guy who’ll ask when your framing him “What 

are we on?” I say “Oh, 75,” and he’ll point to exactly where 

the frame ends on him. He knows the lens. A very camera 

smart guy. I’ve done two films with him now and I love 

working with him.

AC Is there a strong John Woo influence on Heartfall  
 Arises?

SM Yes, there is. Funnily enough the references  
 that Director Ng Ban Yu gave me, were just two… 

Christopher Nolan and John Woo. I said “you want me to 

marry Chris Nolan to John Woo?” That was the only notes he 

gave me besides ‘I like it’. I could leave him working on the 

Outside the hospital in ‘Heartfall Arises’ - DOP Sion Michel ACS
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performances and just go and shoot the movie. 

We had a lot of rewrites on the film. I had to ask myself, what’s 
the glue that holds everything together? I realised I’d have to 
split all the drama stuff between a 25, a 50 and a 75. With the 
action scenes, which would be multi-camera, it didn’t matter 
as much. But we needed the same lens height. I’d be really 
specific and measure the dolly heights. They’d be on zooms 
or Optimos, and I’d see one of my operators try to sneak in 
an 82. I would walk over and say “no, push it in”. This worked 
on scenes which could be moved around or intercut. For me 
it was just a thing of beauty. When I saw the film cut you’ll 
see it’s really strong because of this technique to help with 
intercutting of footage.  

AC Also, you’re dealing with a similar lens universe?

SM Exactly. Also the height. In the end it does feel, thanks  
 to our emulating the lighting style of Wally Pfizer ASC 

BSC, a little Christopher Nolan mixed with John Woo.

AC I noticed on your website there is a still of a cake  
 with a candle. Is that a John Woo homage?

SM Yes, I’m glad you noticed that. In Hong Kong, they  
 definitely pick up on my little homages.  

AC Was there a Nolan influence on your plates for the  
 effect shots of the buildings collapsing? It looked 

similar to The Dark Knight (2008).

SM On Heartfall Arises I was very lucky to have our Visual  
 Effects Supervisor on set with us every day. For the 

terrorist scenes you’d try to pre-visualise, or draw it out. We’d 

draw boards out. It became second nature.

AC Were your plates already graded when you handed  
 them over to effects?

SM Yes, they were. I very much hope what people  
 like Geoffrey Simpson and myself can bring to 

Asian productions, is an emphasis on pre-production, 
pre-visualising, storyboarding and working with the effects 
department. We can make films that can reach out to the 
global market, rather than being limited to Asia. This is 
because normally such productions are limited by their lets-
make-it-up-as-we-go-along approach. This comes from the 
Hong Kong cinema of the 60s, 70s, and 80s.  

AC What would you describe as a division between  
 Asian and Western cinematography?

SM In Asian cinematography there is not enough pre- 
 planning. The idea of pre-production is not even in 

their mind. Australian productions are also about making the 
day, working in extreme lighting conditions, Hong Kong is 
similar. I’ve shown them how it is important to sit down and 
work through all of the problematic areas. We can try to make 
a better plan which will serve the story better, and sell more 
tickets. They say that it will cost too much, but I say to them 
“no, it will actually save you money”.  

AC Was Shanghai Triad (1995) an influence on you?

SM Yes! I was very fortunate in the 80s and 90s that I  
 knew Australian Director Brendan Young. Brendan 

really turned me onto the different cinema that came out then. 

A confrontational scene in ‘Heartfall Arises’ - DOP Sion Michel ACS
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Then the fifth generation filmmakers started to come out; 
Chen Kaige (Farewell My Concubine, The Emperor and the 
Assassin) and Zhang Yimou (Hero, House of Flying Daggers). 
I studied it. Then of course Wong Kar-Wai with Chris Doyle (In 
The Mood For Love, 2046). That was all a huge influence on 
me.  

AC What does working in Asian cinema allow you  
 to explore visually which you could not explore in 

Hollywood?

SM Something which Dion Beebe ACS ASC (Memoirs of  
 a Geisha, Chicago) could attest to is that a 

cameraman’s lighting and work is expected to be formulaic. 
There is a specific formula. Let’s say it is a superhero movie 
like Green Lantern (2011) – which Beebe shot – or other 
superhero movies, they have to be lit in a certain way. If you 
are trying to be creative, or put your signature on it, you have 
to go ‘mafia’ and sneak it in. A producer will see that, and it 
could very likely hurt you, hurt your career.  

