
australian  cinematographer

ISSUE #61

MARCH 2014  RRP $10.00

Quarterly Journal of the 
Australian Cinematographers Society

www.cinematographer.org.au



pro.sony.co.nz

The future, ahead of schedule
Discover the stunning versatility
of the new F Series

Shooting in HD and beyond is now available to many more 
content creators with the launch of a new range of 4K products 
from Sony, the first and only company in the world to offer a 
complete 4K workflow from camera to display.

The result of close consultation with top cinematographers,  
the new PMW-F5 and PMW-F55 CineAlta cameras truly embody 
everything a passionate filmmaker would want in a camera.  
A flexible system approach with a variety of recording formats, 
plus wide exposure latitude that delivers superior super-sampled 
images rich in detail with higher contrast and clarity.

And with the PVM-X300 monitor, Sony has not only expanded 
the 4K world to cinema applications but also for live production, 
business and industrial applications.

Shoot, record, master and deliver in HD, 2K or 4K. The stunning  
new CineAlta range from Sony makes it all possible.

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

PVM-X300

PMW-F5
PMW-F55

X300

V3.0 Firmware
Now Released High frame rate 

shooting & much more!

M
E

S
M

/S
O

13
0

9
0

4
/N

Z
T



60 years has taught us a lot...

www.millertripods.com

it still comes down to 
how does it feel?
It just feels right. Test feel one of our camera support systems 
at your local Miller dealer today.

meticulously hand assembled all our products but... 

T H E  R I G H T  F E E L



04 / BY DEFINITION

BY DEFINITION of the Australian Cinematographers Society’s 
Articles of Association “a cinematographer is a person with 
technical expertise who manipulates light to transfer visual 
information by the use of a camera into aesthetic moving 
images on motion picture film or electronic recording systems”

2013/2014 NATIONAL EXECUTIVE

PRESIDENT Ron Johanson OAM ACS (Qld)  VICE-PRESIDENTS 
Ernie Clark ACS (SA), David Lewis ACS (NSW)  SECRETARY 
David Wakeley ACS (NSW)  ASSISTANT SECRETARY David Burr 
ACS (NSW)  TREASURER  Mylene Ludgate (SA)  ASSISTANT 
TREASURER Ernie Clark ACS (SA)  HISTORIAN Ron Windon 
ACS  NSW PRESIDENT David Lewis ACS  VICTORIA PRESIDENT  
Warwick Field  QUEENSLAND PRESIDENT Jason Hargreaves ACS 
SOUTH AUSTRALIA PRESIDENT Ernie Clark ACS  WESTERN 
AUSTRALIA PRESIDENT Jason Thomas  TASMANIA PRESIDENT 
Peter Curtis ACS  AUSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORY PRESIDENT 
Miguel Gallagher  NORTHERN TERRITORY PRESIDENT Andrew 
Hyde  WEBSITE Lizz Vernon

magazine@austcine.org.au  Australian Cinematographer is 
published quarterly for members and associates of the Australian 
Cinematographers Society

EDITOR Dick Marks OAM  CHAIRMAN Ted Rayment ACS  
ASSOCIATE EDITOR Heidi Tobin  ART DEPARTMENT  Brad 
Sampson   CONTRIBUTING WRITERS Geoff Burton ACS, Garry 
Phillips ACS, Marc Swadel, James Cunningham, Tom Gleeson ACS, 
Malcolm Ludgate ACS, Ranald Duhig  PROOFREADER Dick Marks 
OAM and Ted Rayment ACS TRANSCRIPTION Anita Planchon 
PRINTING Heroprint  FINANCIAL CONTROLLER Mylene Ludgate
PUBLISHERS AustCine Publishing - Level 2, 26 Ridge Street , 
North Sydney NSW 2060  NATIONAL LIBRARY OF AUSTRALIA 
ISSN 1440-978X  PRINT POST APPROVED  PP255003/03506

BRANCH ADDRESSES

NATIONAL &  NEW SOUTH WALES  
ACS Headquarters, Level 2, 26 Ridge Street, North Sydney NSW 2060  
VICTORIA PO Box 2023, Sth Melbourne, VIC 3205  
QUEENSLAND 11 Balaclava Street,  Woolloongabba QLD 4006  
SOUTH AUSTRALIA  PO Box 705, North Adelaide, SA 5006  
WESTERN AUSTRALIA  PO Box 476, Leederville, WA 6903  
TASMANIA  48 Diamond Drive, Blackmans Bay, TAS 7052  
AUST CAPITAL TERRITORY  PO Box 1558,  Woden, ACT 2602  
NORTHERN TERRITORY  PO Box 2111, Parap, NT 0820

features

10

22

38

50

64

72

Quarterly Journal of the 
Australian Cinematographers Society

CONTENTS 

Wolf Creek 2
DOP Toby Oliver ACS

A Life Exposed
DOP Bonnie Elliott

Cave Spiders
DOP Joe Shemesh

Jeff Darling

Hidden Universe 3D
DOP Malcolm Ludgate ACS

The Railway Man
DOP Garry Phillips ACS

Cover:  ‘Mick (John Jarrett), hardly 
the poster boy for the Aussie back 
packing tourism industry’.
PHOTO: Mark Rogers.

77777777777777777777777772222222222222222222222222

64

222222222222222222222222

1111111111111111111110000000000000000000000



 CONTENTS / 05

Copyright AustCine Publishing and The Australian Cinematographers Society (2014)
All expressions of opinion are published on the basis that they are not representing the offi cial opinion of the Australian Cinematographers Society, unless 
expressly stated. Australian Cinematographers Society accepts no responsibility for the accuracy of any opinions, advice, representations or information 
contained in this publication. Australian Cinematographer is copyright, no part of it can be reproduced without prior written permission from the Society. All 
reproductions in this magazine have been done so with permission and credited accordingly.

06

06

08

34

49

70

80

84

From the Editor

Letter to the Editor

From the President

Encounter
Michael Edols ACS 
& Martin Sharp

Film Facts
BY Ranald Duhig

Film Review
BY James Cunningham

New Gear
BSC Expo by Marc Swadel

New Gear
Warning! Speed Cameras 
Ahead! BY Tom Gleeson ACS

ISSUE #61 MARCH 2014

departments

50

38



06 / FROM THE EDITOR

FROM THE EDITOR

If you look at the above photograph of our esteemed 
president Mr. Ron Johanson OAM ACS, you will notice six 
letters after his name, not three. He was recently awarded 
an Order of Australia Medal for services to the Australian fi lm 
industry and no one deserves it more. He is indefatigable, 
concillatory, understanding, pro-active and inclusive. He’s also 
just a bit on the clever side.

It goes without saying that he will wear both his OAM 
and ACS letters with enormous pride and I take my hat 
off to him. Ronnie, you have elevated the ACS to an 
organisation that has great confi dence and enormous pride 
in itself. Congratulations from myself and all your fellow 
cinematographers. 

DM Ed.

Ron Johanson OAM ACS

In the winter of 2012 I was fortunate enough to be on my 
fi rst feature fi lm set, The Railway Man, working as a camera 
attachment in the camera department under the mentorship 
of Garry Phillips ACS.

Most people wouldn’t use the word ‘fortunate’ when they 
describe their workplace, much less a workplace where you 
aren’t making any money.

The reason I use that term is because I was seeing how it 
was done. I wasn’t trying to catch glimpses of a DVD special 
feature documentary, I was seeing the living, breathing 
organism that is a feature fi lm set and I was lucky enough to 
be a part of it all.

My fortune can be traced to the seating allocations of the 
2011 NSW/ACT ACS awards. I happened to sit next to Garry 
Phillips ACS (not knowing who he was at the time) and we 
talk about cinematography all night.

When I saw an opportunity in the NFSA-ACS John Leake 
OAM Award for an Emerging Cinematographer in the AC 
magazine, I jumped at it and contacted Garry about using the 
grant to work in the camera department of his next fi lm (using 
the grant to pay for my travel and accommodation).

My fi rst day on set was intimidating. I didn’t know what I was 
doing and there were so many people rushing and working. 
What I didn’t know I made up for in enthusiasm and was quickly 
taken under the wing of the camera department, with Paul 
‘Shakey’ Shakeshaft as 1st AC, Scott Wood as 2nd and Will Zain 
on the video split (who all showed immense patience with me).

Within the fi rst day I was a few feet away from Colin Firth and 
Hiroyuki Sanada giving 12 minute, uninterrupted performances 
in one of the most intense scenes of the fi lm. It was absolutely 
fantastic. Garry would always be willing to share why he was 
setting up the way he was, explaining the light, movements 
and angles to me when we had a chance to chat.

I think I would bore people and destroy word count limits with 
the breadth and depth of what I had learnt in that month. 
Things that you simply cannot learn from a classroom or 
textbook.  How to navigate between the different departments 
with aplomb, how important improvisation is and truly 
understanding the adage ‘necessity is the mother of all 
invention’… having to make water tight battery bags, camera 
bags, milk crate charging stations and everything in between, 
through the guidance of our tight knit camera department.

It did not take long for me to go from feeling like an on set 
imposter to a valued member of a team. I managed to catch 
a screening of T he Railway Man not too long ago and it was a 
truly different cinematic experience. 

I was expecting to have the illusion and magic taken away, 
having been on set during so many of the shots. But I was 
more in awe than ever. I saw the images that Garry was able to 
squeeze out of those locations.  A perfectly ordinary courtyard 
or room was teeming with life on screen, due to the talents of 
the humble man who sat next to me at a dinner table.

LETTER TO THE EDITOR
My Experience working on the Railway Man

BY JIMMY ENNETT
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Greetings ACS colleagues,

We have collectively achieved much in 
recent years, but I’m sure you would all 
agree that the presentation to the ACS 
of the AACTA - Byron Kennedy Award 
2014, was an absolute stand out.

For me personally, and for those 
members who attended, it was an 
incredibly overwhelming evening, with 
numerous highlights, including being 
congratulated by Cate Blanchett, 
Damian Walshe-Howling, Michael Caton 
and others.

The Citation attached to this prestigious 
Award reads: 

“To the Australian Cinematographers 
Society (ACS) under the stewardship 
of Ron Johanson ACS, for its enduring 
and pivotal role in the pursuit of 
excellence throughout Australian 

cinema. With its cohort of world-
renowned cinematographers, the ACS 
is about enhancing skills, exploring new 
technology and passing on knowledge 
to those who follow in their footsteps. 
Their enthusiasm and generosity of 
spirit makes them the backbone of our 
industry.”

We are all part of this wonderful event, 
and I am incredibly proud to have been 
in the position to accept on each and 
every member’s behalf. But it’s so much 
more, particularly given that you, our 
members, now more than ever, hold the 
Society and what it represents so close 
to your hearts.

We have become and must remain 
totally inclusive, not only among 
ourselves but to all other Guilds, both 
here at home and internationally, if we 
are to remain a Society that is respected 

FROM THE PRESIDENT

and thought of in only a positive light. 

Our industry is in the middle of great 
technical and economic change, that 
will affect us in so many different ways, 
mostly good, but some that will require 
great strength to deal with. It’s important 
we continue our work, and encourage 
and foster those beginning the journey 
and respect those who continue and 
provide so much to others, to make the 
road ahead a little smoother.

We are a great Society and I am very 
proud to be a cinematographer and 
your National President.

Until next time

Ron Johanson OAM ACS

Most of our elated ACS leaders celebrate the award. Where’s Spider (David Lewis)?





Wolf Creek 2
 DOP Toby Oliver ACS

Paul (Ryan Corr) runs from the truck crash; the 
SFX crew rigged additional pyro triggered to go 
off as the truck hit the Jeep.
PHOTO: Mark Rogers.
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A.C: So Toby, you kiss your wife and kids goodbye 
and head to the backblocks of Australia, where you’re 
confronted by a man who has done more to destroy the 
backpacking tourist industry in Australia than any other 
human being… ever. Did he frighten the shit out of you, or 
was he just John Jarratt, Aussie actor and all round good 
bloke?

T.O: (Laughs) John. No. The funny thing is - and I don’t know 
if it’s always the case with people who make these kinds of 
fi lms - they’re the nicest people. I mean, Greg McLean is the 
absolute nicest director you’ll ever work with. He’s such a 
lovely man, friendly and humble and collaborative; all of the 
things that you wish for in a director really, and John Jarratt is 
a lovely teddy bear of a guy, you know. He’s just really genial. 
So that pure evil that they depict on screen, is only on the 
screen. (laughs)

A.C: Yeah. Came together well, didn’t it? 
Their planets lined up.

T.O: Yeah, doesn’t fl ow into the real world at all. But the 
original Wolf Creek was such an embodiment of evil. It 
frightened so many people out of their wits. A lot of people I 
spoke to, when I said, “Oh, I’m doing the sequel, Wolf Creek 
2” they’d say.... “I couldn’t go and see it. I couldn’t bring myself 
to sit through it.” So it’s a movie that quite a few people saw, 
but I think its reputation was such that so many more people 
knew all about it without having seen it. The funny thing is with 
the original Wolf Creek, most of the horror in it is implied, you 
actually don’t - like most good horror fi lms - you actually don’t 
see that much. Of course there are some very graphic scenes... 
but your imagination actually makes it a hell of a lot worse than 
depicted. And with great horror fi lms like The Shining and fi lms 
like that, you see very little on screen violence.

“... a crazy chase over 
rough ground... 

it’s chaotic and the 
camera’s shaking and 

you’re sliding backwards 
and forwards.”

Aftermath of the big stunt; the truck cabin was fi berglass and basically disappeared, burnt to a crisp in the explosion and fi re.
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A.C: Did you do any research for the look, speaking of 
great fi lms?

T.O: Yeah, well Greg has obviously had the fi lm fl oating 
around in his head and had prepared for it for quite a few 
years leading up to the re-boot, so he had quite a few 
references in mind, even some that had nothing to do with 
horror fi lms at all, but were indicative of a kind of mood 
he wanted for a certain sequence. For example, there’s a 
sequence in the fi lm that takes place in a farmhouse where 
one of the backpackers wakes up after being taken in by an 
elderly couple, and he wanted a weird kind of stillness that 
he’d seen in parts of Apocalypse Now. And the opening of 
the fi lm, where we have the coppers in a patrol car waiting 
by the side of the highway - it’s the middle of the day, hot 
and still – just waiting for a speeding car to go past, which 
of course could take hours or even days; the waiting, that 

stillness; he was referencing the opening scene of Once Upon 
a Time in the West, where the desperadoes are hanging 
around an old train station for hours… fl ies buzzing, a windmill 
slowly clanking… So we did have really quite a strong set 
of references to work with, because this project had been 
kicking around for a while. And whilst its got very similar 
elements to the fi rst fi lm story-wise, it’s not a remake of the 
fi rst fi lm. It doesn’t have the same tone. Greg very deliberately 
wanted to take it in a different direction, even though he was 
dealing with the same psychopath and the same elements, 
such as backpackers out in the desert. Yes, we’ve got those 
elements, but the way we progress through the story is totally 
different structurally and tonally to the fi rst fi lm. And that sort 
of interested me too, because I wasn’t that interested in a 
direct re-make of the original Wolf Creek.
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Mick (John Jarratt) confronts a trapped Ryan Corr in his lair, a set built by designer Robert Webb at Hendon Studios.
PHOTO: Toby Oliver ACS.

Paul (Ryan Corr) relives the horror. PHOTO: Toby Oliver ACS.



A.C: How does he deal with the fact that this guy’s been 
rampaging around all these years and the cops haven’t 
caught up to him yet?

T.O: Yeah, they just haven’t caught up to him. At the end of 
the fi rst fi lm he just walks away into the desert.

A.C: Oh, just going to oil his rifl e for the sequel.

T.O: Yeah. He just disappears. But what’s interesting about 
the fi rst fi lm, and one reason why it worked so well, is that 
you actually don’t meet John Jarratt until half way through 
the fi lm. Half the fi lm’s elapsed before we even see him, the 
antagonist. We’re just with these young backpackers having 
fun on their trip for half the running time. So it’s a slow build 
before all hell breaks loose in the fi rst fi lm. Now in the second 
fi lm, of course, the audience knows who this character Mick 
Taylor is, so there’s no point trying to hide him, keep it a 
secret. There is no secret anymore.

A.C: Unleash the beast.

T.O: Yeah. So in fact, in the fi rst ten minutes of the fi lm, he’s 
already on the rampage. So in that sense, it is completely 
different structurally to the fi rst fi lm, although there are 
elements that carry across. So how do we explain the 
fact that the police haven’t caught up with him? Well it’s 
interesting, and we talked a bit about this in pre-production; 
is Mick more than a man or is he just a guy who’s gone nuts, 
or is there something else going on of a vaguely supernatural 
or mystical sense with this character? Because how does 
he remain undetected for all these years and how does he 
get away with what he does? So in a way there’s an unsaid 

element of that in there too, that there’s something more 
to him than perhaps just fl esh and blood. And that was 
interesting and while it’s not an overt thing, there is a certain 
mystical quality to his character that sort of suggests there 
is no way you can get him. He’ll never die. If you fall into his 
clutches or cross his path, you can never rid yourself of him, 
which I think is one of the taglines of the fi lm. So that takes 
the fi lm into a slightly other realm, without being too heavy 
handed about it.

A.C: So Toby, what was in your horror movie lighting kit?

T.O: Well, the thing is, for me it was the fi rst time I’d done a 
horror movie. In Australia - I think it’s obviously changed since 
the original Wolf Creek came out - but certainly ‘genre’ used 
to be a dirty word. After that burst of genre fi lms in the 70s 
and early 80s, there was a backlash, “Oh we only do serious 
dramas or comedies,” and that was kind of it for many years. 
But I think genre is really a hugely valid way of making fi lms 
and it’s certainly very exciting, because you’re dealing with 
things out of the ordinary, not from ordinary life… they take 
you away from regular suburban existence, and that’s the 
whole point. So they’re exciting to shoot. In terms of lighting 
this fi lm, I didn’t go into it with too many pre-conceived ideas, 
but I guess it’s also about not conforming necessarily to horror 
lighting clichés either. Yes, we’re making a horror fi lm, or a 
thriller. In fact it’s kind of a thriller-action-horror fi lm because it 
crosses a couple of genres. There’s quite a lot of action in it. 
There’s a big car chase sequence through the middle of the 
fi lm that’s really quite a big set-piece.
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anamorphic lens fl are? 

T.O: We deliberately went for that full anamorphic look… so 
some of the scenes are specifi cally staged to get those fl ares 
and all that kind of stuff,  eg when Mick discovers the fi rst pair 
of backpackers and he’s standing in front of his truck with all 
his roo lights and headlights blazing, straight down the barrel 
of the lens, and he’s silhouetted in front of that battery of lights 
and again later on when he’s chasing the girl in the truck, 
it’s headlights sweeping through the lens and we’re getting 
horizontal fl ares and blue streaks and all of those kind of 
things, which look great and add to that epic quality that Greg 
wanted for the fi lm.

A.C: Yeah, it’s very Hollywood fi lm making isn’t it?

T.O: It is actually. And it’s a subconscious thing. I think 
audiences automatically relate it to that sort of epic fi lm, a big 
movie. But it was very diffi cult to even get the lenses. We had 
our Sydney rental house Cinoptix specially hire in Hawk lenses 
from Germany, because there were none in Australia. Cinoptix 
is a quite small operation…  run by a couple of guys, but they 
bent over backwards to help us out because obviously it was 
quite a big project for them. 

A.C: Is it during the day or the night?

T.O: Oh well there’s two car chases actually. There’s one 
during the day where our protagonist is getting chased by 
Mick Taylor in a semi-trailer, and there’s an earlier one at night, 
where he’s being chased at night through the desert by Mick 
in his ute. They’re both big action sequences and not easy to 
shoot. They require a lot of planning and effort by everybody 
obviously. But you don’t really get an opportunity to do a lot of 
that stuff in a traditional urban-based drama, so it was really 
quite exciting. The end of the truck sequence, there’s this 
gigantic stunt, where fi rst the protagonist’s Jeep goes over a 
giant cliff and smashes into the valley below, but somehow 
he survives, only to have the truck thunder down the cliff and 
land on top of him and explode… but he survives again. Yeah, 
doing that kind of stuff is exciting for a cinematographer. So 
I guess to answer your question, I didn’t bring a whole lot of 
preconceived ideas to it because in fact we were playing with 
a couple of genres. But one thing that Greg McLean likes 
to do, and which he did very successfully in the fi rst fi lm, is 
create a sense of reality and believability in the lives of the 
victims, before we know they’re victims. It should feel like 
they’re existing in a totally real world. He’s not creating an 
artifi cial heightened sense of horror or danger before it really 
happens, and then when it happens he amps it up a bit, but 
there’s still a sense of reality about it, which makes it all the 
more shocking, as opposed to camping it up too much.

A.C: That was going to be my next question. You do walk 
a fi ne line, I think, as a cinematographer, in the horror 
genre. You know, particularly when you’re depicting a 
story like this set in the Australian outback, which most 
Australian’s have a strong visual grasp of, so you do run 
the risk of making it look very detached from reality. And 
as a cinematographer you’ve got to decide which side of 
the line you’re on. I would opt for making it look as real as 
humanly possible, otherwise it could very easily descend 
into a farce or worse still, a comedy.

T.O: The fi rst Wolf Creek was almost shot documentary style. 
It was shot on HD cam video cameras, very reactive, hand-
held, the whole thing, and the way that was done actually 
added to that sense of realism and really took people by 
surprise... “This is really happening.” That kind of feeling. With 
the second fi lm, we used some elements of that, when we 
were with the backpackers before they meet Mick, but for 
large parts of the fi lm he wanted a more epic quality to it, a 
more classic, big screen, outback kind of visual experience. 
So getting a bit away from that very gritty and dirty look that he 
had in the fi rst fi lm. So whilst we were still aiming for a sense of 
reality, we wanted to give it a bit more of an epic quality.