AC What has determined when you have, and have  
 not worked with Dion Beebe?

SM When I first came into the business I knew I wanted to  
 be a Director of Photography. I started working in 

Perth on small short films and Sydney productions which 
would come over. When I met Beebe I’d been working on 
small films for the AFC, and had been studying more on film 
at Curtin University. I felt like I climbed through the ranks. In 
Australia, there isn’t much room for operators, so you needed 
to jump straight into being the DOP. 

When I was on Eternity (1994) I was working as the Focus 
Puller. Beebe went away to another job and I took over as 
the film’s DOP. I think it is always a hard step for people in our 
industry. I knew there was a really great opportunity for me to 
be a lifer first AC, a lifer focus-puller. I could have stayed with 
Beebe in that position, I’d still be doing it today, thirty years 
later. I knew in my heart I had to finish what I started. I knew I 
could accept this position, which I was very good at, but I also 
knew that I first took on the position so it would create for me 
the opportunity to become a Director of Photography. I made 
that decision on Holy Smoke (1999). Beebe called me on that 
and said “there’s no one else I know or trust to pull focus for 
me on this film”. I had the reputation in Australia at that time to 
pull focus without marks. 

AC That would have been important on that film  
 because it was a big ensemble?

SM Yes, and then you pulled by eye, you didn’t have 
the monitor. I said, “Sorry Beebe, I’m not going to play 

that role anymore.” He said, “Let’s try to bring you on as 
the operator.” Jane Campion ultimately decided she wanted 
Beebe to operate himself to limit the amount of crew present 
for certain scenes. 

AC What was your experience with the crew on  
 Memoirs of a Geisha?

SM Well, Beebe and I were trained, fit, ready. Beebe dealt  
 with everyone in his very quiet, gentlemanly manner, 

whereas I was much more demonstrative. I’d be yelling “Dig 
that hole.” They’d say “Sion, why?” “Because were going to 

Lila in ‘Heartfall Arises’ - DOP Sion Michel ACS
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put the camera down there.” It’s raining on us the whole time 
so they go, “Sion, we’re cold!” I get down there in the hole 
with the camera. Beebe would say “What are doing?” and I’d 
reply, “We’re going for that little gold statue!”

AC I believe you are referring to the Hatsumomo  
 scene in the storm? That looked incredibly tough 

in terms of the operating involved?

SM Long lens, anamorphic, so we’ve got about an inch  
 for depth of field, but it looks insanely beautiful. We’ve 

now got the crew on our side because they’ve been seeing 
the dailies and how good things look. We knew what we were 
putting on the neg, where we could place the exposure, how 
it was cutting together. We knew we had something about six 
months in. We were ‘doing a Barry Lyndon’ (1975).

AC Did you operate the Phantom on  
 Gangster Squad (2013)?

SM Yes, I did. That all started because of John Seale, one  
 of the finest cameramen to ever come out of 

Australia. I remember when I was a student member of ACS, I 
remember we went to a meeting and discussed ‘shooting on 
rust’, which was the ferrous oxide on tape.  Betacam was still 
to come, but we could see that this was maybe the way to go 
with acquisition. 

Seale was telling stories like I’m telling now. This was 1989. 
He said “Listen, one day they are going to recording on little 
chips one day. It will then be blasted up to a satellite, then 
blasted down to a cinema. You all have a responsibility to 

learn everything you can about HD, and claim it. Don’t be 
afraid of it, claim it!” I remember thinking, that guy turned 
my head around. From then on I familiarised myself with the 
evolving forms of digital acquisition.  

AC The Phantom can potentially be abused. How do  
 you know what will work best on it?

SM Seale also taught us, in those days of celluloid, to 
 see the world in black and white.  Take your spot 

meter, get the Ansell Adams book on the negative, learn the 
zone system, learn exposure ranges in a black and white 
world. Use the meter only for confirmation.  Beebe learned 
that same zone system. You might get a surprise in the 
dailies, but you could really pre-visualise in your mind what it 
would look like. The power and creativity lay in the hands of 
the DOP in those days. With the Phantom, you have to do the 
same thing, you have to know what something will be like at 
1200 frames, what the intervals will be like if the editor wants 
to make is 600, 300, cut it all down, how is it going to ramp, 
where are you going to ramp it. That will influence how you 
pan it, or tilt it, how the focus rolls over. While you’re watching 
the shot you’re also pre-visualising it.  

Heartfall Arises received it’s initial release  

in both 2D and 3D.

Lindsay Coleman is an author, film academic and ongoing  

contributor to Australian Cinematographer.

Shawn in ‘Heartfall Arises’ - DOP Sion Michel ACS
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AUSTRALIAN SHORTS
Denson Baker NZCS ASC (Oranges and Sunshine) talks about his  

amazing work on the new short film MESSiAH – interview by James Cunningham

In a playful collision of cultures, a 
hapless Irishman and his Parisian 
girlfriend get more than they bargained 
for when they encounter a particularly 
mischievous stranger in the spectacular 
Australian wilderness.

AC What is MESSiAH?

DB MESSiAH is a spiritual comedy  
 that was the brainchild of writer/

director Damian Walshe-Howling. It 
is part of the Lexus Short Films and 
produced by The Weinstein Company. 
We shot the film entirely in the Kimberley 
Region of Western Australia, starring 
David Gulpilil AM, Stephen Hunter and 
Chloé Boreham.

AC How did you get involved with  
 MESSiAH? Had you worked 

with any of the producers or creative 
team previously?

DB This is my second collaboration  
 with Damian Walshe-Howling as 

Director. I first worked with him on a film 
where he was acting and we hit it off 
straight away, we are kindred spirits. It 
was, however, my first time working with 
The Weinstein Company, the Australian 
producer was Rohan Timlock from 
Guilty Content in Melbourne. Timlock is 
a lovely gentleman and Producer with 
equal concern for the vision as well as 
the budget.

AC Was there a discussion on  
 what to shoot with? 

What factors did you take into 
consideration when choosing what 
cameras to shoot with, both filmic 
and financial? What did you decide 
and why?

DB When I first started discussions  
 with Walshe-Howling, he 

was using terms like magic realism, 
sweeping epic, big screen scope, I felt 
we needed to shoot anamorphic and 
everyone agreed with us, it was never 
questioned. However, with the extensive 
use of gimbal mounts on drone, MøVI 
and a helicopter mount, we needed to 
choose a lightweight camera package. 
We had two Alexa Minis, a set of 
Cooke Anamorphic primes and we also 
had a Cooke 36-200mm anamorphic 
converted zoom. The look of the zoom 
was beautiful, I really liked it, we ended 
up using it quite a bit. The package 
was supplied by The Vision House in 
Melbourne.

AC  What was your collaboration  
 like with the Production Design 

team during pre-production? What 
references were you working from? 
Were there storyboards created?

DB This was my fifth collaboration  
 with Production Designer 

Gareth Davies, we are pretty used to 
each other’s approach and personal 
taste. Damian and I referenced the 

films Lawrence of Arabia (1962) and 
Walkabout (1971). However, we really 
wanted to further develop our own 
visual style that we had started with our 
previous short film Suspended (2012). 
It is a visual style of magic realism and 
heightened reality. We didn’t have 
storyboards, but I did shoot a lot of 
stills and video in prep, Walshe-Howling 
used Artemis to pre-visualise shots, 
these all became a visual guide to what 
we would eventually shoot on the day, 
some of them became photo boards 
and would be circulated amongst the 
crew. 

AC Do you have a favourite shot or 
 sequence? Why?

DB We were shooting in one  
 of the county’s most beautiful 

regions, however, I don’t find shots 
of impressive landscape alone to be 
inherently interesting, It is when you 
put a character like David Gulpilil in 
that landscape that it becomes truly 
engaging. There are many great 
shots in the film and we achieved 
some sophisticated drone moves and 
choreographed MoVI shots, but I think 
my favourite shot is a static mid shot of 
David Gulpilil crouching down alongside 
a river, it is early on in the film and it is 
the most simple of lighting set-ups, we 
chose the time of day when the sun 
would have him backlit, there is a subtle 
flare and he is lit with only with a hand 
held piece of silver reflector, Gulpilil’s 

David Gulpilil AM in a scene from ‘MESSiAH’ - DOP Denson Baker NZCS ACS
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face is a landscape unto itself, a picture 
maybe worth a thousand words but his 
face tells a thousand stories. It was an 
honour to work with him.