A.C: What camera did you shoot it on and what format?

T.O: We ended up shooting with anamorphic lenses in 
widescreen ‘Scope format on the new Alexa that had a 4:3 
sensor. So it suits anamorphic photography. And for me, it 
was my fi rst anamorphic picture. Incredibly exciting, ‘cos it 
gives you that big screen, for want of a better description, 
Hollywood epic feel to the image. And you can apply that 
quality to your fi lm, to the content that you’re dealing with, 
and I think it worked well. 

A.C: So how did it feel when you were sitting watching 
the dailies and up comes your fi rst big, heroic 
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For some of the scenes - of course, I think people do this 
a lot now- we added in a few more fl ares. Actually, as is 
often the case, a lot of the night driving chase stuff was 
shot as SimTrav, simulated travel. We were out in the bush 
in the middle of nowhere, where there were no lights in 
the background to give it away. And then to get the fl ares 
happening even more from the headlights and spots, we’d 
have people hand holding Dedo lights and such just off the 
lens or off camera to bounce in a fl are. And these lenses 
worked really well with that kind of treatment, to create, you 
know, a crazy chase over rough ground… it’s chaotic and the 
cameras shaking and you’re sliding backwards and forwards. 
We used sliders for the cameras to keep that sense of 
movement with the SimTrav, and that worked really well.

A.C: Can you just pick that apart for us a little bit more 
please Toby?

T.O: There are two elements to the chase. First there’s the 
shooting of the stunt drivers in vehicles mainly on dirt roads 
and off road. And I lit those largely with... I never had more 
than two 80 ft boom lifts and in each bucket I had either one 
or two 12k Dinette tungsten fi xtures with Lee steel green gel, 
which gives it a really lovely moonlight kind of quality. And the 

good thing about using Dinettes, as opposed to an 18k or 
something, is that if it’s too close or too bright it’s really easy 
and quick just to knock a few bulbs out and bring it down to 
the light level that you want. Important when you don’t have 
a huge amount of time; once you’ve put up a light in a bucket 
and set a lift, you don’t have time to re-position it, so if you 
put a light up and it’s in the wrong spot… ! And certainly when 
you’re using the Alexa, often when the whole thing is blazing 
with all 12 bulbs, is just way too bright. It comes up on screen 
like day, so you’re often knocking them back. Because the 
look that I was going for is that sort of soft, dim, moonlight 
effect, through the surrounding bush - as a bit of a rim, but 
not too bright.

A.C: How underexposed would that be Toby?

T.O: It depends whether it was backlit, sidelit or frontlit - 
but around 3 stops under the ‘normal’ level. When I shoot 
digital or particularly when I shoot Alexa, I tend to light by the 
viewfi nder. I don’t use the meter - I know some people do 
swear by it with digital, but the fact is my meter’s covered in 
cobwebs these days, and the only time I bring it out is when 
I’ve got to pre-light something without a camera available. 

“He’ll never die. 
If you fall into his 
clutches or cross 
his path, you can 
never rid yourself 

of him.”
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A.C: It’s amazing how far underexposed you can go these 
days, isn’t it?

T.O: Yeah. It really is, and I’m often pushing it down more. 
Your biggest problem is things looking too bright. I fi nd with 
my night sequences, shooting with Alexa, I’m using this kind of 
method and then in post, in the DI, we just window areas that 
are too bright and pull them down. It’s very rarely the other 
way around; that I’m trying to lift images up. But usually if I do, 
it’s all there anyway. It’s amazing what the camera can see.

A.C: The embedded ASA rating was 800. Did you stick to 
that?

T.O: Oh no, when I’m using Alexa I play around with ASA 
within a range. In bright situations, like day exteriors, I’ll go 
down to 400, just to avoid using quite as much ND. And then 
at the other end of the scale, I will use it up to 1600ASA, so 
that’s another stop the other way. Beyond that it does tend 
to get a little noisy, for the big screen in particular. But you 
can push it up to 2000. But 1250 is one that I happily sit on if 
I’ve got really low light scenes, for sure. But really I don’t mind 
bouncing it up and down. Some DOPs I know stick religiously 
to 800ASA, regardless of the situation, but I think the camera 
is more fl exible and you can play around with it a bit more 
than that. 

A.C: If you did go from 800 to 1600, does ...?

T.O: Like when the director suddenly says, “Oh, can we 
shoot this at 50 frames?”

A.C: Yeah, exactly. Does it hold its colour or anything 
different show up in the image?

T.O: There’s no difference except there’s more noticeable 
noise in the image at 1600. But, you know, you can use a bit 
of noise reduction and fi ddle around in post with that and it’s 
not going to stick out as a real problem. Just slightly more 
noise which is not necessarily a problem. I fi nd the obsession 
with having zero noise in images is... I don’t really subscribe to 
that. I don’t mind having a little bit here and there.

A.C: Especially in that kind of fi lm.  In actual fact it sort of 
adds to the grittiness of it.

T.O: Oh, it’s not an issue. I wasn’t shying away from it at all.

A.C: Let’s get back to the chase scenes.

T.O: So with the chase scenes we’ve got the vehicles 
barrelling down a dirt road and swerving off and bouncing 
through a paddock, so we’d cover that in a sequence of 
wider shots. When we were on the smoother ground, like 
on the dirt roads or on the bitumen, often we’d be shooting 
from a tracking vehicle, with the camera hard-mounted to the 
front or the rear of the vehicle and getting dynamic shots of 
drive-bys. And then we had other camera angles, like on the 
back of Mick’s ute looking through over his shoulder. So there 
were heaps of angles, but yes, essentially, all of that stuff we 
shot out on location, lit with practicals and a little bit of light 
inside the cars and our Dinettes up on the boom lifts. And 
then we had a night or two where we put the cars outside in a 
paddock and we did all the SimTrav stuff.

We had a bit of special effects and obviously there was 
dust blowing past the windows and fans just to give you 
that sense that the vehicles are in motion, rocking and 

rolling, and we shot some of those with two cameras going. 
Cinematographer Ernie Clark ACS, you probably know 
well, was with us for a week, so we were shooting A and B 
cameras on the same action, and then he went off for a week 
and a half in the desert, as a separate second unit. But it 
was a single camera show for the most of it. My grip Martin 
Fargher, he had a really good slider set up that could take the 
fully rigged Alexa with the big anamorphic zoom on it if we 
wanted. The thing with anamorphic, to get a long lens shot, 
which you do want sometimes, especially punching in doing 
some of the SimTrav action stuff, there’s a lot of weight and 
inertia involved with the big anamorphic zooms.  And I always 
keep it very loose on the head and there’s a lot of rocking and 
rolling and...

A.C: So you operated Toby?

T.O: Yes, I operated the A camera. And when we’re shooting 
the backpackers in their Jeep, most of the light is basically 
just the headlights of Mick’s truck from behind, plus another 
interior light that gave them a bit of fi ll. We made a mock-
up of the top of Mick’s ute complete with all the headlights, 
spots and the roo lights and mounted it on a trolley moving 
perpendicular to the Jeep, so that it could slide side to side 
and backwards and forwards, to get this sense of Mick 
following, you know, right on their hammer, and with dust 
billowing past, radical camera movement and Dedo fl ares, it 
really sold the whole drama of the scene.

A.C: Did you have to simulate any massive bumps?

T.O: Actually funny story, Fabio the grip was starting to get 
slightly annoyed with me because he’d just got this new slider 
for the shoot and I was doing all this rocking and rolling and 
bumps and stuff, and really throwing his slider around and 
jerking the camera pretty freaking roughly to get the right 
effect. It’s supposed to be off road, right, so it’s pretty bumpy, 
and I’m slamming the slider round, backwards and forwards 
and he’s saying, “Oh, mate, I know what you’re doing, I know 
what you need to do, but it’s really taking its toll on the slider.” 
I think he had to send it back and get another one. I think it 
was really stuffed.

A.C: Yeah. I think all of that stuff, you know, when it is 
loose or there are imperfections, it works better.

T.O: Oh it can help. Yeah, totally. Sometimes when the gear’s 
too perfect and everything’s all beautiful and stabilised, the 
action looks fl at. You don’t get the energy. I mean, the whole 
point about a chase like this, you want the maximum energy 
coming from the screen, so the audience is just dragged 
along with it. Actually one reference that I came up with 
that I showed Greg McLean, because he sort of was asking 
questions, “How are we going to do this? Is the SimTrav going 
to look lame, and what are we going to do?” And I thought 
one of the best car chases that I’d seen in fi lms in recent 
years was in one of the Bourne fi lms that Paul Greengrass 
directed with Matt Damon, and there’s an action sequence in 
the second fi lm which is just totally full on, and they obviously 
did quite a bit of that SimTrav as well. And I used to say, “This 
is what it’s going to look like. Greg, we’re going to Greengrass 
it.” He got very excited about that after I showed him that clip 
and, yeah, that’s what we went for, full on kinetic energy.

A.C: So instead of green screen, it was Greengrass. I like it!
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TO Yeah. And by the way, in the chase sequences we didn’t 
use any green screens at all, except when the Jeep goes over 
the cliff. 

A.C: Fantastic. Did you mount any cameras behind 
wheels and low angles through rocks and gutters and all 
that sort of stuff?

T.O: Yeah, we did, and a lot of that action material in the 
daytime chase was shot brilliantly by Ernie Clark on second 
unit. He had cameras rigged on the vehicles and getting 
collisions and crunchers, trucks 
looming up and actually smashing 
into the Jeep… he did a heap of that 
kind of stuff that was really pretty 
impressive. We didn’t use Alexas for 
all that stuff because - for obvious 
reasons - they’re expensive cameras 
and the anamorphic lenses are 
extremely expensive.

A.C: So what did you shoot them 
on then?

T.O: We had two other camera formats. We used Canon 
C300s as a kind of intermediate camera, that could be used 
as a stunt camera, where we wanted to have a bit more 
control of lens sizes and framing. I’ve used C300s as extra B 
and C cams for quite a few of the more recent Alexa shows 
that I’ve done, and when it grades up it matches in quite 
well with Alexa. So we had two of those, but we also had - 
which I’d never really used before in a theatrical fi lm - we had 
fi fteen GoPro3 Black Edition cameras that shoot quite a large 
resolution at 2.7k. They suffer from a lot of the problems that 
GoPros have, like Jello rolling shutter and fi sheye lens feel, 
however you can mount them anywhere, all over vehicles 

and because they’re so tiny, they didn’t show up in the A 
camera footage. You can get a bunch of angles, and a lot of 
these angles are only used in the cut of the fi lm for less than 
a second, but you’re getting shots that you’d never get any 
other way, certainly not in the time that we had. The quality of 
the image is different to the Alexa obviously, but when you’re 
doing an action sequence and you just want to capture that 
kinetic energy, they work pretty well for quick cuts. The last 
shot in the trailer actually is of the truck pummelling down 
a cliff and landing on top of a camera and exploding. That 

camera is in fact a GoPro and those 
shots are in the trailer.

A.C:   Amazing. So did the truck 
land on the GoPro, or how did you 
get the GoPro back?

T.O: Yeah, it’s a great little story about 
that GoPro… it was one of the ones 
I set up probably at the last minute, 
down near the back of the Jeep. We 
had this smashed Jeep in the middle 

of a gully and the truck was coming down from a hundred 
and fi fty metre drop… so we had the truck suspended off a 
cable up on top of this big long slope and when we rolled, 
the stunt crew hit a release and the whole thing would just 
come pummelling down. But we weren’t sure exactly where 
it was going to land. So we set up a few GoPros in a couple 
of different spots, just to see if we could actually get the 
one where it landed on top of the camera, and we got that 
shot. But the special effects guys had rigged up a massive 
explosion as well, so the truck would land and then explode 
as the diesel tanks went off and all the rest of it. So the little 
GoPro survived the initial impact, and then in the shot you 
see it fall down on to the ground, but unfortunately it’s right 

“Some DOPs I know stick 
religiously to 800ASA, 

regardless of the situation, 
but I think the camera 

is more fl exible.”
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in the middle of the explosion, diesel everywhere. So then 
it’s just this side on shot from a GoPro sitting on the ground 
surrounded by fl ames.  The whole truck basically - ‘cos it’s 
made out of fi breglass - the truck went off like a torch, a 
huge cloud of black smoke which was all very exciting and 
impressive, but anyway, we’re trying to sift through and fi nd 
the little GoPros, to see if we got anything, and one of the 
assistants found that particular camera and it was basically 
a molten blob. The clear casing around the outside of the 
GoPro had basically melted into a blob and the little camera 
was sort of half melted inside, but luckily the side where the 
memory card was remained undamaged. Amazingly, we were 
able to just click it and a little card popped out, totally intact. 
And when you see the shot, it’s amazing. However we did 
lose three other GoPros in that stunt, they were just gone, so 
it can be hit and miss.

A.C: So did you shoot normal shutter on all of the 
SimTrav?

T.O: Largely the fi lm’s all shot on the standard 180 degree 
shutter. I tend to be very careful about that, because there is 
that danger that there’s a slightly tricksy element to it.

A.C: With your exterior day shooting, do you fi nd with 
digital that you have to pay a bit more attention to time 
of day scheduling. I know that has always been the case 
with fi lm, but I’ve seen a lot of young DOPs’ night footage 
and it’s terrifi c… very brave by fi lm standards, but their 
exterior day stuff can often be a bit of a let down… barely 
sticks on the screen.

T.O: I think my night stuff is somewhat better now than what 
it was when I was shooting fi lm, for that very reason. I mean 
at night and in dark interiors… I think it’s easier to shoot 
digital than fi lm, because you can see exactly what you’re 
going to get on the monitor or in the viewfi nder. I’ve been a 
cinematographer for twenty years and I grew up shooting 
fi lm, so I learnt it the hard way I guess - and these days it’s 
pleasing as I think I know how to get the most out of digital 
capture. But it’s not so forgiving in full sun and day. 

A.C: Anything else? Anecdotal stuff?

T.O: I guess not so much a funny story, but it’s interesting. 
Towards the end of the fi lm there’s this great sequence which 
all takes place underground, as Mick is chasing the last guy 
through this endless maze of tunnels which are dripping and 
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full of dead bodies. Anyway, it’s quite a full-on. If we were 
doing a big studio picture we’d build the thing as an elaborate 
set, but we couldn’t afford to do that. However, what they 
found in this regional South Australian town of Burra was an 
old brewery, and underneath it there are these incredible old 
cellars that are shaped like tunnels, where they used to store 
all the beer. I think it was built well over a hundred years ago. 
It ended up being this fantastic location that we virtually had 
to do nothing to except dress it with the bodies and stuff. It 
was great for lighting, as it had little holes every 3 or 4 metres 
piercing the ground from the surface, where we could drop 
a light down, like a parcan, as though it was in a studio and 
have these spooky beams of moonlight. So it was just one 
of those things where it could have been a  hugely expensive 
build, but for us it was really quite fortuitous. I mean the whole 

“And I thought one of 
the best car chases that 

I’d seen in fi lms in recent 
years was in one of the 
Bourne fi lms, that Paul 

Greengrass directed, with 
Matt Damon.”
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end part of the fi lm is made by that wonderful location fi nd. 



DOP Bonnie Elliott





A.C: Bonnie Elliott DOP, as a cinematographer you kind 
of snuck up on me. I wasn’t aware of your work, so tell 
me all about your journey so far.

B.E: Ok. Well, I grew up in Adelaide, but started my fi lm 
career at the University of Technology Sydney. UTS was quite 
a fun place, because you could really experiment there. You 
could run around with a Bolex, do stuff with optical printers 
like 3-colour separations. I cross processed, bleach bypassed 
- I messed around, you know.

When I later went to AFTRS and was taught by Jan (Kenny) 
and Erika (Addis), it was a much more serious and rigorous 
cinematography course.

A.C: For young cinematographers emerging from fi lm 
schools and the like, I think a good formula is to align 
yourselves with other talented, obsessed fi lm makers, 
people who are going to make each other look good… 
get a very tight, collaborative group together and one of 
those people defi nitely should be a production designer… 
defi nitely. Because I believe, in order to produce 
wonderful images, cinematographers and production 
designers have to be joined at the hip. 

B.E: Yes. It is amazing how much of a difference it makes. I 
just shot a fi lm in Cambodia, and we had this great Irish PD 
who had worked on some really good fi lms like Atonement 
and I really appreciated how much he thought about light. He 
was so aware of pracs and he had some great ideas, which 
made my job a whole lot easier. 

A.C: Bonnie, you started at UTS in 1994 and to date 
you’ve shot over forty short fi lms, numerous docos, TV 
commercials and 4 features, so you’ve been busy girl. 
When you decided to become a Director of Photography, 
did you ever consider that being a female might not make 
it easy for you or was it never an issue?

B.E: Ah, that’s an interesting one because on some level I 

think if you want to shoot, you want to shoot, so “Oh, that 
might be hard” doesn’t even enter your mind. And I’ve had 
a lot of good support from many male cinematographers 
who I’ve assisted over the years and I’ve also worked 
with a lot of female cinematographers who helped me to 
understand some of the more subtle complexities of being 
a female cinematographer. And sometimes I know I’ve got 
jobs because I am a woman, so, it works both ways. So I 
don’t feel like it’s been a big thing, really. And to be perfectly 
honest with you, I think sometimes you don’t want to make it 
a ‘thing’, you know? You just want to be a cinematographer... 
you don’t want to be a female cinematographer, if you know 
what I mean.

A.C: Couldn’t agree more. We’re all just 
cinematographers.

B.E: Yeah, yeah. I mean it’s interesting, I do feel I have 
worked with a lot more female directors as a consequence 
of being a female cinematographer. Sometimes it’s because 
there’s a fi lm which has a lot of nudity or there are sex scenes 
and the director feels like it’s going to be more comfortable 
for the actress or... I don’t know. But I know lots of male 
cinematographers who would be sensitive in those situations. 
But look, no, I can’t complain, I’ve just shot my fourth feature 
fi lm and I feel like I’m not being held up particularly by being a 
girl.

A.C: Bonnie, as I trawled through your library, the phrase 
‘In the moment’ kept bobbing into my brain. It always felt 
that you turned up on set every day with your ‘A’ game, 
and followed the terrain of the narrative. I didn’t see you 
imposing your ‘house style’ on any scene. But you do 
seem to be reasonably attracted to moody lighting... you 
construct and layer your images with the clever use of 
shadows. And you do seem to enjoy a clean, crisp black. 
Do you prefer setting up the drama in that way?

B.E: Yeah, I think it’s an interesting thing when other people 



“You just want to be a 
cinematographer... you 

don’t want to be a female 
cinematographer.”
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look at your work and see those themes. I think doing certain 
types of work creates more of that type of work. I guess 
that was something that I was conscious of to a degree - to 
try and stay on a certain path with the kind of subjects and 
material that I chose so that I got more of that kind of work. I 
love going on a journey with a project and two of the feature 
fi lms I’ve shot, the one in Tehran and the recent one in 
Cambodia, just that sense of going totally into another world, 
and the privilege of doing that. So I guess I’ve been conscious 
to work on things that are meaningful to me.

A.C: I admire you for consciously choosing your projects. 
Creating the path you want to travel. It may sound 
strange to young, keen DOP’s, but later on in your career 
the hardest thing will be to maintain your passion for 
the industry and shooting projects you dislike will make 
that increasingly diffi cult and impact negatively on your 
work. It’s a tough, industry; long, long hours, mountains 
of stress, not sleeping in your own bed, combating alien 
stomach bugs, chronic tiredness, separated from your 
family and loved ones, your dog/cat curled up on your 
best mates sofa… But the old trick is to never fl atly turn 
work down. Always, say “Sorry, gee, I wish I could do it 
but I’m really too busy.” 

B.E: Exactly. It’s always good to be busy on something 

interesting, somewhere exotic, and people go, “Oh, wow, that 
sounds great. Next time.”

A.C: Bonnie, let’s talk about the project that we’re 
scheduled to talk about. It’s a doco titled A Life Exposed, 
and it’s about Robyn Beeche, the famous Aussie 
photographer who found fame in London in the 80’s. 
Terrifi c fi lm, how did you get that gig?

B.E: Well, I was approached by Lesley Branagan, the 
Producer/Director. It was probably only six months or so after 
I’d fi nished AFTRS and someone suggested me to her, and as 
soon as I saw Robyn’s images I was pretty keen to do it. 

A.C:  Wonderful, iconic images. Both her fashion 
photography in the 80’s to her documentary stills in 
India decades later. So you did your research before you 
pitched for the gig?

B.E: Yes. Over the years I’ve noticed that you have to really 
prepare for interviews. You have to be ready for the questions 
that the director is inevitably going to ask about what you 
might bring to their project. It’s always a delicate thing, 
because obviously you don’t want to come across with too 
fi xed an idea of what you’re going to do. 

A.C: Well yeah, you could very well come up with 
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something they hate. Tell me about the process from 
there. You get the job. What happens then? Tell me 
about... was it a six month or a year shoot, or...

B.E: We did the fi rst shoot late in 2007 and it wasn’t fi nished 
until 2013, so it was such a long journey. The second 
shoot was when we went back for Holi, the harvest festival 
that involves a great deal of colour, in 2011. I knew that 
Lesley didn’t have the funding so I said, “Look, let’s just 
work something out. I want you to fi nish the fi lm. I don’t 
want this to be about me getting my usual fee. Let’s just 
make this happen.” So we went back, and by this time the 
Sony EX3 was on the scene, so we used that for the Holi 
shoot. We could have gone with a 5D, but I just felt that the 
circumstances of Holi, with everyone throwing crazy amounts 
of coloured powder and water, I wanted something really 
robust, a camera designed for documentary shooting. And 
the EX3’s a really good camera for run and gun, in amongst 
the mayhem sort of stuff, and it had slow-mo for the colour 
throwing, and... yeah, look it was good. It was a crazy time… 
just crazy.