AC As a Cinematographer, how  
 did you work to achieve the 

‘directorial vision’ while still imparting 
your own unique perspective as the 
Director of Photography?

DB My relationship with Walshe- 
 Howling is great and not unlike 

many of the other Directors that I 
regularly work with. There is an intrinsic 
trust and shared vision. I offer up shots 
and they are usually just like what he 
had in mind or occasionally better 
than he imagined, perhaps I have a 
selective memory. He likes to work 
with me because of my ‘own unique 
perspective’ and not just as someone 
there to achieve the ‘directorial vision’.

AC Can you speak briefly about  
 your own crew in the camera 

department? Had you worked with 
any of them before, and what was 
your working relationship with them 
like?

DB We had crew from all over  
 the country. We had crew from 

Melbourne, Sydney, Perth, our MoVI/
Drone team was Tom Waugh and Chris 
Fox from Ignite Digi in Hobart. They 
are an awesome duo and brought 
a lot both creatively and technically 

to the production. Seth Larney was 
Visual Effects supervisor and he 
also shot several spectacular time-
lapse sequences for the film with a 
motion-control slider and DSLR. Matt 
Dobson was 1st AC, we flew him from 
Melbourne, then out of Perth we had 
2nd AC Ross Metcalf, the grip team 
Greg McKie and Henry Richards and 
electrics team was Dion Borrett and 
Daniel Holliday. All of whom I had 
worked with before and love them.

“...magic realism, 
sweeping epic...”

AC How involved were you in the  
 post-production process? 

How did you approach colour-
grading? Were you trying to achieve 
a particular look on MESSiAH?

DB Unfortunately I wasn’t present  
` for the grade. I am now living 

in the United States and was grading 
a feature in New York at the time. I 
find it very nerve racking, not to be 
in the room for a grade. I sent grade 
references which were frame grabs 
that I had worked up in Photoshop, 
I sent extensive notes with diagrams 
and descriptions of power windows 
etc. But it is never the same as being 
in the room, it is certainly not because 
I don’t trust the colourist, it is just that 
the subtleties of a grade cannot be 
communicated unless you are both 

looking at the same screen at the same 
time. The look we set out to achieve 
was saturated with a selective colour 
palette, much of that was achieved in 
production design, costume, location 
choice and time of day scheduling. I 
always feel that you can’t ever force a 
look upon an image in the grade unless 
the beginnings of that look is already 
there in the original image. I don’t 
know if it is considered an old school 
approach but I believe that the look 
should be achieved in the lighting, the 
design and lensing. The grade is there 
to finesse that look, not create it.

AC Finally, what are you working  
 on next?

DB As I write this I am in Alabama,  
 shooting additional photography 

for a Blumhouse horror movie, my 
next feature is shooting in Europe, with 
Director Claire McCarthy (The Waiting 
City) and we will hopefully be beginning 
prep in the new year. I have a film due 
for release next year called Measure of 
a Man, which I shot in Rhode Island, 
with long time collaborator, Director Jim 
Loach, starring Donald Sutherland, Judy 
Greer and Luke Wilson.

MESSiAH won the Gold Award in the Short Film 

Category at the recent SA/WA ACS Awards and 

Baker is now eligible for a Golden Tripod at the 

National ACS Awards next year.

DOP Denson Baker NZCS ACS and Director Damien Walsh-Howling on location with ‘MESSiAH’ - PHOTO Supplied
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AUSTRALIAN SHORTS
Nathan Loves Ricky Martin is a sensitive piece which has recently been nominated for an AFI/AACTA Award for 

best short film, Cinematographer Michael Wylam speaks about the film – interview by James Cunningham

AC How did you get involved with  
 the project? Had you worked 

with the Director previously?

MW This was my first time working  
 with Director Steven Arriagada. 

He approached me for another script 
after viewing some of my recent work 
and, as happens with a collaborative 
Director, our aesthetic and ideologies 
interweaved to discover a shared 
sensitivity in developing an emotional 
subtext visually, honest storytelling 
and considered frames that require 
little ‘coverage’... and so, a new script, 
Nathan Loves Ricky Martin, was written 
by Arriagada and his collaborators for 
us to explore our shared philosophies.

AC What discussions were there  
 on what to shoot on and how 

did that inform your approach?

MW Shooting this project on film was 
an important part of sketching 

the world these characters inhabit. 
We wanted to approach painting the 
story using film on this project for both 
its texture and undefinable ‘feeling’. 
Shooting 2-perf was essentially a 
financial decision but also we wanted 
the 2.35 aspect ratio to breathe 
emptiness into the frame. We also 
felt anamorphic characteristics and 
distortion wouldn’t feel right for this 
particualr project. So we decided that 
shooting spherical would feel more 
immediate and tangible in framing the 
story.

Shooting an interior in one location 
meant I could have complete control 
and I wanted the world beyond a 
window to be out of reach, almost 
oppressive and to envelope them in 
this room. Blowing out the window 
while retaining details in the net curtain 
in front of it was something that would 
have been harder to do on digital as I 
was really pushing the stock and ther oll 
off in highlights on film is still superior to 
my eye.

AC How important was the  
 location to the film and how 

did this help tell the story? What 
were your discussions with the 
production team in pre-production?

MW We narrowed down our  
 location to an abandoned 

house which meant there were few 
compromises in modifying the space 
to our needs. Arriagada and I knew 
the location had to be a character in 
the film and with barely any dialogue 
we had to let the images speak for 
the characters. One of the feelings 
I had when reading the script and 
asking Arriagada about the characters 
lives was that it might be interesting 
to explore the idea that they live 
in this womb-like environment. 
There’s a safety and there’s an 
isolation. Pauline (mother and carer for 
her son Nathan - who has a mental 
and physical disability) feels as if she 
has been trapped there for a long 

time, desperate and detached from 
another life she once knew. I wanted 
that ideology to inform a palette and 
so we employed embryonic flesh 
tones on the walls of the living room. 
Contrasting splashes of blue were to 
suggest escape near doors and 
windows. 

We were also afforded the luxury 
of cutting  down trees and bushes 
from outside our main window so 
we could get the right quality of light 
with the distance of our lamps. Our 
Production Designer Dorian Lazar did 
an incredible job rebuilding that living 
room and bringing character and 
nuance to the location. He was able to 
distress and age the location with no 
restrictions. We even tested patches 
of paint on the walls to see how 
they responded in different lighting 
conditions.

AC What were some of the  
 considerations in creating 

the look of the film during pre-
production?

MW The Director and myself looked  
 at a lot of references but we 

were really on the same page to 
create a look of our own. We looked at 
Michael Haneke’s film The Seventh 
Continent (1989) for the use of 
lingering frames and the compositional 
language employed to frame mundane 
activities. We also look at the paintings 
of Edgar Degas for his portrayal of 

A scene from ‘Nathan Loves Ricky Martin’ - DOP Michael Wylam
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everyday life. We favoured lingering 
frames and wider lenses for a sense 
of intImacy. As we storyboarded it 
became apparent every frame needed 
to be Nathan-centric, even if we don’t 
start a shot with him, we are always 
brought back, as if tethered by an 
umbilical cord. The quality of the light 
was very important and we wanted 
a moody realism to  punctuate the 
scene. We also wanted to sell 
this cold light bearing witness on 
the characters existence and so we 
looked at practicals with specific bulbs 
to give little splashes of warmth as 
a reference to the viewers eye in a 
cold frame. As we had to shoot in the 
day through to the night we tented 
out all the windows keeping the film 
consistent as a daytime interior scene.

AC Did you approach this project  
 differently to any other film?

MW I approach each script with  
 a different philosophy. We 

wanted the actors to have freedom to 
move without being tethered to marks 
on this film. I was lighting a set rather 
than a frame and this European 
approach helped me paint light with 
broad strokes to allow that to happen. 
The actor, playing the wheelchair 
bound, Nathan, was method acting and 
remarkably didn’t break his performance 
all day so having minimal lights on the 
set was integral to making the actors 
feel at home in their environment and not 
on a set. I use my light meter the same 
way on film as I do on digital as I find it a 
quick way to communicate values to the 
gaffer so nothing else changed except 
how I chose to light on film.

AC Do you have a favourite shot or  
 sequence and what always 

your intention for that scene?