A.C: You had to contend with fl ying coloured powder and 
excited Indians tossing buckets of water! I mean, that’s a 
nightmare situation for DOP. 

B.E: Actually they were more interested in getting colour on 
to me than they were on to the camera! 

A.C: Lighting wise, you wouldn’t have had a lot of control 
over many set-ups. Mostly natural light with just a small 
lighting kit I presume? 

B.E: Yeah, I had a few simple lights for interviews. But for 
a project that is about a photographer, the cinematography 
needs to be supportive of their work… respectful. It’s not 
about me. It’s about their amazing body of work, so you just 
want to shoot it in a way that supports that. We didn’t want to 
over-stylise what we were doing .

A.C: Let me talk very briefl y now about your association 
with the visual artist Angelica ?

B.E: Angelica Mesiti, yeah.

A.C: Tell me all about her and what you get out of 
shooting visual art?

B.E: Angelica and I have worked together on all her projects 
for about four years now. One of the fi rst shoots we did 
together was this really beautiful work called Rapture (silent 
anthem). She had managed to get access to a position 
underneath the stage at the Big Day Out, as she wanted 
to fi lm, in extreme slow motion, the young fans watching 
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“I guess that was something that 
I was conscious of to a degree 
- to try and stay on a certain 

path with the kind of subjects and 
material that I chose.”

the artist performing. We just cut a little hole in the hessian 
underneath the stage - it was like being in a strange bird hide. 
It was a really affecting work and I remember seeing it for the 
fi rst time in a gallery space and thinking how lovely it is to be 
working with someone who really thinks about what every 
frame means. It’s a different interrogation of the image, and 
quite stimulating to work with someone who engages with 
cinema as an idea, and wants cinematic ideas in her work. 

A.C: I don’t think you could have called it anything 
other than Rapture. And having the kids sprayed with 
water to cool them down was a huge bonus. Like all 
cinematographers I hated 
wind, dust and rain, but boy, 
can those elements work for 
you. Very early in my career 
I became totally in love with 
what wind could deliver - so 
I bought a big industrial wind 
machine and it came with us 
on every shoot. Instant energy 
in the frame. By the way do 
you get paid for your work 
with Angelica?

B.E: Yes, I do. It’s like working on any other project really. 
She’s based in Paris, so I’ve been over there a couple of 
times to shoot with her and just recently we fi lmed a fantastic 
project up in the mountains of Turkey, Greece and the Canary 
Islands. 

A.C: Would you agree that an important part of being 
a cinematographer is about relationships and building 
relationships?

B.E: Absolutely.

A.C: Last question Bonnie.  Are you optimistic about 
where cinematography’s heading?

B.E: That’s an interesting question. I guess to be honest I’m 
not a huge fan of the VFX heavy world. I can appreciate the 
artistry that goes into that stuff, but I don’t love the quality of 
those images. I really miss the texture of fi lms shot on fi lm. 
I think there has been a quantifi able loss, moving to digital 
technology. I think the Alexa is a great camera, but I still don’t 
feel it captures things in the same beautiful textured way that 
35mm does. I mean, when I saw The Master last year, which 
was shot in both 70mm and 35mm, I just felt so overwhelmed 

by the beauty of fi lm. I really 
felt, “Oh, that’s so stunning”. 
I don’t know, I feel sad that I 
may not get to shoot a feature 
on fi lm. Still, whatever camera 
you have, you should be able 
to make it look good, I don’t 
think one should ever complain 
too much about the tools, it’s 
the storytelling that matters. I 
do believe that people still go to 

the cinema for the same reasons that they’ve always gone, 
which is to connect with stories about people, and I think that 
will never end. I think that the cinematographer will always be 
there to capture the human face and performance, and that 
there will always be a need for cinematographers to help tell 
the director’s story in a visual way. Because not all directors 
are visual. I’ve worked with some who are very visual but then 
with others for who it’s not their fi rst thought, what the camera 
is seeing. But I don’t think there’s any doubt that we’ll always 
be there. 
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A.C:  I believe that quite a few distinguished cinema-tographers put their hand to 
shoot A Life Exposed: Robyn Beeche. 

A.C: Why did you choose Bonnie Elliott?

L.B: Absolutely. There’s an incredible sensitivity that she can bring to the telling of human 
stories. But also she has a very expansive way of thinking and her spectrum of reference 
points is very wide. And that was a major reason for me picking her, because other 
cinematographers I’d worked with or was considering, I thought that they just didn’t pull from 
as many reference points, be they artistic reference points or humanitarian. She’s just widely 
read and widely exposed to all sorts of arts and human experiences really... all sorts of things. 
I think she largely agrees to projects where she feels a great empathy with the subject and I 
think that’s fantastic. That’s a luxury, because she is offered a good array of work, whereas I 
guess other cinematographers may not have that choice.

They may have to take work that they don’t necessarily like and, you know... then that may 
be a diffi cult thing to deal with when they’re shooting actually.

A.C: Do you think that because you’re female, she’s female, and you are doing a 
documentary about a female, that Bonnie would have a more sensitive understanding 
of each other’s space and creativity?

L.B: Well look, it’s interesting, because I didn’t really set out initially to have an all women 
crew or anything like that, as I believe you should pick the most appropriate person for the 
job. But when I did choose Bonnie - and it was for other reasons also; I thought she’d be 
great to travel with, and that’s an important thing when you have to spend a lot of time 
overseas with someone in a different context. Plus she was willing to work with just me doing 
the sound. I wanted no frills and when I chose her, Bonnie said to me  “I think it’s right to 
have a woman cinematographer, given Robyn’s a woman and given the nature of her work 
– there’s a particular type of feminine sensibility that she brings to her work.” And I thought, 
“Yeah she’s right.” 

A.C: That makes perfect sense to me. Bonnie seems to choose her projects very 
carefully. Generally, cinematographers end up getting offered the work that they’ve 
done in the past and it’s up to the individual to rail against being pigeon holed, if 
they fi nd themselves disliking the type of work they are getting. Most producers and 
directors look for the fi lm that they are going to do on your reel. But as you said earlier, 
Bonnie likes a good story, something to get her teeth into.

L.B: It’s interesting, because the fi rst time Bonnie and I met - I don’t know if I’d even seen 
her reel at that point  - she brought some art books and her own photos from a previous 
trip to India and it was the way that she’d pulled all those things together…from across a 
spectrum in to a real centre and was saying, “I want to draw on these things to have a very 
clear and artistic approach.” 

Lesley Branagan Producer/Director



It’s that something extra that comes through a wide exposure and a lot of heart and just… 
being a storyteller. Whereas I think other cinematographers don’t see themselves as 
storytellers, they see themselves more as technical or creative people who aid the director. 

A.C: Bonnie told me that she chose a very simple, almost observational way of shooting 
the documentary, because she didn’t want to impose her own style on the subject, and 
that it wasn’t going to be a competition between her and Robyn. She wanted to keep it 
almost a homage to her and just observe and record what was going on rather than say, 
“Oh, I’m doing a story about a creative person, so I’d better be fairly creative here also”. 
Were you aware of that?

L.B: Yes. To me that was defi nitely the best approach because Robyn isn’t a person who 
seeks a lot of attention and someone says that in the fi lm, “She’s never sought notoriety and 
it’s only now, later on in her life that she’s becoming well known.” So, we had to step back 
and give her that space, so Robyn could come forward. Besides, the rituals in India are so 
spectacular in and of themselves that we didn’t need to impose arty farty stuff on them either, 
or set it up to make it look really fantastic, and we wanted to capture them in an authentic way.

A.C: Were there any interesting situations, any dodgy situations, funny situations, you 
know, something anecdotal that we could fi nish off on?

L.B: Oh gosh. There were so many. [laughs] I’m trying to think… gosh, but certainly in some of 
the rituals where we in amongst hundreds of people throwing red liquid, it was very challenging. 
And there’s a lot of groping, you know, it’s pretty full-on and crazy and the fl oor is very, very, 
wet and it’s very easy to slip over. One of the Holi rituals that was performed in a circuit around 
the villages came through Robyn’s town, and it really is spectacular - a pink elephant comes 
down through the very narrow laneways, and there are two children sitting on top of the 
elephant dressed as the Gods Radha and Krishna. They have these huge bags of pink powder, 
which they throw over all the people in the streets and the shop keepers… there’s also a brass 
band that goes along with the pink elephant and all the revellers and dancers follow it. So there 
we were, Bonnie and I, set up in our high vantage point, and we’re very excited about the 
elephant coming down the laneway; we can hear all the noise and the procession rounded the 
corner but instead of a pink elephant there was this puny little red horse! Apparently the animal 
rights activists had won some sort of a stay in the court to prevent elephants from marching in 
the Holi parades, and so we had to shoot this red horse. It was such a disappointment… we’d 
prepped for a few years for this shoot and... [laughs]... yeah, it was very, very disappointing, so 
we just had to make do with a little red horse.

A.C: That’s a gem of a story. Last question, when do we, or how do we see the fi lm? I’ve 
seen it, but this is a question for our magazine readers. How do they see your fi lm?

L.B: Yeah. Well basically people have to order the DVD from me. 

If you’re in Australia, A Life Exposed: Robyn Beeche can be ordered from 
www.http://www.lesleybranagan.com/a-life-exposed and elsewhere visit www.alifeexposed.

com (geo-blocked to Australian users until June 2014).
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Mike Edols:  Martin Sharp was one of those characters 
in life that we don’t see so much in Australia. In England, 
for instance, you can be eccentric and it’s very much the 
norm. But eccentricity and being entrepreneurial is not really 
the Australian way. But I’ve always been attracted to that 
because, well, I’m highly eccentric myself, and obsessive, and 
certainly the collaboration between Martin Sharp, Tiny Tim 
and myself worked because we’re all obsessive characters. 
I’ve thought long and hard as to why Tiny Tim was important 
to Martin. You’re correct in saying he was obsessed by Tiny. 
Tiny was a walking encyclopaedia of twenties and thirties 
singing, and I think that what Martin saw in Tiny was a 
refl ection of himself in that they were working artists of great 
integrity and knowledge. 

Geoff Burton:  I found a quote from Martin that doesn’t really 
answer the question but provides a commonality between 
the two of them.  Martin has said, “Tim’s appropriation of 
song is very much like my appropriation of images. We’re 
both collagists, taking the elements of different epoques, 
and mixing them to discover new relationships.” Martin 
of course was always cutting up pictures and composing 

collages, years before it was fashionable, and Tiny’s songs are 
fragments appropriated from other writers and re-assembled 
to his own designs.

M.E: That’s correct.

G.B: Did you see anything yourself that linked their 
common creativity?  Strong in my memory are things like 
Martin’s Mickey Mouse room, his great love of Luna Park, 
circus, cabaret, the carney lifestyle.

M.E: Interestingly enough, when Martin didn’t come to 
New York for the Street of Dreams shooting I decided to 
do a lot of playback, with Tiny performing to playback.  For 
instance there’s a scene from the Bronx looking over to 
Lower Manhattan at magic hour and I’ve got Tiny dressed in 
a Pierrot clown outfi t and that’s what this image is - he’s got 
a white face and the white top and all the rest of it - and I’ve 
got him singing The Great Pretender.  He had a wonderful 
idea of theatre and what the camera was doing. He was a 
natural at it. I said, “OK, what I want you to do is look up to 
there. Can you see something - a building or whatever? OK, 
that’s your eyeline,” and in foreground on a split fi eld diopter, I 

ENCOUNTER 
MICHAEL EDOLS ACS AND MARTIN SHARP

Following the recent death of Martin Sharp, one of Australia’s most-loved modern artists, 
many of his friends recalled how he had infl uenced their lives and their work.

For AC Magazine Geoff Burton ACS talked with Michael Edols ACS about his encounter. 
with Martin during the shooting of Street of Dreams, Martin’s fi lm about the singer and 
entertainer Tiny Tim.

Mike Edols ACS improvises shooting Tiny Tim in New York.  
Image courtesy of Mike Edols ACS.
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had one of the production team go out and fi nd a little Pierrot 
on a quarter moon.  So it’s in hard focus, Tiny’s in hard focus, 
Lower Manhattan’s in hard focus...

G.B: Lovely shot…

M.E: …and he’s singing, “I’m The Great Pretender.” But the 
shot turned out to be too formal for Martin.  I guess because 
I had a reputation for being a walking tripod and shooting an 
entire scene in one take, that appealed much more to Martin 
because there was that aspect of chance in it all. Which is of 
course the nature, and attraction, of pure reportage. 

G.B: In our little cinema scene in Australia at that time 
you were an early exponant, and soon an expert, in 
cinema verite cinematography.

M.E: My keyhole to the world, looking through the lens, 
was always driven by sound rather than by other infl uences. 
Composition and those sorts of things become organic after a 
while. They have to be. Every frame has got to be composed 
correctly, but it’s the sound of what’s going on around you that 
drives you, and I think that Martin was far more excited by that 
aspect of the camera, of being much more organic. And so 
the idea of collage becomes fl exible and then you put a very 
intuitive and experienced editor 
like John Scott together with the 
footage and you have a great 
sequence.

The other thing I really enjoyed 
about the collaboration with 
Martin and Tiny is that they were 
both gracious men. There was 
never a harsh word between us. 
You can do a lot with that. When 
Martin phoned me when I was in 
New York - he was to come to New York to do the New York 
section of the fi lm where Tiny Tim lived - and Martin phoned 
me up and said, “I shan’t be coming. Tiny can direct the fi lm”. 
Well it’s not the fi rst time that a director’s stepped away and I 
found myself in the position of having to fi ll the brief. But that 
was a disappointment for me because I thought that the fi lm 
about Tiny Tim, really was about Martin Sharp. I’ve always 
maintained that. And I had many a discussion with Martin 
trying to convince him, even when you and I were working 
together on the fi lm. I had one opportunity only where I sort of 
demonstrated to him that this was the case.

G.B: Tell me about that occasion.

M.E: We were in a recording studio  - anyone who works in 
production will recognise this - in a music studio, the console 
is behind glass and the mixer and the producer are on one 
side and the musicians on the other. In this case, I was with 
the musicians, as is my way - always up front and in amongst 
it all - and I looked across the room, and the players were 
Tiny Tim of course, and one of the guests was David Gulpilil, 
just to add to the mix... and a regular band that was made 
up of guitarists and drummers and all the rest of it. I looked 
across and I saw Martin next to the mixer with this enchanted 
innocent and childlike look on his face, and I thought, “Here 
it is. I’ve got it”. You know what it’s like when you shoot 
something, and a director says, “Did you get it?” Also like in 
still photography - you know it’s in the can. So somewhere 
in the archives is this footage: I chose to start off with Tiny 

Tim in extreme close-up and then stayed on the same focal 
length but pulled focus through to the mixing booth, pick 
up the mixer and then tilt up to Martin and held it, as you 
do when you know that’s where the money is. And then to 
contextualise it all I just slowly pulled back and then we found 
the musicians and Martin in the context of all of that. And 
when Martin saw this footage, I said, “Here you are. This is 
a way to introduce you to Tiny,” because it’s like an author, 
I believe, that writes about a subject. There’s something of 
themselves in whatever they do, and that was what interested 
me. So my disappointment in Martin not coming to New York 
was that I wanted the two of them together, because I felt that 
that’s where the story really lay.

G.B: Do you recall Martin approaching you about 
shooting Street of Dreams?

M.E: If memory serves me correctly, you were already at his 
house when I arrived. I think you were actually shooting at the 
time. But I can’t recall what the situation was, but I remember 
there was a shoot on and you were there. 

G.B: Like many of Martin’s fi lmmaker friends I shot a few 
bits and pieces over an extended period, but you were 
the cinematographer for the fi lm?

M.E: A turning point in our 
relationship occurred when I 
was shooting Tiny Tim, at last 
light, travelling on a speed 
boat from Rushcutters Bay 
past the Opera House and 
onto Luna Park where he was 
about to attempt the record 
for non-stop singing which 
forms a major part of the fi lm.  
Having the sea legs that I do 

I was able to choreograph the camera lens around Tiny as 
he enthusiastically responded to the city and that end of the 
harbour.  Though the footage hit the cutting room fl oor, and 
while too humble to say so, Martin loved it.  Nothing formally 
passed between us but simply that I was his man from that 
moment on and I would go on to direct and shoot the NYC 
segments.  Martin would shyly smile and look affectionately 
into your eyes that said he approved.

G.B: We should go back a bit. The Yellow House period. 
Did you ever visit the Yellow House?

M.E: Yes, I did actually.

G.B: Martin was the driving force behind that idea – a 
Potts Point terrace house, gutted, painted yellow outside 
and each room seperately designed/illustrated by 
different artists.  I used to hang around the place because 
many of the visual artists working there also made fi lms 
and there were many memorable screening events.  
Artists like Gary Shead, George Gittoes, Alby Thoms and 
the UBU mates, they were always fi lming or screening 
at the Yellow House.  At that time though Martin wasn’t 
into fi lmmaking – Street of Dreams would be his only 
signifi cant fi lm project.

M.E: That’s true.  And after nearly forty years since we 
started shooting it is still unfi nished.  And there lies another 
question I’ve never been able to answer.  Why was it that he 
didn’t have to fi nish it? That this construct was endless? I 

“... the collaboration between 
Martin Sharp, Tiny Tim and myself 

worked because we’re all 
obsessive characters.”
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mean, after all he was fi nancially independent, and it wasn’t as 
though he had an Executive Producer saying, “Now it’s time 
to wipe it’s bottom, pat it on it’s back and put it to bed”.

G.B: That’s been suggested to me before, that he didn’t 
have to fi nish it because it was self-funded and he wanted 
to keep the option of changing things.  I understand that 
right to his death there was an editing machine in one of 
the rooms at the Bellevue house, so he could always work 
on it when he chose to. 

M.E: That’s right. And many many sound tapes that go back 
well before anything that we shot of Tiny Tim.

G.B: Yes, right back to 1968 presumably, when he 
fi rst met Tiny Tim in London through his work with Eric 
Clapton on those record covers. 

M.E: And interestingly enough, I look back, and although the 
fi lm was never released, and never fi nished, it has probably 
some of the best footage that I ever did, and it was because 
of the great trust that the three of us, Martin, Tiny and me, 
shared. And the looseness of it, you know. There’s a point 
in your career where you’re able to throw the technology 
and the hard earned training over your shoulder and you just 
pursue the story. And when you’ve got wonderful characters 
of depth and intelligence, and I must say great integrity, it all 
seems to fall into place.  Once 
I was shooting with Tiny and 
he was talking about bringing 
sexual joy to young women 
and he went up to a closet and 
pulled out a shoebox and there 
were all these sex aid devices 
but they were still in their 
cellophane boxes. And there 
was something kind of, not 
pathetic, but fanciful in the fact that it was only his imaginary 
world, it wasn’t reality, none of these devices had ever been 
used. It was rather that he felt he wanted to bring love and joy 
to people. I don’t think it was a frustration with him, it was just 
part of his world of theatre. It wasn’t as though it was in any 
way dark, I didn’t see it as perverse at all, or tragic, rather it 
was just part of his fantasy. He was sort of like a walking Luna 
Park, in a way.

G.B: Let’s talk a little about observational shooting, 
something that has occupied a large part of both our 
careers.  We talked about how easy it is if you’re working 
with people who are in a circle of trust - it makes the 
intrusion of camera and crew much less disruptive for 
a start - but you’ve shot so much terrifi c material with 
subjects from various cultures that are not your own, your 
outstanding Aboriginal fi lms for instance. How do you 
establish the trust in that case?

M.E: Oh, I think there’s a universal sense. Is it like-
mindedness when you’ve got cultural difference? The Italians 
have got a wonderful word that seems to say it all - it’s 
simpatico. When I made those Aboriginal fi lms, I was still a 
young man who was not sure of himself at all. I mean, fi rst 
and foremost I’m a cinematographer, but I’m also an artist 
and, like so many artists, you don’t always know... You go, 
“I could’ve done it better”. “Next time I’ll do it better.” I was 
very shy. I wasn’t a typical cinematographer/director, ever 
sure of himself, that came later in life, but when I made those 

fi lms it was perfect timing because I was a great listener, and 
so that sympathy, simpatico, was the key.  I’d been making 
propaganda fi lms for the government fi lm unit at the time 
when the Aborigines in this case came and said to me, not 
in so many words but essentially, it’s time for you to come 
and make propaganda fi lms for us, you know, “Tell our story”. 
And to do that, you really need to be patient, accepting of 
endless waiting. But you’ve also got to create a one to one 
relationship and it has to be ongoing.  

I remember very clearly the night that a magic moment 
occurred, where something profound happened between two 
men of different cultural backgrounds. I was looking up at 
the stars, as you do around a campfi re in the outback, with 
the old man, and I looked up at the stars, and he said, “You 
look at the shape. We look at the shadow.” And I looked at 
him and I thought this is a world perspective that is inverse to 
what I’m used to. And now I’m here to learn. I’m a sponge, 
tell me more. And from that basis it was possible to do what I 
did with those fi lms. 

You know, many times I’ve shot stuff and students say, “Oh 
how do you do that?” and there’s a point where you say, 
“Well, it’s not me, per se.” There’s a trust and there’s an 
energy that is far beyond our normal understanding.  And 
you hear of a great dancer, a Nureyev of this world, who will 

say, “No, it’s not me dancing, it’s 
something else.” That only comes 
with a certain degree of surrender 
and of letting your outer persona 
take over. 