MW  There is a long take in the film  
 where we view the living room 

on a reverse; a new perspective after 
a climactic event. We also favour 
wider lens choices until this point. The 
room was set up to be centred 
around the television in the corner; a 
means to escape from their world. I 
wanted this long take to be from the 
television’s perspective, observing the 
drama. Pauline has just attempted to 
seduce a local gardener in an act of 
desperation. She chases him out and 
as she enters again she lingers in the 
doorway. As she walks deeper into the 

living room the fantasy of hope fades as 
she settles to a stop in front of Nathan 
and is forced to face her sadness and 
desperation. For the first time there is a 
subtle shift in the quality of the light; a 
subtle and almost biblical light brushes 
her at this arrival point and it is the only 
time we see a slightly harder light in the 
film.

Framing the space rather than the actor 
at the beginning of this shot I aimed 
to give weight to the actions that had 
already unfolded and by keeping the 
camera static I allowed her to fall into 
‘correct’ headroom as she walks to 
the centre of the living room; physically 
and emotionally arriving at a realisation. 
We couldn’t have storyboarded that 
as the performance was so powerful 
in the rehearsal. So reacting to that in 
just the most subtle of ways and finding 
new meaning in that frame was a 
very rewarding moment. The camera 
then pans with Pauline to the stereo 
to appease Nathan’s request for his 
favourite song and pans with her to 
the other side of the room where she 
looks out of the window into a world 
abandoned. There is so much emotional 

weight in this one shot and we stay with 
her the whole time, observing and finally 
tethering her to Nathan in a two-shot.

AC What did you take from this  
 production?

MW Beyond friendships and being  
 involved in something special 

I am always impressed with the 
teamwork and other crafts that 
contribute to a film. To work with crew 
who are equally as passionate about 
a project is real pleasure and I’m very 
thankful to the wonderful people I get to 
work with. Working with Arriagada was 
an absolute pleasure and we are always 
enthusing about the next project.

AC Finally Michael, what are you  
 working on next?

MW I’m also in pre-production with  
 Arriagada for his next short film - 

a black and white Japanese war film.

Michael Wylam is a multi-award winning 

Cinematographer currently working on projects 

in Australia and New Zealand.
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Michael Wylam (DOP) on the set of ‘Nathan Loves Ricky Martin’  
- PHOTO Supplied
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NEW GEAR
Ongoing and independent reviews of our industry’s latest equipment – by Clinton Harn

We all love gear talk so let’s dive right in. In 

a previous column, I wrote about Westcott’s 

Ice Light and the time I’ve spent with it. The 

feedback I received was positive on the 

notion that most gear reviews are written 

based on initial impressions, and not actual 

application over a period of use. So, moving 

forward, we are hoping to change that and 

create a retrospective insight rather than 

brand new gear impressions.

It was last year that Redrock Micro 

announced their ‘UltraCage Scout’ system, 

a device that allows you to mount smaller 

packages like DSLRs & mirrorless cameras. 

The cage facilitates ergonomic handheld 

agility and the ability to pull focus using a 

finger wheel. A simple concept, but it works 

like a charm.

With the emergence of smaller mirrorless 

cameras now flooding the market, the idea of 

using them on commercial jobs is no longer 

far-fetched. There was a time when everyone 

was spending more money on rigs than the 

actual camera itself, turning small DSLRs into 

a shoulder mounted beast. 

But there now seems to be a shift in the 

visual landscape whereby doing great work 

takes precedence over ‘looking good’.

In fact, the small form factor run and gun 

type style was made apparent by several 

prolific and esteemed cinematographers 

who championed the uber lightweight, single 

shooter perspective over the more traditional 

sense of having two or three individuals 

looming over a camera.

“I’m impressed with the 
build, quality  
and function”

One of my personal favourite 

cinematographers, Igor Martinovic, better 

known for his work on House of Cards 

(2013-), embraced the concept of single 

handheld work on the 2011 horror flick 

Silent House (2011). While the film wasn’t 

acclaimed as an ‘oil painting’ by critics, 

there was something extremely appealing 

about the organic feel and movement of the 

camera work. Coincidentally, I think Redrock 

Micro supplied components that housed 

a 5D MkII, Zeiss Compact Primes and a 

prototype Small HD DP6. This is going back 

quite a few years when the DSLR started a 

revolution.

This brings me to one fascinating and 

interesting tool, and one I’ve had the 

pleasure of using in situations over a healthy 

period of time. The Redrock Scout. The 

Scout comes in two flavours, an HS and 

HX unit. The HS is a ‘passive’ system that 

does not have a base station built into it. It 

functions the same way as the HX, except 

it utilises an existing microRemote wireless 

kit. So if you already own one, the HS Scout 

option is the way to go. If you don’t, the HX 

is a nice bundle minus all the bulk. The HX 

has internal electronics, an included torque 

motor and is a complete, out of the box 

solution. For power, the handle on both the 

HS and HX houses a compartment that will 

take the ubiquitous Canon LP-E6.

The Scout is designed to be a multi-tool 

that serves several purposes. It’s a camera 

support cage that provides ultimate focus 

control when using cine and DSLR lenses 

by both the operator and an assistant. The 

rig can accommodate a range of cameras 

from a Blackmagic Design Pocket Camera, 

a Panasonic GH4, Sony A7s to something 

as large as a stripped down C100. The 

modularity of the Scout also means that you 

can accommodate smaller cameras with 

cages on them already. There are many ways 

to configure the Scout, so let’s look at the 

HX unit.

Included is an L-shaped core cage with a 

top bar, an integrated base station, handle 

with a built-in finger wheel controller, armed 

with a cold shoe mount and an external 

antenna. The top sliding bar connects via a 

dovetail system that allows for vertical height 

adjustment and a horizontal slide-on cold 

shoe adapter to mount the included Rhino 

mount, a single four-inch (and an optional 

six-inch) 15mm rod attachment that will 

accommodate the torque motor. The lens 

motor is connected to the bottom of the 

cage with a provided flex Lemo cable, which 

powers the torque motor. The different length 

rods also mean it can reach anything from 

primes to smaller zooms when positioning 

the torque motor.

The wireless technology is based around the 

2.4GHz open spectrum, which means you 

can literally use this thing around the world. 

Wireless follow focus units and their range 
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is always a contentious issue, and while 

the Scout is not designed specifically for 

long range, it does exceptionally well when 

distance comes into the equation. The HX 

is tethered directly for operation and the HS 

relies on a current Redrock Micro Remote 

system, so even if you had to swap operation 

to a remote focus puller, you can do so.

What I really like about the Scout is that 

it’s designed to work with Redrock Micro’s 

ecosystem of rigging and focus control 

options. The physical footprint of the cage is 

compact enough that it lets you incorporate 

it into a shoulder mount rig with a clamp on 

universal finger wheel control. Also, when 

you power on a Redrock microRemote hand 

controller, it overrides the focus capabilities 

on the HX and HS finger wheel and hands 

over control to the focus puller.

I found the Rhino mount to be very rigid and 

sturdy. This is extremely important when 

driving the gears on a cine lens with a high 

torque motor. Your mounting anchor point 

has to be solid, robust and reliable without 

flex or play. The only concern would be the 

tolerances of cold shoe mounting points, 

however the ones on the scout are optimised 

for minimal play. Strength is also increased 

with the connection of the top mount 

dovetail to the height adjustment bar, and a 

secondary connection to your camera’s cold 

shoe mount. A third dovetail plate secures 

to the bottom of your camera and slides into 

the base unit. You can position the camera 

anywhere on the horizontal plane depending 

on its size.

Another well-designed feature is the 1/4” and 

3/8” sliding bracket at the bottom, which lets 

the operator balance the Scout rig rapidly 

when using a gimbal.

With the camera in place and a lens 

mounted, calibration is quick and easy. For 

lenses with hard stops, power the base on 

and hit the ‘auto’ button. The torque motor 

will travel to each hard stop end and reset in 

the middle, ready for deployment. For DSLR 

lenses with no stops, press ‘cal’, determine 

your in and out points with the arrows, set 

and calibrate manually.

The torque motor is impressive to say 

the least. I had a myriad of glass I tested, 

everything from DSLR lenses to more rigid 

and dampened focus rotation throws on cine 

lenses, and not once did I feel the motor 

struggled. On an additional note, Redrock 

Micro have updated the actual motor in 

both the internals and exterior design, with 

the obvious being the housing and the 

repositioning of the input port to facilitate 

better cable management.