G.B: There have been 
times when I have been 
shooting on the shoulder for 
an extended period covering 
an uncontrolled situation 

where I’ve felt I no longer have control of the camera. 
I’m supporting it – but little else – where it points, where 
and when it moves, the size of the lens, seem to be 
determined by the camera itself, the camera is capturing 
the scene and I’m an innocent bystander. That doesn’t 
happen every time of course, but when it does you just 
know the sequence is going to be a winner. 

M.E: That’s when magic happens on the screen. Where, 
as you say, the camera lens is beyond your control. I say 
it’s when you surrender.  And I mean it’s all very well as grey 
haired men to talk about this now, but at the time you don’t 
think about this necessarily. You’ve just got to get the job 
done, be professional, be conciliatory to a sound recordist 
who’s having a hard day.  And when you’re lost behind the 
lens, then is the truth of the matter. Like the dancer who says, 
“I’m not doing the dance. I’m lost in the dance.” And it’s like 
you’re lost behind the lens and the camera. You’re delivering 
but you’re no longer in control. Nor should you be if you’re 
doing something that is pure of heart. I think that’s probably 
the simplest way I can describe it, pure of heart.

G.B: How did a boy like you, born in Sydney whisked of 
to the Far East by newly adopted parents and raised in 
Borneo fi nd the pathway to a life in cinematography?

M.E: A dear friend of mine has a wonderful turn of phrase. 
He says, “In every setback there is an opportunity.”  The 
setback that put me onto my career was a teacher at my 

“Like the dancer who says, ‘I’m 
not doing the dance. I’m lost in 

the dance.’ And it’s like you’re lost 
behind the lens and the camera.”



boarding school in Melbourne who had a good idea, and that 
was that those of us who were in the remedial class would get 
up and speak to the class as a way of developing confi dence. 
The remedial class were not just scallywags but there were 
factors, not so much broken families but, you know, mum and 
dad both working, whatever it was, struggling to get enough 
money together to put the boy through the best school, but 
not enough attention for the young man, so he was slow to 
learn, or whatever. In my case it was that I spoke Dusun and 
Murat, before I spoke English, in Borneo. And I’d lost two 
sets of parents by the time I was sixteen. I was shy, but the 
kids always got me to get up. Other kids would tell about 
their pets, dogs and cats, but I had a gibbon monkey, for 
example. And I told them about the fl ood water that would 
come down during the monsoon on the Sagama River. 
All the local kids, including me, would go to the river bank 
hoping to see the perawat come down, which is a bit like a 
mini tsunami, a metre high wall of water would come down. 
Canoes that weren’t secured or taken up on high ground 
would come down with trees and all the rest of it and it would 
always happen at monsoon time and then the river would 
swell and fl ood the entire area. I told the class about this, and 
the teacher said, “Michael you have a wonderful imagination 
but you shouldn’t tell fi bs.” Now he did me the greatest favour 
in the world because I was mortifi ed, because I had spoken 
the truth, and I decided that I had to fi nd a witness to prove 
my world existed. When I went back to Borneo for the school 
holidays - I was ten or thereabouts - my father’s chief engineer 
in his workshop was a tall Chinaman, and he’d come over to 
me quietly and say, “What do you want?” and I said, “I want a 
camera.” And so he gave me a box brownie, and I’ve still got 

those negatives. So I used the camera lens as a witness to 
my world, and in a way I’ve continued to do that.

G.B: Your fi rst cinema experience?

M.E: My father, Ted Edols, built an outdoor cinema, a 
jungle cinema, in Borneo, and the expats would come with 
their deck chairs and the local indigenous people would be 
sitting on a wooden fence rail and I’d sit there as well. A lot 
of the fi lms were either in English or Dutch, and as their fi rst 
language wasn’t either of those the locals would run their 
own commentary as to what was happening. And this was 
my introduction to fi lm. So when I came to boarding school at 
Trinity Grammar, I acquired the keys to the projection booth, 
which was a broom closet really, and spent my time running 
fi lms, I think I ran Richard III about eight times, and working 
on my stills in the school’s darkroom. And, you know, that’s 
how it started really. I worked with Leica when I left school, 
and that was street photography and you literally worked with 
a Leica camera. My pitch was Martin Place and I’d spot mum 
with the pram and the two kids, get the shot, hand her the 
card, and the proof sheet would be displayed on the back of 
the fl ower stall at the end of the street. 

G.B: Everybody’s family album has a few Leica street 
portraits in it…

M.E: Yeah, and I got really good at it.  I’ve said to many a 
student since then, get the technology over your shoulder 
and then think about what you’re shooting. You know, the 
depth of fi eld was there, the exposure was right, the fall of 
light was right, the composition was perfect, you know. Walk 
backwards, get it in the can and hand over the card. f

without the background noise. 
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A.C: Joe what was the biggest challenge for you going 
into the cave and shooting the spiders?

J.S: Well there were multiple challenges, really. We knew that 
we were going to be down there for three months or more. 
But probably fi rst and foremost in our decision-making was, 
would we be able to take the Red Epic into the cave? Would 
the equipment actually be able to handle the conditions? As 
you can imagine, the environment in a cave is very moist with 
very, very high humidity, so it’s not the ideal location to be 
operating electronic equipment. 

A.C: Just describe to me the way that you got into the cave. 

J.S: Each day we would drive to a point on the highway 
where we left the car and then it would be about a forty 
minute walk, with our packs, up to the cave. The camera 
gear actually stayed in the cave during the shooting period. 
It only saw the light of day two or three times over the three 
and a half months. Once we were there, it was a case of 
going down a manhole basically and, once you were within 
the cave system, there were three or four major chambers. In 
some of those chambers the ceilings would have only been 
1.5 metres high. In other places the chambers were about 5 
or 6 metres high, so there was really quite a diversity in terms 

Joe Shemesh – 9 December 2013

Over the past couple of years, cinematographer Joe Shemesh has been spending months 
at a time trying to capture the Hickmania Troglodytes spider during its most intimate 
moments. With writer Neal Gaiman now involved, Joe’s collaborations with Niall Doran of 
the Bookend Trust is set to become something special and very creepy. Check out their 
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fabulous teaser video on their web site. 

A C Magazine spoke to Joe about this fascinating shoot and to Niall Doran, the spider 
obsessed academic who is driving this project. 

of the size and look of the chambers. We generally ended up 
working in the smaller chambers because the spiders actually 
liked to take the prominent positions close to the entrance to 
the cave, because that’s where they can feed. That’s where 
they catch the crickets as they move in and out of the cave 
at night. So, really, within fi fteen to twenty metres of entering 
the various chambers, the numbers of spiders diminished, 
because they were all near the entrance. And running through 
the centre of the cave is a fast fl owing creek so you basically 
end up walking through that creek and navigating your way 
deeper into the cave. The cave system itself goes for about 60 

metres. Apparently there are about 450 caves in that area. 

A.C: Right. So, did you have any natural light in there or 
was it all artifi cial?

J.S: No, defi nitely not. The natural light fell away the minute 
you went through the manhole, and that was it basically. 
Without a torch, it was pitch dark.

AC Amazing. And the temperatures down there… 
You said it was humid?

J.S: The humidity could fl uctuate anywhere from 75 to 98 
per cent, but the temperature is generally a stable 9 degrees 
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Celsius in cave systems. We had days where it certainly went 
much lower than that - we had days where it was around the 
4 degree mark - and we had days where it was around 10 
degrees, but generally it was a lot cooler. And because this 
cave system has two major entrances, what often affected the 
climatic conditions within the cave was the wind chill factor as 
air was sucked through the cave. That would really lower the 
temperature and make it fairly uncomfortable to work in. 

A.C: And did that disturb the webs and shift the spiders 
around?

J.S: It did. The webs fl utter in the wind quite a bit and the 
spiders really dislike that. They hang on for dear life and just 
ride it out.

A.C: And how did the EPIC perform, Joe?

J.S: Oh, absolutely fl awless. Not a single lost frame. Not a 
single issue for three and a half months. 

A.C: It’s extraordinary, isn’t it, that animals as ancient as 
these are - and, you know, they’re getting on a bit, they’re 
a few million years old, I believe - that they’ve been just 
sort of hanging around down there waiting there for the 

technology to catch up so that you could go in there and 
fi lm them in all their glory.

A.C: So, apart from the physical problems of being in a 
cave, how many days did you spend down in the dark?

J.S: For the fi rst month at least the average day was about 
18 hours. And that took a really big toll on us. That fi rst month 
also ended up being the most bitter of the weather conditions 
of the whole shoot, and I guess we were acclimatising to 
suddenly going from a heated house in Hobart to a frigid 
cave system in the middle of winter. But, I guess, what kept 
us going was really just the thought that we were fortunate 
enough to have been asked to do something that no one else 
had ever done before, and there are not too many stories that 
haven’t been covered by the BBC nowadays.

A.C: That’s very true. I guess the big question would be 
how do you prepare yourself, or can you prepare yourself, 
psychologically for that kind of confi nement? 

J.S: I told the guys - I was working with two guys, my 
camera assistants, Doug Thost and Piers Johnson - and I 
told them on a number of occasions that I think that in that 
sort of situation, my level of patience and concentration had 
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certainly been heightened by the fact that over the years I’ve 
been a very keen fi sherman. You very often need that level of 
patience when you’re fi shing, and I used to spend a lot of time 
fi shing on the coasts and would literally sit there sometimes 
for twelve or fourteen hours a day, just looking out to sea… 
waiting for a bite. And I really do believe that has helped 
me immensely in being able to pull this off. Just settle in, be 
patient but  vigilant.

A.C: Ok, so how did you go about shooting the spiders? 
What was your go-to lens? And how did you light them?

J.S: In hindsight, I feel that it’s a real shame that this was not 
originally a formal, commissioned project. Niall had to come 
up with a reasonable budget, enough to get us in there and 
hopefully get the shots he wanted.  But really, I would have 
liked to have been able to hire some specialised lenses, but 
we just didn’t have the budget. Plus, we only had little LED 
lights in there, so we were faced with just constantly shooting 
wide open - at 2.8 on a 100mm macro - and of course 
sometimes even the breathing of the spiders would push their 
eyes in and out of focus or as the wind was fl uttering them 
on their web. That’s how critical the focus was. It was, like, 
wafer thin, and I know that you know a thing or two about 

focusing. Yeah, wide open, a 5k sensor, it was really trying… 
enormously trying.

A.C: So it wasn’t a case of sitting down on a comfy 
chair with the camera locked camera off and rolling if 
something happened. You had to be operating all the 
time.

J.S: You’ve got to be operating it every single second. Every 
single second. Yeah. And that’s where the hardships came 
into it; I couldn’t stand fully upright or sit down and operate 
in a comfortable position. And the worst time was when I 
eventually managed to capture the egg-laying sequence, 
which has never been fi lmed before, I was literally on my 
knees for 22 hours. That’s without a word of lie. 

A.C: Joe, I hate to tell you this, but I’ve just come from 
Prague, and there were beggars on the street there who 
got down on their hands and knees and begged and 
they would make more money in a couple of hours than 
you made in a day. So what were you doing on your 
hands and knees in a bloody musty, damp, freezing cave, 
shooting spiders for so little…?

J.S: Reward! I believe the reward is much, much bigger than 
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“I guess we were acclimatising to 
suddenly going from a heated house 
in Hobart to a frigid cave system in 

the middle of the winter.”

the money. The reward has been huge. First of all be asked 
by Niall to go in and shoot something that has never been 
shot before is really an honour. I don’t think of it any other 
way. 

A.C: Let’s get back to the lighting. What was your lighting 
kit and did you backlight them or...?

J.S: We took about half a dozen small 4” x 5” LED light 
panels with us. But with a spider the size of your hand 
generally hugging the ceiling, it was near impossible to get the 
lights in the appropriate position. So very often, I ended up 
using one light panel. But I’m happy with the end result.

A.C: Yeah, I’ve seen a couple of the images and 

they’re quite spectacular. Did you identify any different 
characteristics in the spiders? Did you call them names? 
Was there a Jack and a Jill… ?

J.S: We often commented how much easier our lives would 
have been had we been able to put just a little blob of paint on 
one of their legs so we could have a red one and an orange 
one etc, to be able to tell them apart. But do you know what, 
Dick? Within probably about two or three weeks I could tell 
them apart easily. I didn’t end up giving them names, but I 
could tell them apart easily. I could tell which one had moved 
ten metres over night or which one moved twenty metres 
overnight and defi nitely by the time that I left the cave, I knew 
them intimately. I knew every one of them intimately. And just 
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to give you an idea, there were probably about 18 females 
and about 7 males. 

And what I found intriguing was that, like humans, they 
defi nitely had their own traits. They had their own personality 
traits and from time to time you just sort of got a feeling that, 
yes, today this particular spider is going to allow me to be one 
inch away from it, and it’s going to keep on doing its thing 
without me worrying it. Whereas on other days you’d come 
into the cave system and they’d basically just shut down. 
They wouldn’t run away, just stay motionless on their web… 
basically shut down. And let me tell you, Dick, a spider that 
has been in a cave system for so many... for millennia, can 
defi nitely outwit and outwait humans, there’s no doubt about 

that!

A.C: Did you get to touch one? (Funny, this question was 
asked by my wife, Patricia)

J.S: I ended up touching one twice because it actually 
ended up on the camera and I had to basically lift it off the 
camera and put it back on the web. Yeah, not a good place 
for arachnophobes.

A.C: No, not at all. Do you.... this is an interesting 
question and you probably can’t answer it as you’re not a 
spider, but ... do you think they got used to you?

J.S: I think some of them defi nitely got used to me, and they 
were the ones that ended up affording me the opportunity to 
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“...the worst time was when I 
eventually managed to capture the 
egg-laying sequence, I was literally 

on my knees for 22 hours.”

fi lm at such really close quarters. We had a system… because 
I didn’t want to spook them, I would quite often start fi lming 
with a very heavy red fi ltration on the LED panels, because 
I was told by Niall that when he did his time in the cave and 
did his studies, he would quite often have the red light on and 
found that it didn’t bother them as much. So I would start off 
with the red light and when they were really into their actions, 
I would switch to the balanced light. It worked on most 
occasions. 

A.C: So tell us about the 
money shot. The spider porn, 
so to speak. You were there 
specifi cally to get the mating 
of these spiders? How long 
did you have to wait to get 
that?

J.S: Yes. The most important 
shot was the mating, the second was the egg sac laying, 
and the third was seeing young coming out of the egg sac. 
So, because we’ve been fi lming over two years, I’ve actually 
managed to get the young, but not actually seen them coming 
out of the egg sacs, so that’s something that we’re going to 
have to go back for this coming year. But for the money shot, 
the mating shot, we waited 30 days! 30 days, 18 hours a day, 
the coldest weather out of the whole three and a half months, 
and on the morning of the 30th day, I’d texted Niall and said 
to him that I can see his money just basically fl ying out the 

window and that we would possibly have to have a chat 
and think about how to proceed. Because I was under the 
impression that we were just affecting the spiders’ behaviour 
to such an extent that they had basically given up the idea of 
mating. I sent that text off at 9 o’clock in the morning and at 
4.39pm that afternoon we found our fi rst mating couple and it 
was really quite a sight to behold. But where they were mating 
was a really terrible location … between two rocks and I only 

had a very, very small gap to 
shoot through to get a decent 
shot of them, and Doug also 
had a very small gap to get the 
backlight on to them, but we 
got a half decent looking shot. 
And that mating went on for two 
hours.

A.C: Bit like yourself, Joe.

J.S: Sorry?

A.C: Bit like your good self.  [both laugh]  Two hours… 
you were fortunate that it wasn’t wham, bam thank you 
ma’am. Otherwise you’d get nothing.

J.S: Absolutely. After this fi rst one, we ended up getting 
fi ve matings over the three and a half months we were in the 
cave and the longest one that I got was on the day that I was 
packing up to leave. I was there on my own and I went into 
the cave to start hauling all my gear out, and as I was taking 
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the fi rst load up I passed a female, and saw that a male was 
just about to approach her. He did and they were at it for fi ve 
and a half hours!!! It was enough time for Niall to drive from 
Hobart (approximately 2.5 hours) and for them to still be doing 
it when he got into the cave to hold the light. (Both laugh)

A.C: Do they ever die of exhaustion? (Another question 
from Patricia)

J.S: Why it’s actually taking so long is that the male is 
actually passing very tiny amounts of sperm into the female’s 
abdomen, and he’s doing that one load at a time. And 
obviously some females are more mature than others so 
they’re probably able to hold much bigger sacs of sperm, so 
obviously it takes a lot longer. But that was nothing compared 
to 22 hours of building an egg sac. Starting right from the 
beginning, from the minute she started weaving a thread that 
came off the ceiling. She’s decided where she’s going to have 
the egg sac  - and she’s obviously considered the safety of 
that egg sac because it’s going to hang there for the next nine 
months - so she’s chosen the spot, and the next thing she 
does is weave just one strand down from the ceiling, and over 
the next 6 or 7 hours, she builds the top layer of that sac, and 
then for the next four hours, she laid the eggs into a part of 
that sac, and then she spent the rest of the time closing the 
sac up. So the eggs are actually suspended in this woven, 
tear drop-shaped sac that’s hanging off the ceiling. I was there 
for those 22 hours and I was rolling for most of it and I still 
found it diffi cult to comprehend what I was seeing.

A.C: So what size was the egg sac Joe?

J.S: The eggs are like fi sh eggs, they’re like caviar. They look 
like caviar, and the sac itself is about the size of a twenty cent 
coin.

A.C: Oh, OK. And how many eggs would you imagine 
would be in one sac?

J.S: I managed to fi lm two lots of egg sac laying. The 
second one I was able to be right there, like inches away, and 
it seemed like there would be at least two or three hundred 
eggs in that sac.

A.C: Fascinating. They must have a mucus on them, so 
they stick together and don’t roll out.

J.S: Absolutely. Well, that’s one of the world’s fi rst that we’ll 
be able to claim in this whole saga… even Niall was not aware 
how they actually got the eggs to stay suspended in the 
middle of this silken sac, and I was very lucky to be able to 
fi lm the whole process. In actual fact what the female did is at 
a certain stage of the silk sac building, she then pumped out 
this balloon-shaped mucus that actually stuck to the silk, and 
it was only when she was certain that it was fi xed in the centre 
of the silk that she started pumping the eggs into it. And that’s 
never been seen before..

A.C: Joe, are they territorial? I presume they are. When 
you go back to a certain web is the same spider is in that 
web?

J.S: Yes and there were some territorial fi ghts. There were 
some territorial fi ghts that I fi lmed between males, the bigger 
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males in the cave. And there were certainly some territorial 
fi ghts between the bigger females as well. It takes a lot of 
energy. You’ve got to remember that these spiders generally 
might only feed once or twice a year, because they don’t 
go chasing crickets. They’ve got to wait for the crickets to 
inadvertently fall into their web, so they may only feed once or 
twice a year, which means that they have to really conserve 
their energy, so they don’t go around wasting any energy if 
they don’t need to. But from time to time, certainly they did 
get into scraps and on some of those occasions we were 
lucky enough to be in the right place to actually fi lm it.

A.C: Is it pretty vicious? Do they kill each other? 
(Yeah, Patricia again)

J.S: They can kill each other very easily. They’ve got very, 
very large and sharp nippers basically so they can chop each 
other’s legs off very easily, and in actual fact the males are 
at a very great risk of being poisoned, being killed by the 
females, and that’s why getting that sequence of the male 
approaching the female was really vital to be able to show the 
whole story. You’ve got to take into account the fact that we 
were doing this with some light, even though it was subdued 
light we were doing it with some light, but in their natural 
day to day life, they’re approaching that female in absolute 
darkness, so what the male ends up doing is fi nding the web 
and then just staying on the edge of it and gently tugging it, 
and that basically alerts the female that it’s a male and that’s 
he’s wanting to mate. Now, very often what we saw was that 
the female would just run at him and chase him away; but 
on the odd occasion and on those fi ve occasions where we 
fi lmed an actual mating taking place, they must get to a point 
where they just decide, “Ok, well, I’m ready and he’s come 
calling so I’m going to let him in”. 

A.C: Joe, the spider that she rejected, say, did he come 
back or was he rejected permanently and another one 
lined up?

J.S: Well, we had situations where the one spider would 
come back for days on end, just kept on coming back. 
There was a situation where he was chased away and was 
only twenty or thirty centimetres away from her and he 
remained there for a month, without moving. And eventually 
they probably mated, but we were not in the cave when that 
happened.

A.C: They’re a little bit more patient than I am, Joe.  
[both laugh]  They obviously don’t bruise too easy. One 

knockback and I’d be at the nearest bar commiserating 
with my mates.  That all sounds extraordinary! Did you 
end up shooting any slow motion, or you didn’t have 
enough light?

J.S: No, not enough light for that. I would have loved to. 
I would have loved to have been able to shoot, on the odd 
occasion, when the spiders would catch a cricket, they would 
attack it so quickly that it was hard for the naked eye to 
actually see what was going on. The whole thing would just 
happen in a split second, and by the time the action actually 
settled enough for you to be able to work out what was going 
on, the spider had already cut two of the cricket’s legs off 
and had already poisoned it, and was then just standing back 
and waiting for the poison to take effect, and that might be 
two or three minutes. The poison just liquefi es the inside of 
the cricket and then the spider comes back and just basically 
sucks out all the liquid. Nice stuff! [laughs]

A.C:  Are they poisonous to people? (Again Patricia. 
You can see where this is going can’t you? No way is 
she going into that cave and nor is she going to sleep 
tonight!)

J.S: Oh, they could bite you. Yeah they could bite you and in 
fact, Niall has been bitten once or twice and he said it’s quite 
painful but it’s not deadly to humans, but he said it was quite 
painful. 

A.C: Let’s get back on track. Overall, everyone is very 
happy with the end results?

J.S: Absolutely, but what I am proud of, Dick, is that - I 
think I had the discussion with you even in the fi rst year that 
we went into the cave to just have a look - what I’m proud 
of is that I managed to talk Niall out of going down the path 
of doing it all with GoPros, because that was on the cards 
initially, to just go and plant GoPros everywhere, and you can 
just imagine what a waste of time that would have been.

A.C: Great little cameras, but so wrong for that job.  

J.S: That’s right. Absolutely.

A.C: No, I think the RED Epic sounds like it was the 
camera designed specifi cally to shoot the Tasmanian 
Cave Spider. Great story. Thanks a lot Joe.
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A.C: Just give me the background on the Bookend Trust.

N.D: Ok. Well Bookend started off a number of years ago 
from an idea that brewed in my head. I used to work for the 
State Government and I suppose there were two triggers 
for me. I was working in threatened species management 
at the time and that was a fairly contentious area and issues 
like forestry were full of heated debates – as the situation  is 
in Tasmania with environmental debates – and it concerned 
me that, when I’d go and give guest lectures at the university, 
the students who were doing second year zoology had no 
concept that there was actually a career in that discipline. 
They were just doing it because they liked it, and I thought, 
“Well, if second year students don’t realise there’s a potential 
career there, how many students aren’t we getting to second 
year because they don’t see a career path, and how many 
students from school aren’t seeing a career path in zoology or 
any other environmental science?”

So the fi rst part of Bookend came out of wanting to inspire 
students with the positive careers they could build. The other 
side of it was really the budgetary one. In my role at the time, 
we used to get operational funds from the Commonwealth 
Government. There were 200 threatened animal species on 
the list, and we used to get operational funds from the Federal 
Government for three of those species – the swift parrot, 
the orange-bellied parrot and the wedge-tailed eagle – and 
that would come in at about 120 to 150 thousand dollars 
a species a year, which was enough to employ a project 
offi cer and give them some operational funds to work on 
conservation of those species. This was before the Tasmanian 
devil became a threatened species, I should add. But my 
State operational funds, which were to cover the full 200 
animal species, were $6,500 a year, which works out at about 
$32 a species per year, which really you can’t do anything 
with. In this deeply divisive political environment – you know 
all the controversies – we were really hitting our head against 
a brick wall and I decided that I could actually go out as a 
consultant and I could generate more money than that myself 
as a consultant and put it back into doing good environmental 
work and education programs. So that’s really what sparked 
Bookend. Bryce Courtney was actually quite a trigger for 
all of this because it was Bryce who heard about what we 
were doing and really loaned his support and his marketing 
background to what we were doing and helped us shape the 
idea into something solid, and really gave me the impetus to 
take the plunge and to think this was a good thing to do. 

A.C: Now for the good bit. The spiders. The Hickmania 
troglodytes! Great name.

N.D: Right! [laughs] Yeah ok. Well, when I was a kid I loved 
spiders. When I became an Honours student, I wanted to 
do an project on spiders and Mike Gray at the Australian 
Museum in Sydney said, “Look, in Tasmania there’s this 
absolutely fascinating spider, the Tasmanian Cave Spider, 
but we know nothing about it.” So I started studying it that 
year and began to realise that this was a spider that broke 
a lot of the rules of what we knew about what spiders did. 
As it happened, Alastair and a few other cave experts were 
setting up a cave project at that time to monitor cave biology, 
and so the following year after my honours I worked on that 
project, and then it really grew into what’s been a twenty-three 
year sort of side project that we’ve run. And that’s eventually 
what led us to Joe, because, as you commented before, we 
needed someone who could actually sit and wait and capture 
those key moments and have the patience and the skill to do 
it. Joe was our man. 

Hickmania troglodytes is the biggest spider in Tasmania; 
it’s got a leg span of 18 centimetres, so we’re talking 
about dinner plate size. It dates back to the fi rst age of the 
dinosaurs. It’s been around unchanged since at least that 
time. It might be older than that but the fossil record for 
spiders isn’t good because they’re quite soft bodied so they 
don’t preserve well in rock. But we certainly know there 
were spiders like this about at that time, so it could be older. 
It’s a Gondwanan relic, so its closest relatives are in Chile 
and Argentina. It holds characteristics which link between 
the primitive spiders and the modern spiders, and it’s got a 
mating cycle which is quite weird and bizarre, which is what 
Joe’s (Shemesh) been trying to fi lm – the hooks that it uses to 
hold the female, the whole courtship process, even down to 
the egg sacks it produces. Most spiders hatch out of their egg 
sacks in six to eight weeks; these things take nine months, 
and the spiders themselves live for decades. 

A.C: That leads me to my next question and you’ve kind 
of answered it, but why Joe Shemesh?

N.D: Well, I had seen a lot of Joe’s images, not just his movie 
footage but his stills also and he had a real passion for the 
Tasmanian wilderness. Then, as I sort of caught up with him 
more and more and he would show me clips of his footage, 
I also could see the...almost the love that was going behind 
the shots and capturing the animals in the poses that are less 
common. I suppose, you know, anyone can go out and get 
footage of a devil, or a wombat, but there are those moments 
that you know you need to sit and wait for, and it became very 
apparent that Joe was the guy who’d go and spend weeks 
on end out in the rain, lying on the ground waiting for that one 
shot that he needed of the wombat doing x, y or z. And so I 
went and talked with Joe and said, “Look, this is the project. 
I don’t know how we’re going to get this footage, because 
these are spiders that are in very diffi cult places to get to. 
They don’t like the light, so as soon as you’ve got a light on 
them, they’ll stop doing the behaviours that we’re trying to 
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capture. It’s going to be technically diffi cult.” But I just had this 
feeling Joe was the man who would be able to do it.

A.C: Yeah. Well, I’ve now known Joe since I came to 
Tasmania, which is 9 years ago, and, you know, he 
certainly is a journeyman. He has in his mind a vision 
of excellence that I think all other very, very good 
wildlife photographers and cameraman have. Because 
excellence, nine times out of ten, doesn’t come cheaply 
in terms of time, effort and pain, and he’s got the ability 
to suffer for his art…and suffer the loneliness. So how do 
the rushes look? 

N.D: Oh look, absolutely extraordinary. I mean, and again 
this comes back to Joe’s desire to do the job so well; he was 
showing us images that I thought were absolutely fantastic but 
Joe was saying “Yeah, but they’re not quite right.” From day 
one of the second year shoot, because he’d already spent 
last season trying to get the footage, he said from day one this 
time round he was even happier with it because he now knew 
how to fi lm the spiders. He’d got that down pat. So from 
day one he was turning out footage that was just glorious, 
and then the long waiting started. These things, because 
they’re long lived and because they’ve got a low metabolic 
rate, they’re a bit...you’re talking about Joe’s ability to shut 
down and sit in the wilderness waiting, well the spiders do 
that as well, so it became a battle of wills between them. He 
had a male and female spider in the same web, which means 
they’re basically courting, but in the course of a two week 
period that he was up there fi lming those two spiders they 
refused to move, so they just hung in the web, didn’t move 
at all, and the only reason you’d know it’s moving footage 
and not a still photo is that the strands of the web vibrate in 
the wind. Joe got in touch with me after he’d been up there 
for a while, and he’d been getting great spider footage but 
he hadn’t got the shot we needed, and I remember getting 
a text, because he’d send me a daily report by text and I’ve 
got all these texts archived, and I got this one this morning 
saying, “I’m really concerned Niall, I’ve been up here for a long 
time and I haven’t got your shot and I’m burning your money, 
basically… what do we do?” I got the text and I’m thinking, I 
don’t... yeah, look, he’s right. How do I respond to that? And 
I thought, I’m going to think on that. I’m not going to respond 

straight away. I’ll let him have another day in the cave and 
I’ll think about it and I’ll get back to him this evening. And as 
it happened, that afternoon I got the text from him saying, 
“Got it!” Literally it had happened that afternoon. He had a 
great comment when he came back which was he loved the 
project because he had to outsmart the spiders to work out 
how to get that footage. I’m over the moon with the footage. 
Something that takes it to a whole new level for me is, back 
in 1991 we did get some footage of these spider constructing 
their egg sacks, which are these great big white sacks – 
they look like little pears hanging in a cave – and we did get 
footage back then, but as you can imagine, 20 years ago, 
the technology we were fi lming with was pretty poor, so in 
VHS handy cam with red light. We’ve still got the footage but 
you know, it’s fuzzy, it’s hard to see. Joe’s managed to now 
get that footage in glorious RED EPIC quality, and we’re now 
actually looking at the footage and it’s actually showing us a 
few things that we haven’t seen before. So this project, the 
footage is so good, it’s not just documenting what we knew 
scientifi cally, it’s actually informing the science, which is terrifi c.

A.C: When I fi rst spoke to Joe about this article, I 
imagined there might be a bit of a back story there and a 
few big, spectacular images, but the way that you’ve just 
described all that, it’s also a great story. It’s really a terrifi c 
story. By the way, do they fi ght?

N.D: Oh yeah! Because they’re so large, with this nearly 
20 centimetre leg span, a big dominant female will hold her 
ground in a cave. They build a horizontal web, not a vertical 
web. Most garden spiders, their web hangs vertically. These 
things build this great big horizontal web, which can be a 
couple of metres across. It’s like this great, big trampoline, 
because they’re catching things falling off the roof of the cave, 
and there are key spots on any given cave where food’s better 
and everything else. So a big female will want to defend a 
good spot and so they’ll fi ght to defend that spot and, you 
know, two spiders having a go at each other can be quite a 
spectacular sight. 

A.C: Fantastic. I can’t wait to see these images now.

For more information on this project, 
see www.sixteenlegs.com or www.bookendtrust.com
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Ranald Duhig rduhig@filmfacts.com.au or  
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Artist Averaging –  
Big Tax Saving

If you fall within the definition of 
“production associate” you may obtain a 
big tax saving if you apply for  income 
averaging on your taxation return. You 
can amend your taxation returns back 
two financial years.

“Production associate” refers to those 
persons who have an artistic input, as 
distinct from a technical input, into 
motion picture production. People who 
qualify as production associates are 
specified in the definition of “artistic 
support” to be: an art director, a 

choreographer, a costume designer, a 
director, a director of photography, a film 
editor, a lighting designer, a musical 
director, a producer, a production 
designer, a set designer and any person 
who makes an artistic contribution 
similar to that made by any of these 
persons.

When do you need to 
register for GST

You need to register your business for 
GST when your current year or projected 
annual turnover exceeds or will exceed 
$75,000 per annum. 

Getting a debt arrangement 
with the ATO

If you have a tax debt of less than  
$20,000 and you wish to pay this off 
over a period of say six months, then 
getting a debt arrangement with the ATO 
is as easy as calling the ATO’s 
automated debt payment system. 

First meeting free: please 
call for an appointment to 
take advantage of this offer

Travel Allowances and Substantiation Requirements

Using the government travel allowances rates are a great way to minimise tax. However, there are substantiation requirements 
and the following table provides a summary of the requirement for claims for those work-related travel expenses covered by 
the allowance where the taxpayer is required to sleep away from home when travelling for work purposes:

CIRCUMSTANCE DOMESTIC TRAVEL OVERSEAS TRAVEL
Travel Allowance received, 
and...

WRITTEN  
EVIDENCE

TRAVEL  
DIARY

WRITTEN  
EVIDENCE

TRAVEL  
DIARY

The amount claimed does 
not exceed the reasonable 
allowance amount:

• travel less than six 
nights in a row

NO NO NO* NO

• travel more than six 
nights in a row

NO NO NO* YES

The amount claimed 
exceeds the reasonable 
allowance amount

• travel less than six 
nights in a row

YES, FOR 
WHOLE CLAIM

NO YES NO

• travel more than six 
nights in a row

YES, FOR 
WHOLE CLAIM

YES YES YES

*Regardless of the length of the trip, written evidence is required for overseas accommodation expenses- but not for food, drink or incidentals.



In order to understand the images most 
discussed in the following interview, I 
suggest you have a Google at Jeffrey 
Darling’s latest work on the net, especially 
the South Australian Tourism TVCs for 
the Barossa and Kangaroo Island. And 
by the time this article goes to print, his 
wondrous campaign for Adelaide will have 
been launched. Alchemist, wizard or just 
plain, old fashioned master of his craft… 
you be the judge. The text in blue is by his 
long term partner and Executive Producer 
Sarah Blair. DM Ed. 

A.C: Tell me how you started in the industry.

J.D: I guess my start was at school really, taking 
a liking to photography and pretty well immediately 
knowing I wanted to pursue something like that. And 
then getting a job at a small production company, taking 
care of camera gear, and that basically just gave me 
time to sort of teach myself. I know it sounds strange, 
but it was very much a self-taught thing. Any chance 
I could I’d just be trying to shoot. Even just a tabletop 
thing or anything I could, to try and understand what 
the camera story was, just trying to understand from 
scratch what it all meant. And out on set, I became a 
very strong observer of people. It was really trying to 
understand the whole mechanism of it.

S.B: He’s very self-contained. He’s very driven... very 
driven. He was the youngest person ever to win an AFI 
award for cinematography.

A.C: That’s a very interesting thing. I mean, most 
of our generation more or less stumbled into the 
industry… we didn’t go to fi lm school, as there 
wasn’t that opportunity. But you purposely set 
about looking at light and practicing tabletop and 
how to construct images, tell stories… were you 
destined to be in the commercial industry, do you 
think?

J.D: No, it sort of varied. I was always shooting for 
other people, doing music videos or whatever, short 
fi lms and so on. I was doing little shorts with people like 
Alex Proyas, and then there was Yahoo (Serious), who 
I knew up in Newcastle. We started doing some 16mm 
fi lms together - and then one became Young Einstein, 
which I shot on 35mm. But I think at that age, it was 
really just a matter of trying to fi nd a camera, fi nd an 
opportunity and make myself available for just about 
anything that came my way. But commercial work 
wasn’t the main attraction.  

Jeff Darling
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A.C: It’s interesting when you say, 
‘try and fi nd yourself a camera’…  
that way of getting into the industry 
has now been turned on its head, 
hasn’t it, with cheap digital cameras 
that deliver very high quality images 
available everywhere?

J.D: Yeah, and I think it’s incredibly 
liberating. I mean, sure you can 
romance about it, and I still do, even 
the smell of fi lm and the journey you 
had within it and the discipline that 
was behind it, but, you know, there are 
now different disciplines. Now I see 
kids getting into the industry at a really 
young age, but there’s a whole lot of 

stuff that we had a lot of anxiety about 
that they really don’t, so they’re putting 
that energy into their story telling and 
other areas. And the vocabulary has just 
expanded so much. Before you were 
worried about a third of a stop under 
or over and you were worried about 
crossing the line and you couldn’t tell 
stories that had fl ashbacks in them, 
or you couldn’t tell stories that had 
monologues in them. There were all 
these rules - everybody thought, you 
can’t do this, you can’t do that - and 
now anything kind of goes. If it’s got a 
heart then it lives. I just fi nd that really 
liberating. That’s been the big asset in 
what’s happening out there now.

A.C: You say, ‘If it has a heart’, and 
I couldn’t agree more. I used to look 
for a core truth in a script, because I 
believed that if I understood the truth 
of the communication, I could then 
drift a little bit from it. Stay tethered, 
but drift… By that I mean, working 
in a more abstract way. Your visual 
style seems quite abstract, especially 
when you relate it to a commercial 
product... do you try and establish a 
truth in a communication?

J.D: For me it’s the feeling… I really 
don’t read scripts very clearly. I try to 
sort of squint at them, just to get a feel 
for what they are. I don’t really want 
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to know all the bits, because it kind of 
taints it too much. What I really want 
to know is what’s the feeling ‘in there’, 
or what feeling do I think I can put into 
it. I mean, it’s very easy to understand 
the core elements of what they want 
to convey, but inevitably, underneath 
all that, the only thing I see that makes 
people interested in viewing something 
is an emotive connection, an intellectual 
connection and an entertainment 
connection within it, and I fi nd it very 
hard to read that on the paper. I just 
have to almost squint at it and kind 
of feel it, and then follow my instincts. 
And even when I get to the edit room 
I’m still trying to fi nd that feeling that I 

had originally. I fi nd that’s the only way I 
can guide and shoot it... not being too 
prescriptive about the specifi cs, or the 
needs of a certain shot, but more the 
feeling of a certain shot. And also it’s 
cinematography, knowing that in order 
to have this expansive thing, or to feel 
this sense of freedom or this sense of 
intimacy or whatever I need, something 
to counter it so I can actually have that 
feeling. The vocabulary of how you tell it 
isn’t always about just needing a whole 
lot of great images. Some of them are 
just garbage shots, some of them are 
textural shots, some of them just energy 
shots or whatever, to actually get to 
the images that are either storyline 

signifi cant or emotionally signifi cant. So 
it becomes very much an orchestration 
and that’s what I shoot for.

A.C: You’ve used the words 
‘emotional’, ‘intimacy’, and 
‘freedom’…  you seek particular 
images that refl ect those words? 
But you say you’ve got to have a 
balance  and a lot of the stuff you do 
is quite dark and menacing. It has an 
overtone of menace, that somehow 
you turn into beauty and that makes 
it connect.

J.D: Yeah. It is that belief in sort of 
‘ugly beauty’. You can’t have beauty 
without understanding some of the 
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other elements. And similarly that 
element of tension you can get with a 
bit of fear can really bring something 
very releasing to another moment when 
you suddenly feel liberated from it. A 
lot of those are angles, and so on. A 
lot of times you see me shooting the 
back of someone’s neck, which is a 
very vulnerable point of view, so you 
feel that sort of sense of vulnerability. It 
doesn’t mean each shot’s going to have 
it, but I want to be left panting or I want 
to be left almost on edge or I just want 
to feel like I’ve been holding my breath 
the whole time and then suddenly I can 
breathe. All those sorts of things are 
the feelings I’m after… so I’m trying to 
orchestrate that. I guess that’s one part 
of the story vocabulary or emotional 
vocabulary that I’m using, but there’s 
a whole lot of other stuff that goes on 
in there to actually do it. And I always 
ensure that there’s an intellectual base 

to it, and by that I mean that I’m not 
trying to play down to my audience. I’m 
actually using rhythms and patterns and 
constructing ways that shots can move 
from one shot to another, or juxtapose 
or confl ict or whatever. You know, 
there are a whole lot of images that feel 
disparate, so why does it feel seamless 
and why do I get this emotional feeling 
at the end? And that’s part of all the 
craft that’s interlocked with the editing 
process as well. I guess I very much 
shoot for the edit as well.

A.C: And the soundtrack always ties 
it together, doesn’t it? 

J.D: Yeah, soundtracks are very 
important. They really do push you 
into certain areas. But most of the time 
soundtracks are really not there until the 
edit room. 

A.C: That’s interesting. I would have 

thought that you would be the sort of 
visualist who would actually have a 
soundtrack in mind right from the start, 
or at least a tempo or mood track.

J.D: Yeah, I guess I do sort of have 
a tone or a tempo. We’d probably use 
two or three tracks in an edit room to 
get around the feelings, and as we’re 
working on an edit we fi nd that some 
things will work better… a feeling from 
a track that sits better with the way 
the piece has unfolded. For Kangaroo 
Island we used an Eddie Vedder track 
and for the Barossa commercial, I used 
a Nick Cave track… I didn’t know that 
I would end up with Nick Cave, but I 
knew the sound that I wanted to start 
the commercial with and there was one 
chime on Nick’s track that I knew... that 
fi rst chime. I wanted people to know 
that this is where this piece begins… 
with that chime. But that was stuff that 

“There were all 
these rules - 

everybody thought, 
you can’t do this, 

you can’t do that - 
and now anything 

kind of goes.”
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evolved in the edit room. Then we had 
to negotiate for it afterwards. 

A.C: The Red Right Hand was a 
stroke of genius from my point of 
view. It’s such a… well, all Nick Cave 
songs are dark and menacing, I think, 
but they’re also incredibly beautiful…  
an overarching beauty, I think. 

J.D: Yeah. Oh, he’s just got that in his 
voice. It was more the frontier aspect of 
it and the harshness, the edginess that 
underscored the feeling of what that 
area was. Because there’s very much 
a pioneering sort of sense to it and I 
wanted to feel that sort of edginess in 
the place. Usually I storyboard pretty 
much immediately, before I go out and 
shoot anything or even survey, just 
because I kind of know the images. But 
then I go out and I’m really infl uenced 
by the feeling of the people. And sure 
I want to fi nd a farm or I want to fi nd 

a protagonist who’s wandering, or 
something like that, but it’s all very 
infl uenced by the area. And then the 
tone of it - the fi nal tone - comes from 
that journey, to that area, and really 
understanding what that feeling is. So, 
I don’t infl ict too much upon it. Yes, 
I infl ict images, and characters and 
all that, but inevitably, the place really 
infl icts the tone on it. I wouldn’t have 
thought I would have come up with Nick 
Cave at the beginning. But the more I’ve 
talked to myself about it, it ended up 
becoming that. 

S.B: A friend told me that when she 
hears those fi rst chimes of that Nick 
Cave song, if she’s down the other end 
of the house to where the TV is, she’ll 
rush to watch it.” Whereas, a lot of 
advertising you hear the fi rst chime of 
something and you think, “All right, time 
to make a cup of tea”.

A.C: I’m fascinated by the fact 
that you storyboard straight away. 
The images in that SA Barossa 
commercial are, as I pointed out 
before, really quite abstract. You’ve 
got that old piece of farm machinery 
silhouetted in the burning grass, 
and little things like a girl’s hand 
grabbing a dead branch of a tree 
that’s hanging down into the frame. 
I know you would have been there 
before, but how do those storyboard 
images relate to the images you 
ended up shooting? Or are they just 
a reference point, a starting point?