Back on the handle, the finger wheel travel is 

ultra-responsive, has minimal latency and is 

also automatically calibrated to lens rotation 

degrees.

In application, the Scout is a joy to use. 

Again, with the ever growing popularity of 

mirrorless cameras and the demand for 

quality cine style lenses, the Scout seems 

to be more relevant now than it was a year 

ago, and definitely a good reason to revisit. I 

feel this type of system would be best suited 

for shooters that want speed and coverage, 

but also have the ability to cater to fictional 

and documentary work. Having focus at your 

fingertips simply means mobility, simplicity 

and convenience with added stability.  

Personally, it’s been a staple piece in my kit 

and a very handy tool at best. I’m impressed 

with the build, quality and function. I also like 

the fact that I can remove the top dovetail 

bar and mount any size camera with its 

own top rod and still have the unit operate 

flawlessly. Perhaps the only issue I have with 

the entire Scout is the screw on the battery 

compartment which doesn’t lend itself to fast 

and efficient battery replacement. Otherwise 

it is a very useful component in any single 

shooter’s arsenal, though not limited to them. 

I also see it being used on car mounting kits, 

car interiors, tight spaces, drones, gimbals, 

and anywhere you need remote focus 

adjustment. 

Clinton Harn is a cinematographer,  

filmmaker and producer. 
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FILM REVIEWS
Discussing the latest in Australian cinema releases – James Cunningham

BROKE - A disgraced sports star 
(Steve Le Marquand) and gambling 
addict attempts to turn his life around 
with the support of his number one fan. 
Director Heath Davis teams up with 
Cinematographer Chris Bland (Bedlam) 
to sculpt an poignant and most-realistic 
film.

Bland uses hand-held cameras and 
extreme close-ups to move in on Le 
Marquand’s face as his character 
struggles with his inner demons. There 
is lovely mixture of shots and frames in 
Broke, including a beautiful selection of 
iconic Australian landscapes.

Bland’s demonstrates a strong lighting 
and camera style. Cleverly utilising it’s 
tiny budget, Broke is a really beautiful 
looking film with all praise to Bland, who 
crafts gritty visuals that shine. 

“Not afraid to get its 
hands dirty, Broke 

delves into ugly territory, 
but nevertheless tells the 

story of hard-foughtf 
and heartfelt redemption 
with a graceful force.”

Davis’ direction is bold, colourful and 
aimed at making some solid points 
about human nature and human dignity. 
The finale is thick with revelations and 
reconciliations.

Not afraid to get its hands dirty, 
Broke delves into ugly territory, but 
nevertheless tells the story of hard-
fought and heartfelt redemption with a 
graceful force.

James Cunningham is the Editor  

of Australian Cinematographer

BOYS IN THE TREES - A 
childhood friendship severed by betrayal 
is renewed in the somewhat moody-
looking South Australian suburbs. It’s 
Halloween 1997 and two teenage 
skaters embark on a surreal journey 
through their memories, dreams and 
fears. Boys in the Trees is a collision of 
harsh reality, memory and dark fantasy.

Boys in the Trees resonates strongly 
because of it’s casting and some of 
the early character development. Even 
some of the fairly standard first act was 
thoroughly entertaining because of 
the dialogue, editing and how each of 
the characters played-off one another. 
The film has a nice build in tension, 
especially to some pretty hard-hitting 

moments in the finale final act where 
lighting just cuts to the bone.

Working with Cinematographer Marden 
Dean (Fell) to create a shadowy and 
ambiguous after-dark palette of luscious 
dark hues, first-time feature Director 
Nicholas Verso demonstrates great 
visual flair in creating Boys in the Trees.

The film is drenched in ‘90s nostalgia, 
similar to the affection for all things 
‘80s in the recent Netflix sensation 
Stranger Things (2016). A big shout-out 
to the wonderful work from Production 
Designer Robert Webb (Wolf Creek) 
and Visual Effects Supervisor William 
Gammon (Patrick).

An outstanding first effort from Verso 
and another example of Dean’s 
beautiful/ intelligent cinematography 
ethos. Dean has recently completed 
photography of Simon Baker’s director-
debut Breath, based on the Tim Winton 
novel, due out next year.

‘Boys in the Trees’ - DOP Marden Dean

‘Broke’ - DOP Chris Bland
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