J.D: Well they’re pretty close. What 
the storyboard does is really give a very 
quick communication point. It’s really 
the cinema thing. It’s really trying to get 
people on board very early and just get 
that communication going. I don’t even 
really look at the storyboards after that, 
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“Usually I storyboard 
pretty much 

immediately, before 
I go out and shoot 
anything or even 

survey, just because I 
kind of know 
the images.”

because I’ve kind of built the story. So 
then it’s like, ok well I build the scene 
and then I fi nd images inside it. And 
all those things are spontaneous. So 
it’ll be, yes, I know I do want certain 
close-ups and I do want - whether 
it’s a guy climbing a tree or, like you 
say, a burning thing, or whatever - but 
inevitably I want to set up the story 
and a scene and then just let it evolve 
and fi nd the images that go into it, you 
know. And fi nd where the light works 

and where the story works, and if it’s 
raining use it, if it’s windy use it, if the 
person’s a wreck somehow use it. I 
just fi nd there’s great imagery in any 
situation and I’m not trying to force that 
imagery, the square peg into the round 
hole. I’ve set the playing fi eld for it and 
then go in and explore it and that’s 
where I fi nd the emotional side of it. 
That’s where I can freely hunt for that 
emotion. 

S.B: Jeffrey’s not someone who looks 

for the quirky. I would never describe 
his work as being quirky. It’s not, “Hey 
we’re going to tilt the camera and it’s 
going to be crazy framing”. It’s not that 
thing at all.

A.C: I’m intrigued that you can 
actually pre-visualise that. What was 
the take out for the visuals in this? 
When you fi rst got the commission 
to do the job, what was it that you 
were looking for? Was it refl ective 
of the environment? Given that 
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it’s South Australian tourism and 
it’s the Barossa Valley, obviously 
there needed to be food and wine 
in it, but when you look at it there’s 
very little ‘product’ in the overall 
communication.

J.D: Yeah, the brief to me was, ‘yes 
it’s food and wine, but it’s a region of 
small producers’. Originally what was 
presented to me were portraits of 
people and the soil. And there was also 
a table of food, and we sort of changed 
that, I guess. I guess what happened is 
we started to get this big wheel idea. In 
other words, it was almost this sense 
of life reversing. In my mind things 
were kind of going backwards. So you 
had this food and from the table we 
go back to the produce, back into the 
soil, and from the soil, through fi re and 
so on, to birth. So it’s this big wheel 
that is always turning. So that was the 
place to start. I knew there was the 
table, and I knew there were producers 
and I knew the types of producers 
that were there, so storyboarding was 
really just trying to fi nd those other 
things. I knew the food would be really 
tactile and it’d be very textural and so 
on, but I needed other characters, I 
needed a tree…. and with something 
like this you need protagonists and it’s 
hard having one protagonist, you need 
some confl ict and tension. You’ve got 

to keep these pieces alive and those 
things really help. You don’t need to 
get too involved with the characters, 
but I think what’s great and something 
that I always fi nd in all these images, 
I’m always after a sense of ambiguity... 
people asking more questions than 
the images are answering. There’s 
always that ambiguous thing that I think 
keeps people intrigued, or it keeps me 
intrigued by it. If everything’s so obvious 
then I have no interest in absorbing it or 
observing it, you know.

A.C: There’s a very heroic shot 
looking vertically down on a young 
woman dressed in a white frock, 
lying on her back in rich chocolate 
soil. She sifts the soil through her 
fi ngers and draws her legs up to her 
body in a kind of embryonic shape. 
Once again, I’m intrigued you can 
communicate with those kind of very 
abstract images. But somehow when 
it’s connected to all the other images 
it makes some kind of sense. The 
audience accepts it. They may not 
know what it means, but they like it.

J.D: Yeah, I guess that’s again 
the ambiguity, but also that thing of 
exploring something until you fi nd 
the feeling within the shot. You know 
what it’s like, you can do a close-up of 
somebody, but unless you really know 
the feeling that you’re trying to get out 

of them, a close-up’s just a close-up. 
Look, all these things are done very 
quickly, and I like to have a choice, 
because sometimes you get to things 
and you know they’re not working, so 
you say, “Ok, let’s move over here and 
do this really quickly”. I don’t want to be 
stuck anywhere. That’s my worst fear. 
And things like that I end up shooting 
on ladders, because very rarely do 
you want to get in to places where it 
is just too locked off. You don’t want 
cranes, you don’t want all these things. 
Occasionally you use them, but they’re 
obviously very prescribed sort of shots. 
But it is interesting. I mean, that shot, 
I think originally it was probably drawn 
with her sitting. But by the time I’d 
gone through the experience with her, 
she’d become a little bit more of an 
earth mother character. And look the 
images... they are very simple, but I was 
trying to give them an edge that make 
people, especially in a contemporary 
way, fi nd they want to digest them… 
give them something to relate to. I 
always say it’s just a matter of knowing 
the feeling of it. And I don’t care if 
the shot’s out of focus, or the shot’s 
dark, who gives a shit, you know. If 
everything’s on level, it’s dead. 

S.B: Well yeah, and he shoots and 
enormous amount in a day. The grips 
and gaffer and the guys he works with 
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all over the world have learnt that they 

need to be really fast to keep up with 

him, because he’s not interested in 

standing around and waiting while they 

rig up some crazy piece of equipment. If 

someone can attach a piece of rope to 

a camera and it can be fast and it can 

do what he wants... he will do that.

A.C: There’s spontaneity too. 

J.D: Yeah, and I think that’s what 

human nature is. You’re always catching 

impressions out of the corner of your 

eye or squinting into the light or you’re 

so engaged in something else, dialogue 
or something, that you don’t even care 
about what you’re seeing, because 
you’re not even looking at it, if you know 
what I mean. So I think all those things 
are things to exploit craftwise.

A.C: One of the things I’ve savoured 
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“I fi nd digital falls 
fl at if you’re always 

static on it. It’s 
almost like the pixels 

lock up on your 
screen.”

in life is when I’ve been travelling in 
a train or a car, whatever and I’ve 
glimpsed something that I almost 
missed and think, “I wish I had my 
camera.” What you seem to be able 
to do is to capture those fl eeting 
moments, the close-up eyeline shift, 
the low angle underneath the muddy 
foot or the thumbs digging into the 
fruit and fi nger into the soft cheese... 
a Bacchanalian way to eat, but it 
resonates because it doesn’t have a 
packaged neatness to it.

J.D: Yeah, I’m just trying to think 
about what you’re saying about fi rst 
impressions or that sense of glimpsing, 
because I always fi nd the fi rst days in a 
new town are so exhilarating, because 
the imagery is so fresh. So I really try to 
go in, even if I’m casting or whatever, 
with a camera. I might not get much out 
of it, but it will really give me a feeling 
of the place, because I get so much. 
Everything’s suddenly, like, on steroids, 
you know. It’s right in front of me. And 
after three days that’s kind of gone, but 

you want to remember that and digest it 
and feel like, “Well, that’s somewhat the 
heart of it.” Especially tourism things, 
you want to feel, “OK, well that’s the 
feeling that’s here,” and the rest of it 
is then politics or problems that are 
going to bog you down or whatever. 
But there’s something there, a fi rst 
impression… a certain feeling.

A.C: So you have your camera ready 
to roll at all times, I presume? 

J.D: Yeah, but only to some extent. 
Look, the best time it’s actually worked 
is when I’ve arrived in a town, cast 
immediately and then go on a survey 
and take my cast with me. And even 
though I’m planning to do the key 
shoots a little later, there’s something 
good about not always just relying on 
a landscape, but to have a character 
to be able to help me, even if it’s just 
the silhouette of a fi gure or something 
that can bring the thing alive a little 
bit more. And I sort of believe in that. 
Also, on set I really like giving the cast 
cameras, to shoot themselves, to fi nd 

things out about them that I could 
never fi nd out. Like, I’ve set up this 
thing around them and it’s sometimes 
better that somebody is off to the side 
observing it and giving us a different 
way to feel it. I mean there’s always 
the centre, but sometimes the centre 
isn’t where the story is and you know 
that and you’ve got to try and fi nd 
this other mischievous way to get the 
feeling of what you’re after. And I try to 
confuse people a lot, just to break their 
inhibitions. You know, I’m always there 
just talking to them with a camera in 
the hand, so the camera after a while 
just disappears. It’s usually only me 
and my AD who are really close to the 
cast, so it’s very conversational, very 
immediate. You know, it’s very much, 
“Why don’t we just try this, do that, oh 
let’s come back and we’ll start again, 
ok just run over there, now run back 
and forth, wear yourself out and come 
back panting. Ok now just close your 
eyes and do this,” and, “OK, well that’s 
interesting, let’s explore that.” So it’s 
trying to just give them some physical 
attributes as well so they don’t become 
too inhibited by it. Because very 
rarely do I cast actors in these roles. 
They’re very much people who I can 
get a freshness from. But even that’s 
changing because in the contemporary 
world, everybody seems to be a brand, 
everybody knows what being in front 
of a camera is about, and everybody’s 
kind of aware of everything. And nearly 
everybody’s got an agent as well. 
People kind of know what it’s all about, 
no matter if they’ve never been on a set 
before. 

S.B: There’s lot of the casting involved. 
He does an enormous amount of street 
casting.  He’s always interested in real 
people (a naff term), but particularly with 
children it works very well, because 
you’re looking for kids who are kids. 
They’re not kids whose mother thinks 
they’d be great in an ad.

A.C: That little word ‘just’ releases 
the tension as well. It’s really effective 
when you’re directing people and 
you don’t want them to be too 
uptight. And you’ve used that several 
times in your conversation just then, 
“… just run over there… just close 
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your eyes…” because if you start to 
give them a shopping list of things to 
do, they get discombobulated.

J.D: And I don’t think they need to 
know the deep, dark or impassioned 
story of the feeling of the image that I’m 
looking for. I’ve just got to fi nd a way 
to get their headspace into that. I don’t 
need to give them a spiel, because it 
is probably more, “Just stand on that 
ridge. It’s incredibly windy and I’m just 
going to photograph your eyelashes 
moving.” And all they really know is I’m 
looking up at them, but the way I’m 
shooting, it’s bringing all this other kind 
of tension to it or something. As long 

as I know what I’m after... and what I’m 
after is more a sense of feeling and just 
that confi dence to go and explore. And 
there are no mistakes. Don’t ever think 
it’s a mistake because...

A.C: Could be a good one.

J.D: Yeah. The more mistakes you 
make - that’s where you’ll fi nd the 
poetry and  it’ll get balanced against 
other things and they’ll become 
poignant. Look, it’s very hard for me 
to do things that I’m not impassioned 
about or not feeling some sort of world 
to fall into. I think the beauty of digital 
is that even if you have a diffi cult client 
who is after certain things, you can 

shoot through those things, instead of 
stopping and causing confl ict. I just fi nd 
it better to say “OK, we’ll do a bit of 
that, and then we’re going to move over 
here and do this.” Just keep the thing 
going. When it stops, your  own motor’s 
going to stop, the feeling of the piece 
is going to stop and all you’re going to 
do is bog down in the political side of it, 
and that’s not the end result that you’re 
after. 

A.C: When everyone walks out of 
the meeting room, having pitched at 
the fi nal PPM , can you imagine what 
is in their mind? I mean, I’m guessing 
that what you have in your mind and 
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what they have in their mind is two 
different things.

J.D: Yeah look, I think inevitably it’s just 
that they believe in what we’re doing. 
And I think the one thing that always 
keeps me moving forward is believing 
in the process. I mean that’s the thing 
that keeps you going, you know it will 
get to an end and it’s that constantly 
moving forward… but just believe. It’s 
kind of hard for people to understand a 
lot of stuff. Like on some of those jobs, 
it’s very hard for people to understand 
why you want that wardrobe or why 
you want that... it’s very hard for them, 
and you try and explain it, but there’s 
enough trust to say, “OK, well...”

A.C: That wonderful ‘T’ word.  
They trust you. Obviously you’ve 
got a terrifi c track record, and they 
know your work and they’ve asked 
you to do the job. There must be 
a lot of trust there because I don’t 
believe many people could have in 
their mind what you’ve got in your 
mind, particularly if you’re a client, 
or a marketing manager, or even 
a creative director. Because you 
have a very distinctive and powerful 
imagination and sensibility. 

J.D: But there are creatives who 
really... it’s their thing and they really 
want that sort of ownership. So a lot 
of that is making sure that there are 
partnerships. It’s not just, “Oh, leave 
me alone… trust me and I’ll be over 
there.” It’s really trying to take the weight 
of everything on with them, and really 

“I look for crew 
who are a bit like a 
Swiss Army Knife.”

getting to the core of what they’re trying 
to do and listening to the brief and 
trying to understand. They want you 
to understand what they’re trying to 
achieve, even if your language is quite 
different when you’re presenting it back 
to them, they feel like they’ve been 
heard. Then the trust starts to build.

A.C: It’s the politics of ownership, 
really, isn’t it? They have to have 
ownership.

J.D: Yeah, and everybody needs to 
touch it. A lot of these people have lived 
with it for a lot longer than I have. 

A.C: Well there’s no point being a 
top director/cameraman and making 
a stunning TV commercial if you 
alienate the creator of the original 
idea, the writer, the creative director 
or the art director… whoever. That’s 
part of your job, isn’t it, to include 
them, to make them feel that they do 
have ownership. 

J.D: Which is interesting, because I 
know the industry, what it was before, 
it was a very different sort of industry. 
There was a lot more arrogance in it, 
you know what I mean, as far as the 
older directors I used to work for. It was 

a very militant, very arrogant sort of 
thing, that once it got to the directing 
side, it was really cut and dried and 
that was it. I think in many ways it’s 
healthier now. And that brings me 
back to probably why that storyboard 
happens really early. I know what’s 
in my head, and the quicker I get the 
information onto the table for everybody 
to see, the more it can be discussed 
and so on and the more they’ll sort of 
start to understand it, so by the time I’m 
shooting a girl lying in the dirt, it’s like 
“Oh yeah, I’ve seen that image for three 
weeks,” or four weeks, or something.

A.C: Yeah, there’s no sudden 
surprises. Although you would be 
able to capture images that are 
brand new, fresh and you didn’t 
expect, when you get out there.

J.D: For sure. 

A.C: You now own your own RED, 
don’t you? How has owning your own 
digital camera changed the way that 
you do your job?

J.D: Yeah, that’s done a lot and 
I guess that’s probably to do with 
economics of the time and so on as 
well. Budgets are tighter, so having 
equipment does give you a lot more 
fl exibility obviously. Plus I’m not needing 
as many people. Before we used to be 
taking 30 cases on planes, now we’re 
taking four or fi ve or even less. It’s also 
given us a lot of control in our hands, 
you know what I mean. It’s really given 
us that camera speed variation, which 
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starts to infl uence the work a lot. I mean 
the way I shoot is usually just with it in 
my right hand with a handheld grip on 
it and stripped back to the minimum 
possible… as few fi lters as possible. No 
fi lter trays or anything. Usually working 
off prime lenses. 

But then fi lm’s sort of infl uenced the 
digital thing also, because really you’re 
trying to bring what you know of fi lm, 
its tones, its textures etc into the digital 
realm and give it a life. That’s why a lot 
of my stuff, it’s always kind of alive. I 
fi nd digital falls fl at if you’re always static 

on it. It’s almost like the pixels lock up 
on your screen. I always want light to 
be a player. I always want there to be a 
sense of movement and discovery and 
also build the depth of actually having 
a motion image. So you’re always after 
that little bit of perspective to give you 
that. So all those things I guess I’ve 
learnt from shooting fi lm. But what I 
also love about digital is you can exploit 
it. You can crank the thing up to the 
highest ISO possible, and make it as 
grainy as possible and shoot it at a 4 
degree shutter angle, or whatever it 
is. You can really fuck it up and make 

something work. There are all these 
things that are there to explore. I don’t 
think there’s any great trick to it. 

A.C: You’d fi nd it quite liberating, I 
suppose, because you’d be working 
with much smaller crews. Less 
people, less gear, less lighting gear. 
Is that the case?

J.D: Yeah, I mean I work with very 
small crews. Usually it’s a core element. 
I like to have the core element I trust. If 
everything goes crazy on you, that core 
element can do everything on set and 
you can get the thing done. You know, 
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the more it reduces down, the more I 
look for crew who are a bit like a Swiss 
army knife. 

A.C: I started my career in Brisbane 
where we had very good but small 
crews, so I found working in America 
was just a bit silly. I’d have forty to 
fi fty crew and I had no idea what 
most of them did. 

J.D: I can remember one of the 
lighting guys I used in LA, his truck was 
all painted up. He’d just had it freshly 
done, and he was pretty proud of it. He 
had a big smile on his face when I was 
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talking to him about it. And he said, 
look, doesn’t matter, the truck could be 
empty, but this is show business, you 
know, people want to see the big truck. 
Producers want to walk on set and… 
“Wow! That looks fantastic!” The thing 
could have a sandbag in it, but it was all 
about the show. 

A.C: Yeah, That’s showbiz! Do you 
supervise your grading and do you 
spend a lot of time grading your work 
Jeff?

J.D: ‘Yes’ to the fi rst part of the 
question and ‘very little’ to the second 

part. I pretty well grade all my jobs, but 
there’s not much actually that I grade, I 
mean most of it’s in camera. Generally 
it’s pretty well what it is. 

A.C: Final word to you Sarah.

S.B: I think that Jeffrey’s great talent 
is that he knows how to get people 
to respond emotionally. I think it’s 
just innate. It’s that simple. He thinks 
in images. It’s just who he is. It’s so 
intuitive it’s scary.

 



DOP Malcolm Ludgate ACS
I recently had the opportunity of shooting with the 
unique IMAX Solido 3D dual movement 15-perf 65mm 
fi lm camera, one of only two working units in the world. 
The camera was used for principal photography to 
capture the live action sequences on Australia’s fi rst 
3D IMAX production, a space fi lm titled 
Hidden Universe 3D.
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The December Media production looks at the universe and what the latest generation of radio telescopes and computer-
generated imagery can reveal from deep space. Using cutting edge data from NASA, The fi lms Director Russell 
Scott and a team from Swinburne 3D Productions, created simulations of the cosmos and its beginnings 
for the fi lm. By using imagery obtained from telescopes such as Hubble, the VLT (Very Large 
Telescope) and the ALMA Telescope, the University’s Technology Centre for Astrophysics 
and Supercomputing created 3D images of celestial structures, (like the Whirlpool 
Galaxy and Crab Nebula) to give audiences a dramatic new representation of the 
cosmos. Together with the live actions scenes we captured the production 
was designed to create a completely immersive 3D IMAX experience for 
the viewer.

The IMAX Solido 3D camera utilizes dual fi lm movements and 
purpose built matching interchangeable lens sets with the 
interocular fi xed at 72.4mm to record the wide fi elds of view 
required for IMAX and IMAX 3D dome-screen projection. 
For the Solido, this lens separation distance was the 
closest feasible approximation to the interocular 
separation of human eyes that was practical to 
build. The camera produces separate fi lm images 
for right and left eyes all in a single camera body. 
IMAX fi lm cameras use standard 65mm fi lm 
running sideways through the gate to create 
images 2.79” or 15 perforations wide on the 
neg and the exposed negative is then printed 
to 70mm for release. At 24fps a normal 
2D IMAX camera burns around 5! feet 
of fi lm per second. However the 3D IMAX 
Solido camera runs two 1000ft fi lm rolls 
simultaneously. With each fi lm roll costing 
around $1800 (plus processing); pushing 
the start button in this format is a very 
expensive exercise, especially as a full 
1000ft run only lasting 3 minutes.

Our crew and lighting package on this fi lm 
was typically small and given the cost of fi lm 
and processing, our shooting ratio was a 
ridiculously tight 2.5:1 The Solido 3D camera 
presented us with some unique challenges. 
After fi lming 2D test sequences in Australia’s top 
end with an IMAX MSM-9802 camera, our work 
took us to the high plateaus of Chile’s Atacama 
Desert to record the European Southern observatory 
high altitude radio telescope observatories at Alma 
and Parnell. Working at these locations was diffi cult 
due to sub zero temperatures, strong winds and endless 
blowing dust. The oxygen thin air at this altitude, over 
5500mt (16,000ft), forced us to work in slow motion as the 
Solido built up with its accessories weighs in at around 120Kg 
(260lb) We had to build wind breaks for almost every setup to help 
reduce dirt and vibration to the camera and all the crew got body 
rashes from the extremely dry air. Fortunately only one of our team, our 
contributing scientist, suffered altitude sickness on location. The exceptionally 
low humidity at these dizzy heights also made the 65mm fi lm stock shrink slightly 
and become brittle causing it to snap regularly. We managed to resolve that problem 
by wrapping the loaded fi lm magazines in damp towels before shooting to introduce some 
humidity back into the emulsion.



The director had stipulated that the 3D effect in the terrestrial footage we captured be intentionally subtle so as not 
to overshadow the dramatic 3D effect when the universe itself was on the screen which, after all, was 

the main focus of the project. To do that we aimed for a balance with the 3D images shot, 
making sure the sequences simply told the story without overpowering the audience 

with 3D effects. The Solido camera has a range of lenses with a fi xed interaxial 
distance which capture stereo images without camera convergence. 

Although converging lenses were available, we chose not to use 
them to allow any fi nal convergence adjustments to be done in 

post production. Additionally, as almost half the worlds IMAX 
cinemas have dome screens, careful consideration had to 

be given to framing shots that would work on a curved 
screen. Unfortunately a custom built 30mm fi sheye 

lens designed specifi cally for these screens was 
unavailable so the 40mm f3.5 lens set became 

my best of choice for those shots.

To give the fi lm a realistic depth of fi eld for 
the giant screen I chose to use KODAK 
VISION2 50D 5201Colour Negative fi lm 

for exteriors and KODAK VISION3 
250D 5207 Colour Negative fi lm for 
low light interiors and some outdoor 
sequences. Sending our exposed 
neg safely to CFI in Hollywood for 
processing was nerve racking 
and fi nding a courier in Chile 
familiar with the handling fi lm 
correctly proved a nightmare. 
We were unable to view any 
rushes during the shoot but had 
David Keighley Productions 
70mm Inc, probably the world’s 
most experienced IMAX facility, 
looking after the Negative and 
supplying feed back when 
possible.

The most nerve racking sequence 
captured on the Solido camera 

was the opening of a radio 
telescope roof to reveal the night sky 

which had to be timed and exposed 
perfectly to work. Due to the operational 

requirements of the facility shooting had 
to coincide with their demanding schedule 

and we had a one-time only opportunity to 
get the shot. Think of it like this, there we were 

with the heavy Solido and its notoriously slow 
lenses, balancing light levels from the rapidly setting 

sun, running the camera off speed trying to avoid fl icker 
problems from a mixture of mounted tungsten, fl uorescent, 

existing practicals and work fl ood lights inside the building, 
shooting with high speed stock, force processing it to get enough 

exposure, matching colour temperature and light levels outside and 
inside for a correct T-stop, shooting in IMAX and shooting in 3D with all its 

diffi culties. Easy right? It took some careful calculations but we managed to pull 
it off perfectly.



For general time-lapse shots and 
footage of the night sky, Nikon D-800 
cameras were used with super sharp 
Nikkor 14-24mm 2.8 lenses, as the large 
RAW fi les they produced proved ideal 
for integrating with the IMAX fi lm format. 
Russell tested the Nikon D800 against 
the Canon 5D MK3 and surprisingly 
found little difference. He found the D800 
produced some random drifting coloured 
noise from long exposures and although 
the 5D appeared more usable for time-
lapse, resolution was paramount, so 
we went with the D800 and its 38MP 
sensor. Other cameras also produce that 
resolution (like Hasselblads & medium 
format cameras) but their lenses were 
too slow or their ISO’s too limited for 
our time-lapse requirements. All our 
shots at night were taken with no moon, 
in very low light conditions. Our biggest 
problem was that drifting colour noise 
in the dark areas, all of which would 
have been fairly irrelevant at 2k but at 
5.6k would be catastrophic. The D800 
with its built in intervalometer made 
setups necessarily simple and all RAW 
images were processed in Lightroom 
and fi nalised in Digital Fusion. All up we 
took 250,000 frames creating around 
8Tb of data in the fi eld and naturally 
data paranoia ruled, so everything was 
backed up constantly on various drives. 

Some productions now shoot IMAX fi lms 
with top end digital cameras claiming it’s 
more cost effective, but in reality they end 
up shooting tons of additional footage, 
creating masses of extra data to store 
and deal with, and then have the added 
expense of going a fi lm-out at the end. 
Considering all those combined added 
costs, they may just as well have simply 
shot fi lm in the fi rst place. Personally, I 
love the discipline of shooting fi lm, where 
if the shot is not good enough to use, 
then don’t run the camera. The big 
heads up here is that when it comes 
to data we can all speak in 4K, 5.6K, 
and 8K and so on, but who has really 
worked on a feature that fi nishes in this 
resolution? Let us give you a hint, it was 
taking 20-30 hours to export one eye 
of the fi nal fi lm, so that’s 40-60 hours 
before you can check the 3D, which all 
sounds fi ne, but we ended up doing 
more than 34 exports of the fi lm, largely 



due to the requirements of the many 
different theatres worldwide that exhibit 
as Giant Screens.

The post path for the fi lm was a mystery 
to us at the commencement of the 
process, and still remains that way on 
completion. We did a few 2D pickup 
shots back in Australia using a Red 
Epic camera and discovered just how 
interesting mixing fi lm and digital footage 
can become. The fi rst thing you learn is 
that fi lm and digital don’t really speak 
the same language. Film talks in frames 
and digital is talking in time code and for 
delivery we were looking at producing 
both 4K 3D digital and 3D 15/70 fi lm 
prints.

The fi lms original footage consisted of 
about 50% digital fi les (most of these 
created at 5.6K) with the balance being 
15/70 original fi lm negative. For editing 
normally the 65mm IMAX 15perf fi lm 
negative would be printed down to 
35mm, then run over the telecine chain 
for viewing. For this production it proved 
much faster to have the neg scanned 
at 2K, and use QuickTime fi les for the 
edit. The CGI 5.6K data and the digital 
telescope image fi les of the universe 
were also made into QuickTime’s for 
the editing process. Accuracy with all 
communications in post, was paramount, 
as simply telling the neg cutter to trim the 
shot by one or two frames could create a 
nightmare in the process.

When it came to locking off the picture 

and getting ready for the fi lm out, neg cut 
and 4K scans, that’s when the fun really 
started. The fi lm was locked off as 1000’ 
reels, left and right eye and this is when 
we needed to be able to think in frames 
and time code at the same time. Also if 
not careful, the format created for digital 
fi les scanned and exported to negative 
may not speak to the fi lm out process. All 
I can say is that everyone involved during 
the entire post production path needed 
to speak to each other and consider 
being fl exible in their view of the process.

As for the 3D, we were in fact in 
good shape as all the digital material 
was screened and tested before the 
QuickTime fi les were made. Despite the 
Solido 65mm camera being a beast of 
a thing  to work with, the fi lm footage 
produced by its side by side 3D lens 
confi guration was a dream to work with 
and it created really great 3D for this 
production.

And fi nally at the end of this adventure 
I’m pleased to say that the 15/70 print 
and the 4K digital master  (scanned 
down to 4K, not pushed up to 4K), look 
amazing on the giant IMAX screen.

 The fi lm, which is currently running in 
Australia and worldwide, was supported 
by Film Victoria and is being marketed by 
McGillivray Freeman Films, the world’s 
largest distributor of IMAX productions.

f



58 / MYSTERY ROAD

It is so pleasing to have such terrifi c 
Australian fi lms representing our industry 
on the world stage at the moment, and 
Jonathan Teplitzky’s The Railway Man 
(2013) is certainly no exception. 

Premiering at last year’s Toronto 
International Film Festival, the fi lm tells 
the true story of Eric Lomax (Jeremy 
Irvine/Colin Firth), a British Army offi cer 
and WWII veteran who was captured by 
the Japanese and sent to a prisoner-of-
war camp after the fall of Singapore in 
1942. A learning exercise in humanity; 
this is a story about the triumph of 
human spirit. 

Shot by DOP Garry Phillips ACS, the 
fi lm relied heavily on various Queensland 
fi lming locations including the Gold 
Coast, Brisbane and Ipswich; but also 
taking the crew to England, Scotland, 
and Thailand. Compelling, moving, and 
fantastically inspired by real events, 
the screenplay is an adaptation of the 
real-life Lomax’s autobiography. The 
Railway Man starts calmly with a sense 
of optimism, building gradually, almost 
reluctantly, to the fi nal scenes which 
become utterly dependent on all that 
came before it. 

It’s not the fi rst time Teplitzky and 

Phillips have collaborated. Indeed this is 
the fourth feature fi lm they have made 
together, including Better Than Sex 
(2000), Gettin’ Square (2003), Burning 
Man (2011), of course The Railway 
Man, and they have shot upwards 
of a hundred television commercials 
together. “It’s a great friendship” says 
Teplitzky, “In the Railway Man we went 
for a very classic style - which would 
allow the fi lm to breathe and let the 
emotion come through. At the end of 
the day, the fi lm was going to live and 
die by the emotion, so anything too 
visually distracting was never going to 
work”. It is this simplicity that works 
so effectively in The Railway Man and 
Phillips has done a truly outstanding job. 

The naturalistic lighting choice and 
clever use of silhouette in one scene 
in particular, in an English veteran’s 
club, where character Finlay (Stellan 
Skarsgard) is in deep, personal 
conversation with Lomax’s wife Patricia 
(Nicole Kidman), is a testament to this 
dedication. Using a wide dolly shot 
juxtaposed with close-ups - the clean, 
white light bursts through the windows 
and washes over the two characters 
like a blanket of truth and honesty. It is 
visually quite beautiful, but not too so to 
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take away the audience attention from 
the emotion of the dialogue. Teplitzky’s 
depiction of emotional moments has 
enough restraint to never appear overly 
melodramatic. Teplitzky and Phillips 
have fun too; in one shot where the 
young Nagase character (Tanroh 
Ishida) slams the head of the young 
Lomax (Jeremy Irvine) down on a table, 
this is an exact recreation of a shot 
from their fi lm Gettin’ Square, where 
Australian actor David Field slams Sam 
Worthington’s head down on to an 
interrogation table.  

In The Railway Man, Phillips, along 
with camera assistant Paul Shakeshaft, 
exercises a gift of making the audience 
feel as though they are right there 
standing next to each character. Scenes 
depicting the construction of the Burma 
Railroad evoke the searing heat of the 
tropics, but also on an emotional level 
arouse agony and despair. In the scenes 
of Lomax and Patricia at home, you can 
almost smell the salt air of the Scottish 
coastline, making this a handsome 
period piece as well. Phillips chose the 
Arri Alexa with Codecs, and shot on 
Super Speeds (supplied by Panavision 
on the Gold Coast).

One would think that the subject 
of WWII has been cinematically 
exhausted, but fi lmmakers constantly 
demonstrate that they are still able to 
draw in audiences and satisfy the critics 
(Schindler’s List, The Thin Red Line, The 
Pianist), and in the case of The Railway 
Man – revisit the subject and create 
something new. It really is surprising 
and refreshing that Lomax and Nagase 
became friends at the end of their 
respective lives. The Railway Man really 
is a triumph of Australian cinema. Four-
and-a-half stars. 

- Among other awards, in 2012 Phillips 
won won a Gold ACS Award at the 
NSW/ACT Cinematographers Society 
Awards for Burning Man.

- Reviewer James Cunningham has 
previously worked with both Teplitzky 
and Phillips on their 2003 fi lm Gettin’ 
Square.
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Crew on end of track in the rain in QLD.  L-R: Unknown person on edge of frame, Chris Webb (1st AD), Ben Wyatt (Boom 
Swinger, Luke Stone (Key Grip), Garry Phillips ACS  (DOP,Operator), Paul Shakeshaft (1st AC).  PHOTO: Jaap Buitendijk.



The Railway Man
DOP GARRY PHILLIPS ACS

The Railway Man is based on a true story.

During the Second World War, Eric Lomax was forced to work on the notorious 
Thai-Burma Railway and was tortured by the Japanese for making a crude radio.

Left emotionally scarred and unable to form normal relationships, Lomax suffered 
for years until, with the help of his wife Patti and the Medical Foundation for the 
Care of Victims of Torture, he came to terms with what had happened and, fi fty 
years after the terrible events, was able to meet one of his tormentors.

The Railway Man is Eric’s incredible story of innocence betrayed and of survival, 
courage and forgiveness in the face of horror.



Eric wrote a book about his experiences, partly because it is 
a good yarn but mostly as a therapeutic process to help him 
come to grips with his demons.

The book is a summary of Eric’s journey to some sort of 
normality and I guess the script is in turn a summary of the 
book. So we were able to concentrate his journey somewhat, 
to fi t into 120mins of screen time.

I thought this might be my last chance to shoot a movie on 
fi lm. The movie had great locations: train journeys in the 
Scottish Highlands, fl ashbacks to WW2 and the high drama 
of the fall of Singapore, as well as a sweeping love story with 
redemption and forgiveness. We also had the stars, Colin Firth 
and Nicole Kidman… all big stuff… shooting fi lm would do it 
justice. Why not go anamorphic as well?

So we ended up shooting digital. Apparently, it was a budget 
thing!  

Besides the quality of the image being better on fi lm, 
especially skin tones and in general colour depth, I wanted to 
shoot with fi lm cameras simply because they are more robust 
devices and are proven to withstand rain, cold, humidity etc. 
Scotland was cold ( 2° to- 8°C ) and wet, Thailand was hot 
(32° to 38°C ) and humid, Queensland was cool ( 18° to 23°C) 
but wet. 

However, I have got to be honest and say the ARRI’s didn’t 
miss a beat, even with the Codex ‘brick’ sitting on top.

During pre production we did our location recces in reverse 
order of shooting. We started with a week in Queensland, 
the same in Thailand, then 3 weeks in Scotland. Principal 
photography started in Scotland on April 30, 2012. During our 
3 week shoot in Scotland, the Art Department was building 
and sourcing sets and props for the rest of the shoot. After 
completion of fi lming in Scotland with a largely UK crew, the 
Australian H.D.s fl ew to Thailand and we commenced the two 
weeks shoot there only 2 days after arriving.

This was my fi rst feature with a digital camera and I was 
allowed a full week of pre-production to do some testing 
and get acquainted with my UK camera crew. As inevitably 
happens, my week of testing was interrupted by make-up 
and wardrobe tests and last minute location surveys and pre 
production meetings.

In Scotland I had a proper on-set DIT ( Digital Imaging 
Technician). This meant, for my tests, I could set up the 
old ‘grey scale’ and get an immediate reading of what the 
camera was recording from the wave form monitor. It turned 
out I needed to set my meters on 640ASA to match the 
800ASA setting on the camera. I still use my meters on set, 
as it is the best way, for me, to keep the ratios of key to fi ll 
light consistent and to match lighting when a scene requires 
looking in different directions to cover the action. Having said 
that, during the shoot, I used the onboard wave form monitor 
quite a bit. Very handy to ensure detail is kept outside a 
window.

In the scenes in the Cockenzie and Port Seton Royal British 
Legion, the actual building was constructed on the very 
edge of the Firth of Fourth, so I had no way of placing a light 
outside the large window, which formed basically one wall of 
the room. The feeling of the scenes we staged in that location 
suited the moody soft light that naturally occurs there, so 

I allowed the natural soft Scottish light unhindered into the 
room. However, I had the gaffer rig 3 x 4 x 4ft daylight Kinos 
in the ceiling to simply extend the existing window light a little 
further into the room, then kept that top light off the actors.

Over two days in this location, we shot scenes that occur 
narratively over 1 hour. So I was able to control the output of 
the overhead Kinos to match any changes in the natural light 
that came through the window. 

When looking across the room, with the window out of shot, 
I simulated the natural window light with a 5ft Octodome. I 
had never used this source before, but the UK gaffer, Johnny 
Colley, was raving about it, so I gave it a go. We had used 
it on our make up tests and it did work really well. It’s an 
umbrella style of soft light, quite grunty but very soft and easy 
to move into the right place. Jonathan likes to see the actor’s 
eyes, so we used this light whenever we needed to wrap a 
light around a face. 

Eric and Patti fi rst meet on a train in Scotland, in the early 
1980’s. It is quite a long scene and the dialogue is charged 
with suppressed passion. They are sitting opposite each other 
in a First Class carriage with a window between them.  We 
couldn’t simply hop in a train and shoot the scene with natural 
light, as the background would radically change between 
takes. Also we didn’t have the budget to shoot on a stage 
with rear projection. So we parked the carriage on a disused 
platform and placed a green screen outside the window. In 
general, using green screen requires the DP to use as many 
visual tricks he/she can to ‘sell’ that the train is moving. The 
carriage itself was too heavy for the grips to rock back and 
forth, so we put the cameras on sandbags  and gently rocked 
them for similar effect.  To have light moving over the actors 
faces, my gaffer made up a rig that would rotate in front of 
a light, giving the illusion that the train was moving. It was 
basically a vertical barrel shape, with various sized holes cut 
randomly into it’s sides. We taped warm and cool gels over 
the holes and some ‘artistically’ placed strips of gaffer tape for 
shadow. When the barrels were spun, they gave a subtle but 
realistic effect of being inside a moving train.   

We used our stand-ins to adjust the lighting for the scene in 
the carriage and it was all looking great. The rotating rig gave 
a really nice sense of the carriage moving and the interior was 
nice and moody… all good. However when the actors came 
in to rehearse, it was immediately obvious we had a problem. 
We’d forgotten to have Colin’s stand-in wear his character’s  
glasses. My lighting set-up was completely revealed in the 
refl ection from Colin’s glasses, basically obscuring his eyes. 
With some deft repositioning and the co-operation of Colin 
to not tilt his head up too high, we were able to minimize the 
problem. James Rogers of Method Studios, was able to repair 
the refl ection fully in post, when they inserted the exterior 
passing background. 

We shot the night exteriors of the railway cutting in a remnant 
of the actual Thai-Burma Railway Line. Matt Slattery, my 
Australian gaffer, strung a wire between two large trees in the 
surrounding jungle, 30ft above the set and about 150 ft long. 
On this we hung 6K space-lights with " CTB and 1/8 plus 
green gel, giving us a soft, top night light over the shooting 
area. The fi ll on the actor’s faces came from a combination of 
the cool night light bounced from below off poly, strips of 85 
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Above: Colin Firth (Eric Lomax), Japanese guards unknown, being dragged to torture room. PHOTO: Jaap Buitendijk.
Below: Colin Firth (Eric Lomax) and Hiroyuki Sanada (Nagase)... in the museum.  PHOTO: Jaap Buitendijk.



and theatrical red gel dangled over tungsten 300 watt lamps, 
as well as actual fi re light from small practical fi res. The other 
half of the set, in the deep background, we let go with only 
the occasional practical oil lamp burning and we had a 2K 
blondie in the deep, deep background lighting the out of focus 
jungle.

The Interrogation Room interiors were shot in the studios on 
the Gold Coast.

Outside the large window we had a Dinette gelled with full 
CTB as our main source of light in the room.  Dinettes are 
not used so much anymore but they are quite versatile. It 
has 9 lights 3 x 1k bulbs on three vertical panels. Each panel 
can rotate, so you can spot and fl ood dramatically. As we 
were shooting with 2 cameras on this set, I couldn’t put any 
fi ll lighting on the fl oor, so I placed 2k fresnels with ! CTB 
gels attached, to the top of the set walls. I also had a soft 
light; blondies through a frame with ! CTB gel again, directly 
over the table and curtained off the walls. This enabled me to 
adjust the amount of fi ll light on the actors faces to maintain 

the tension of these scenes, as well as being pretty much able 
to shoot from any angle.

As we were shooting the movie in three continents, shooting 
digitally certainly had advantages over fi lm. We knew, at the 
end of the shooting day that we had it ‘in the can’… er… on 
the hard drive, that is. This was downloaded and archived 
then sent down the digital pipeline back to Australia for editing 
to begin immediately. So we got feedback from the editor 
Martin Connor much sooner than if we had been shooting on 
fi lm. The Art Department could also wrap a set considerably 
earlier, saving time and money. In the UK, we were looking at 
rushes on a calibrated i-pad in the van on the way to set, the 
morning after the shoot. So the whole fi lm making process is 
being streamlined and sped up. 

Which is great in one way, if making movies is like making a 
car on an assembly line. However, fi lmmaking is a much more 
creative process and it  seems to me that there needs to be 
time allowed in this process to take stock, to refl ect on what 
you are doing, not just in pre production but on a daily basis… 
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Nicole Kidman (Patty Wallace).  PHOTO: Garry Phillips ACS.

Jeremy Irvine (Young Eric), and Sam Reid (Young Finlay), cause a distraction “up the line”.  
PHOTO: Jaap Buitendijk.
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Colin Firth (Eric Lomax).  PHOTO: Garry Phillips ACS.

In the tent discussing the map... L-R: Sam Reid (Young Finlay), Jeremy Irvine (Young Eric), Tom Hobbs (Thorlby), Tom Stokes 
(Withens).  PHOTO: Jaap Buitendijk.

Jeremy Irvine (Young Eric), “in a dream”, returns home to see his mother. (This scene appears in the 
U.S. version only)  PHOTO: Jaap Buitendijk.



while you are actually shooting the movie. Just because you 
can move faster now, doesn’t mean you should or that by 
being more effi cient in the actual ‘process’, you therefore 
make a better ‘fi lm’. That, I think, is one major difference 
between ‘digital’ fi lmmaking and ‘fi lm’ fi lmmaking. 

While I would have preferred to shoot fi lm, the image quality 
we got from the ALEXA was pretty darn good. 

The ARRI Alexa with the Codex hard -drive attached on top, 
allowed recording of the image in 3K ARRI RAW. We also 
simultaneously recorded a pro res 4:2:2 fi le to onboard SXS 
cards. This lower res. fi le was largely used to allow faster 
downloading to a time-coded image with guide track for 
editing. It also serves as a safety image in case there was a 

problem with the downloading of the ARRI RAW footage. So if 
something does go wrong, all is not completely lost.

The above is a considerable summary of the 3! pages of 
actual Data Wrangling Workfl ow and protocols the post house 
required us to adhere to.

At every stage of downloading, the data wranglers need to 
‘back up their back ups’, so they end up juggling terabytes of 
data. I think this is the weakest link in the chain of data from 
camera to editor and archival.

This is an area that is destined to become faster and more 
secure, as far as image loss is concerned. 

The fi nal grade was done at DDP studios in Sydney. Olivier 
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Nicole Kidman (Patty Lomax) and Stellan Skarsgaard (Finlay), discussing “What’s wrong with Eric?”, in the Legion Club.  
PHOTO: Jaap Buitendijk.



Fontenay used the in-house AutoDeck LUSTRE grading 
system to grade from DPX fi les that have been down resed (is 
that even a word?) from the raw fi les. Olivier has graded 3 of 
my previous fi lms and I trust him with my images.

What I have come to realize, over the years, shooting both 
commercials and fi lms, both digitally and on fi lm, is that, 
particularly with digital acquisition, the less you play around 
with the image in post, the better it looks. I believe it is true, 
more than ever now, to get the image right when you shoot it 
and not to rely on post grading to ‘fi x’ it.

Railway Man will be available on DVD, Blu-Ray and Digital on 
April 23rd 2014. For more information visit 
www.transmissionfi lms.com.au

TECH SPECS:

2.39:1 spherical  •  ARRI Alexa plus with 
CODEX hard drive  •  ArriRaw

LENSES: 

Zeiss Distagons T 2.1  •  16,20,28,40,135mm  
•  Zeiss Super Speeds Mk3  •  18,25,35,50,65,85mm  
•  24-290 Angenieux Optimo Zoom  
•  Light Black ProMist fi lters.
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January around the world is a time 
for relaxing after the excesses of 
Christmas, for chilling out, and for 
refl ecting on the year past. But in the 
UK, it signals the biggest camera-
centric show in this country – the BSC 
Expo.

Now into its 20th year, it is held in a 
giant stage at the Warner Brothers 
Leavesden fi lm studios. The event 
is held over two days, has over 80 
exhibitors, and has 3000 people 
through the doors.

The venue itself has a fascinating 
history.

Originally built in 1940 as RAF 
Leavesden, it had a 1,000 yard runway 
and hangers and there were also aircraft 
factories built on site. By the time the 
factories closed in 1950 over 700 
Halifax bombers and 1,400 Mosquitoes 
had been built at the site. 

After the war the facility was sold to 
Rolls Royce, who operated an aircraft 
engine factory on the site until its 
closure in 1994.

Shortly after this, Leavesden Studios 
was created when EON Productions 
were unable to book space at 
Pinewood Studios to shoot the 1995 
James Bond fi lm Golden Eye. Having 
a very short amount of time to fi nd a 
space in which they could build the 
number of large-scale sets required, the 
production discovered the unoccupied 
Leavesden Aerodrome. The huge 
aircraft hangars were a perfect match 
to convert into a studio space at short 
notice. Fast forward to now, the studios 
contain approximately 500,000 sq ft 

(50,000 m2) of fl exible space, which 
includes stage space, one of the largest 
fi ltered and heated stage-based water 
tanks in Europe, and an extensive 
80-acre back lot which offers a 180 
degree uninterrupted horizon, perfect 
for exterior sets.

All the Harry Potter fi lms were shot 
here, as well as the Star Wars Prequels,  
Inception, Sleepy Hollow and The Dark 
Knight, and surprisingly, the original 
runway remains inside the current 
studio boundaries, though, much of the 
airfi eld’s land has now been developed 
into a business park and housing – as 
well as the Warner Brothers Studio Tour 
- Harry Potter attraction.

The Studio is close by to Watford, a 
town on the very northern fringes of 
London. It’s a fast 20-minute train 
from Euston station, and the BSC had 
a brilliant, free, station to studio bus 
service that took the pain out of getting 
there. 

First impressions on entering the Expo 
– wow. Big. On walking through the 
galleries of displays, the wares and 
services are a healthy mix across all 
areas of the craft. 

One thing that was great to see – loads 
of young attendees, both male and 
female, looking a pleased as punch to 
get their mitts onto the top end gear on 
show. The BSC expo is a very hands on 
event, and is not only cameras – every 
aspect of production is represented, 
and the attendees included operators, 
grips, gaffers, Production managers, 
directors and soundies. 

Professional organisations and societies 
were also represented – not only the 
BSC, but the ACO (Association of 
Camera Operators), AMPS (Association 
of Motion Picture Sound) GBCT (Guild 
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of British Camera Technicians) and GTC 
(Guild of Camera Technicians).

Amongst the attendees I spotted Geoff 
Boyle and Mike Elphick ACS, as well 
as a large contingent of BSC members 
supporting the event.

Not only does the Expo have a great 
range of cool gear on show, it also has 
seminars through out the day - Kodak, 
Codex, Tiffen, Lite Panels, Mytherapy, 
and Onsight all held fascination talks 
on various aspects of the craft, and the 
BSC also held a lively panel discussion, 
hosted by BSC President John de 
Borman (BSC President) with Barry 
Ackroyd BSC, Mike Eley BSC, Rob 
Hardy BSC, David Katznelson BSC and 
Nic Knowland BSC.

On the equipment front - The one new 
thing this year - the rise of three axis 
gimbal stabilisation units – Freefl y had 
their Movi 10 unit out in the hands of 
interested punters, as did Libra with 
their new heavy duty Libra mini unit. 
The Libra is a bit of kit that is built like 
a tank, and promises near Terminator 
level durability on shoot.

My favourite thing at the BSC Expo?

LENSES. A fantastic array on display, 
from Panavision, Arri, Cooke and 
Schneider- Kreuznach. It is not often 
one gets to play with such an array 
of lenses, or to see them on display, 
not packed away in cases on a hire 
company shelf. 

I also thought the large sit down area 
was inspired - an array of tables and 
seating for a few hundred, supported 

by a pop up café and bar, which meant 
you could sit relax, talk with friends, or 
just digest the arm full of catalogues 
and info that you have collected whilst 
sipping a well deserved drink.

In my wanders around the fl oor, I was 
surprised to hear so many non-English 
voices amongst the throng. I noticed a 
healthy smattering of German, Dutch 
and Belgian exhibitors, which gave the 
BSC Expo a more European feel than I 
was expecting.

But then, the language of fi lm is 
universal, and The Europeans have 
been blessed with 20 years of IMAGO 
– the federation of European (and this 
year international) cinematography 
societies, that strives to unify and fi ght 
for the art.

The one undoubted highlight for 
most – was Vittorio Storaro AIC ASC, 
who presented by IMAGO President 
Nigel Walters BSC, gave a fantastic 
keynote speech, about his new book 
on cinematography, and a fascinating 
insight into his career and philosophies 
on the moving image and story telling.

Vittorio recounted his start in the art, 
and also how desire belief and the thirst 
to learn are the key to doing what you 
love.

Here are some excerpts from Vittorio’s 
talk at the BSC Expo:

‘Here is a message for the young 
cinematographers, especially. When 
in life you think something, you believe 
something.. you desire something. If 
you really want something then you can 

materialise it. If you work at it.. you can 
make it happen.

The word Photo from Greek, meaning 
lighting - graphos –writing – writing 
with light, in one single image. An 
EXPRESSION in one single image.

I was used to seeing, from my father, 
who was a projectionist, imagery in 
motion.

So I said, absolutely I need to go to 
school in cinematography. It was where 
I wanted to learn how to express my 
thoughts and emotions.

I was too young to go at this time, so 
at 16, for two years I went and worked 
at a photo lab, and did all the little jobs, 
of an assistant. So step by little step, 
I was moving in the direction I wanted 
to go. My dream my wish, was to the 
Centro Sperimentale. Two years later, 
I was 18 – and I went to the school to 
apply – but they said – sorry Mr Storaro, 
the rules are changed.. you need to be 
twenty to enter now! I refused to take 
no for an answer – they said we have 
three places – if you can show that you 
have a deep knowledge and skill, the 
committee may let you in, even though 
your under age for this course.

I was so strong at that moment. My 
will, to prepare my self, I knew, if I lost 
that opportunity to train, I would be left 
at the station. I would stay at the little 
photographers studio, doing all the little 
work there, passport photos and that 
kind of thing.

My will was so strong; I went to the 
examination in a very determinated way.
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Rosco Australia Pty Limited 42 Sawyer Lane, Artarmon, NSW
02 9906-6262 www.rosco.com 

Rosco�’s academy award winning day/night backdrops are 
now available with RABBIT. RABBIT motion plates are 4K 
les, shot on RED to complement the backing stills: same 

time, same place, same day, same angles, matched lenses. 
The RABBIT system offers a way to seamlessly transition 
between on-set backings and VFX. RABBIT les from around 
the world are available to rent.

I was very lucky, because my name 
started with an ‘S’.. they started in 
alphabetical order, and the committee 
started at 9am. There were 500 people 
trying to get in, and they had arrived 
at 27 to interview. By the time I came 
to see them, it was late afternoon, 
and the 15 men in the committee 
were exhausted, and wanted lunch. It 
was here I was lucky – I was asked a 
question, and I suddenly had the idea 
that if I stopped in giving an answer, 
they would not ask me more, as they 
wanted to break, and my chance would 
be gone. I did not stop to answer that 
fi rst question for 40 minutes! They 
said ok ok ok! Mister Storaro, enough 
that’s cool.. you are in. So I entered the 
Centro Sperimentale.

It was a wonderful thing to be a student 
at the school. It was amazing to be able 
to learn, and not have the pressure we 
do as professionals in the real world, 
making a living. At that moment we 
were free – we could study theory, we 
could shoot short fi lms for exercise of 
skills, it was perfect.

So I came out, at twenty, in 1960. And I 
have not stopped learning since.’

‘In life, we all have a view of 100 
degrees more or less; our eyes see that 
as our  ‘canvas’.  This is what we call 
Reality. But if we select, only one little 
area (he makes a frame with his hands) 
then we make a choice. We make it 
specifi c. Into this space, we put our 
vison.

We know well, whenever we take 
a photo, a video, a fi lm, the most 
important thing is the composition. 
Some people try to avoid it, when they 
say, we will fi x it in post. These are the 

worst words I have heard in all of my 
life. Unless we compose the image, 
we don’t put or creativity or belief into 
the image. Cinema is an expression 
of image making. But I realise, 
that cinema, is not a single image 
expression.. It is an expression of time. 

I have done my best to read. To read 
Faulkner, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy. In 
Cinematography, it is not about making 
the best picture; it’s about making a 
picture that makes sense. That tells 
from the beginning of the story, as 
it is developing, and arriving to its 
conclusion. That is the most important 
thing. But while you have the journey.. 
you need some kind of rhythm. 

In my opinion, any writer, when he 
is writing, is supposed to write, with 
rhythm in mind.. like music. So I started 
to listen to Mozart.. I started to listen 
to music of all kinds.  I have to thank 
Bernardo Bertolucci, he taught me 
how to ‘hear’ Giuseppe Verdi.. the 
composer of the opera in Italy. Later in 
my career I have shot several opera, 
and I understood it is so important, 
to follow the lead of the rhythm of the 
composition of the music.

‘In a way I was growing up. Learning. 
Every movie I was doing, step by 
step, opened my heart, my eyes to 
expression, creativity in all forms.’

‘People talk about Cinema Verite – 
the cinema of reality. It is not true. 
Reality does not exist. Let me say 
something very specifi c – Cinema is 
an interpretation of reality. It is only 
questioning interpretation… from the 
writer, to the director, to the production 
designer, to the costume design to 
cinematography. We can change 

with creativity, with our minds many 
things. With out any doubt the group 
of people, who make a fi lm, are the 
same as those in an orchestra. An 
orchestra has single soloists, and there 
is one director. He leads the soloists, in 
one direction, one rhythm. This is why 
I don’t like to be called a director of 
photography. Because in my opinion, 
it is a mistake the Americans made in 
1949 when they opened the Directors 
Guild, the cinematographers said, they 
also wanted to be a director, so they 
changed the word cinematographer, to 
director of photography.

The American Society of 
Cinematographers is the oldest one. 
Older than any other. 1919. They 
were called American Society of 
Cinematographers – a specifi c word. 
If you think of photography, it’s an 
art. What means the word ‘Art’ in 
Greek? It means’ Ability’.. the ability 
to express yourself in one specifi c 
area. So photography, one who 
expresses himself in this, is called 
a photographer.. grapher, means 
writer. In cinematography, there is a 
cinematographer.

Two major mistakes they did. Putting 
another director as a name, that 
means they go in confl ict with the fi rst 
director. You cannot put two directors 
into an orchestra! We are probably the 
major collaborator, with the director, 
the visual collaborator when doing the 
shooting. But we are a soloist. We are 
the Author of cinematography, but 
co-author of the images. This is very 
important. There is no discussion.. As 
a director of photography, we do not 
express ourselves in just the one single 
image  - the name is a major mistake. 
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We are CINEMATOGRAPHERS – it is 
our name, and CINEMATOGRAPHY is 
our ART.’

I managed to catch Nigel Walters BSC, 
after Vittorio’s talk, and asked him a few 
questions about the event. 

Nigel, tell me more about the history of 
the BSC Expo.

The BSC Show fi rst took place in 
Shepperton Studios in 1993. It was the 
inspiration of Joe Dunton BSC MBE. 
However at the time the BSC President 
was Harvey Harrison BSC who had led 
the Society in the formation of Imago 
in Rome, the previous year. This Italian 
inspiration broadened thinking within 
European Societies. Shows such as 
the BSC organises are now to be 
found in many European countries. 
The most comprehensive is Cinec in 
Munich, a bi-annual exhibition occurring 
in September this year. With the 
breathtaking speed of technological 
advances shows are particularly 
important for manufacturers and 
distributors. They provide an important 
link with the cinematographer.

For the BSC, the Expo has become 
an important source of revenue. 
Today they are established in many 
European countries, usually instigated 
by the Societies with the support of the 
major sponsors, the earliest of which in 
the case of Imago were Panavision and 
Arrifl ex.

In 2013 new shows occurred in 
Italy and Portugal. The Italians were 
astonished to experience three 
thousand visitors over two days, a fi gure 
matched at this years› BSC Show.

Vittorio Storaro’s talk on 
cinematography at the event were 
both fascinating and educational, an 
insight into the great man. How did his 
inclusion at the event come about?

Storaro’s appearance at the show 
was an example of the value of Imago 
in assisting communication within 
our profession. How does a master 
cinematographer set about publishing 
such an important book?  When the 
BSC Board were discussing the show 
I suggested that possibly Vittorio may 
be interested in using the opportunity 
to launch his book at the show.  As 
you experienced it was a successful 
event. A decade ago Storaro was 
described as one of the most infl uential 
cinematographers OF ALL TIME. He 
had launched the book originally at 
Camerimage. This great Festival was 
established shortly after Imago. Both 
organisations (Imago and Camerimage) 
had similar aims: that of improving 
communication and friendship between 
cinematographers.  This book launch 
with Storaro is an extension of the vision 
of Luciano Tovoli and the early pioneers 
of international cooperation. Along with 
Storaro, Tovoli and Giuseppe Rotunnno 
AIC I mentioned in my introduction 
at the Show the presence of Nestor 

Almendros and John Bailey in L’Aquila 
a decade earlier setting up an early 
Academy of Film at the University in 
that cultural city. It was their vision, 
which has blessed the profession of 
cinematography with such a wealth 
of International opportunities through 
Festivals, Master Classes, which brings 
us to the strength and interest we have 
today.

All in all – a wonderful event, more a 
celebration, inspiration and meeting 
place for like minds than merely a trade 
event. Congratulations BSC!

Written by Marc Swadel full member 
ACS and NZCS
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Since the commercial introduction of 
fl exible roll fi lm in 1889, there has been 
a steady improvement in fi lm speeds. 
Film speed is not a trivial matter, as it 
has always infl uenced how fi lms have 
been made. Originally interiors were 
powered by the sun with open muslin 
covered studio roofs. Film production 
of interiors remained studio bound 
for decades as the required high light 
levels made practical locations diffi cult. 
Smaller cameras and faster stocks 
helped fi lms break out from the studio 
in the 1960s. Up to the mid twentieth 
century, even big Hollywood fi lms would 
use unconvincing day for night tech-
niques rather than attempting to light 
large areas. By the 1950s, color fi lm 
was rated at 100ASA and by the end 
of that century it had reached 500ASA. 
Now the baton is being passed onto the 
digital cameras and the speeds are be-
ginning to move into overdrive. As one 
example, the original Red One camera 
had a base rating of 320ASA and seven 
years later they’re shipping Red Dragon 
Epics rated at 2000ASA. The Canon 
C300, (when pushed), can shoot up 
to an incredible 80000ASA and in the 
coming years we will should see no 
compromise, low noise performance 
with ASA ratings measured in multiples 
of thousands. This new no penalty light 
sensitivity has been further enhanced 
by lens designs that can produce high 
quality images at very wide apertures.

This ever increasing sensitivity is helping 

WARNING! SPEED 
CAMERAS AHEAD!    
By Tom Gleeson ACS and the ACS Technical Committee. 

to drive a trend for more naturalistic 
lighting. In the past you might look at a 
large exterior location, let’s say a large 
train station at night and think how you 
would use your own powerful ‘fi lm’ 
lamps to emulate the existing practical 
lights. This would be a complex, time 
consuming and expensive task. Only 
the most talented and well resourced 
cinematographers could convincingly 
achieve the ‘simulated’ realness of that 
location. However, as modern cameras 
move to the sensitivity of the human 
eye, all the real and practical lamps 
will ‘read’. This sensitivity also allows 
a wonderful depth to night shots, as 
we can now see deep into the ‘unlit’ 
background. And more so these days, 
a reccee will take into account all the 
natural light sources, as they can now 
be assets, not liabilities. Also the range 
of useable light sources is growing and 
changing, as practicals and non ‘movie’ 
light sources can now offer interesting 
alternatives, but controlling a real light 
source is as equally important as if it 
was a 5K. Often, creating the required 
atmosphere is more about removing 
light, not adding it.

In drama and TV commercial produc-
tion the relationship between Produc-
tion Design/Art Department and the 
Cinematographer should always be 
close, but with the advance in camera 
sensitivity it’s becoming increasingly so, 
as it becomes possible to light a scene 
using only practicals. So the choice in 

the type of practical, whether it’s a lamp 
with a big beige shade or a bare bulb 
hanging in the corner of the room, is 
becoming more important. Without this 
relationship, a lot of these choices can 
be dictated by someone who doesn’t 
necessarily have light output and quality 
in mind. 

Documentary shooters are also winners, 
as lighting a real world scenario is at 
best intrusive and often impossible.

One disadvantage of such incred-
ible light sensitivity is unwanted light 
contamination. It can be a real prob-
lem, even at very low levels. For night 
work, a good clean high ASA rating is 
fantastic, but light contamination plays 
a much stronger role, so being able 
to turn off unwanted lights, or cutting 
ugly practicals becomes a necessity. 
This creates more work in the way of 
location control… more blacks, more 
fl oppies and cutters, as well as practical 
lamps being changed over or taken out 
all together. It’s all a good thing, but just 
requires a different way of working and 
we must have the resources at hand to 
match the requirements.

Cameras with fi xed high sensitivity can 
also create real problems in sunlight. 
Coupled with a fashion for shallow fo-
cus very dense ND’s are now required. 
In my kit I used to carry up to ND.9, 
now I have a ND2.1 and this is a piece 
of glass that only allows .8% transmit-
tance. Creating fi lters of this density with 
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good infra red cutting that do not have 
colour casts is very diffi cult.

Another thing to be mindful of with the 
new, extremely high ASA based camer-
as, is that at the budgeting phase, some 
producers could misunderstand the 
amount of lighting equipment that is still 
required, especially if they interpret high 
ISOs as a simple $ saving opportunity. 
Which, for some jobs, it can defi nitely 
be… however, during the typical com-
mercial exterior day, to control a bright 
exterior sun will still require big bounces, 
large overhead diffusion, and the use 
of large HMI lamps to control the look. 
Balancing to bright exterior windows, 
still requires serious grunt, and good, 
non-fl ickering high speed, studio pho-
tography will still require large fl icker free 
tungsten sources. It is most important 
for cinematographers to continue to 
express their opinions and needs when 
it comes to lighting…  explain what we 
are trying to achieve, why and what re-
sources we need to achieve a great re-
sult. Explain to the director, production 

manager, the fi rst AD and producer why 
you require a certain amount of light to 
create a special look, or, for example, 
the depth of fi eld required to shoot an 
action sequence or close up.

But there is also a diminishing rate of 
return with ever increasing light sensitiv-
ity. Once cameras match the sensitivity 
of the human eye at a reasonable lens 
stop, I am not convinced we need a lot 
more sensitivity for day to day work, 
although super high ASA rated cameras 
may make shooting with moonlight a 
real possibility in the coming years. 

Film productions logistical footprint is 
likely to continue to shrink with smaller 
crews, smaller lamps and generally 
smaller lighting setups. Our night train 
scenario might see the cinematographer 
only lighting the foreground actors, with 
the background looking after itself. This 
is a win for everybody, as production 
speeds up and becomes less unwieldy. 
When under a tight time restraint, the 
option to push a camera’s sensitiv-
ity rather then swapping out a couple 

of lamp heads is also a handy tool to 
capture that last minute set up and 
performance.

Lighting will not become redundant. Far 
from it. Lighting is still required for the 
way it shapes and models objects. Our 
job is to tell a story through pictures 
by creating mood and emotion sup-
porting a narrative. A leading actor will 
still need to be lit… for beauty, drama, 
whatever. Locations will still need to be 
lit to support the genre. Is it a horror 
fi lm or a romantic comedy? It may be 
possible to walk into any location and 
start shooting without setting a lamp, 
but does the existing ambience support 
the scenes narrative? Cameras that 
see more like the human eye should 
be seen as a liberation, allowing us to 
be more creative with smaller logistics. 
Although these high ASA rated cameras 
may make shooting simpler and easier, 
it’s the talented Cinematographers 
who are learning to leverage these new 
capabilities to take cinematography into 
a new era.

RELIABLE &
   CRYSTAL-CLEAR

The Sennheiser 2000 Series lets you concentrate entirely on the picture because you know the sound capture is reliable 
and crystal clear.  The EK2000 Camera Receiver is equipped with a frequency scan feature of up to 3000 frequencies in 
up to 75MHz switching bandwidth for optimum  flexibility. With the added benefits of a user friendly interface and a 
backlit display, the EK2000 makes sure you capture every moment.

For more info, freecall 1800 648 628 or sennheiser.com.au
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“Finally an affordable wireless 
Transmitter and Receiver system with
greatly improved output power (100mW)
giving you a wonderful range.“

David Epstein
AUDIO2VIZUAL 
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