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FROM THE EDITOR

G’day readers,

Welcome to Issue #79 of Australian Cinematographer Magazine. 

I’m writing this sitting in a cinema. It’s the Melbourne International Film 
Festival and I am forty films in to my schedule of sixty-two across a 
film-filled fortnight. I’ve just had coffee and seen a documentary with 
the uber-talented Bonnie Elliott ACS, before rushing across the city to 
see cinematographer Shelley Farthing-Dawe’s outstanding work on the 
Australian film 1% (which we covered in Issue #76), on the big screen. It 
feels good to be back in Melbourne.

There has been so much outstanding Australian talent showcased at the 
festival. Special mention to Michael Latham’s work on the documentary 
Island of the Hungry Ghosts, which we cover in this issue. It’s an 
important film and moving experience that I recommend all our readers 
to see.

I’d also like to highlight the amazing work that Aussies are doing 
popping up on some of the world’s best television shows! Zoë White 
ACS on The Handmaid’s Tale (which we covered in Issue #78), as well 
as Simon Chapman ACS on a new series of Doctor Who in the UK, 
Germain McMicking on an upcoming third season of True Detective and 
Lachlan Milne ACS on the recently-announced third season of Stranger 
Things. Go Aussies! We’ll be doing stories in this magazine on all those 
upcoming series, and the many more that are sure to follow.

Finally, as Editor I feel I must make another push for advertisers. This 
magazine wouldn’t exist without their generous support. You, the 
readers, the cinematographers, can help us. Are you working with a 
new camera or rental company, or do you have connections that are 
looking to grow their brand? What better place to advertise than in front 
of the eyes of every working cinematographer in the country. So get in 
contact with us! Enough said.

For now, please enjoy another jam-packed issue and we’ll be back in 
your letterboxes in December. 

Peace.

James Cunningham
National Editor,
Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Greetings colleagues and friends,

Our industry, like all, experiences many highs and an equal number of 
lows. Those lows can prove to be difficult to deal with if the warning 
signs are not recognised and dealt with in some way.

I can only speak personally about cinematographers, and what I have 
observed is a group of individuals, both male and female, who can be at 
the very top of their game in any genre one minute, then experiencing a 
dreadful low the next.

There can be no warning signs, and many things, including; lack of 
work, feeling unwanted or unappreciated, lack of confidence, getting 
older, financial concerns to mention but a few can bring on these 
moments of doubt and fear. Sound familiar?

The thing to remember and to try and understand is that there are many 
of our friends and colleagues battling these symptoms on a daily basis, 
who manage to smile and laugh their way through what could eventually 
become tragic consequences. We can no longer continue with the 
old Aussie adage of ‘she’ll be right mate’ and plunge headlong into 
something there can be no return from, unless you seek the counsel of 
someone close to you. Open up, don’t be afraid to share your thoughts 
and feelings, as your life could well depend on it.

Cinematographers are like any creative person, who rely and depend 
on an accolade, a compliment or positive feedback to give them 
reassurance until the phone rings with that next booking. It’s dealing 
with the phone not ringing that needs to be addressed, it’s dealing 
with the changes in style, technology and the way certain areas of 
our industry may not consider how crew members can and will react 
to rejection. It’s a fine line, but people need to be aware that it’s not 
necessarily ‘what you say’ it’s ‘how you say it’.

This issue, and mark my words it is an issue, can be nipped in the bud 
by simple awareness, or it will become worse unless a greater level 
of understanding and compassion about the human condition takes 
place. We are not all the same, we cannot all bounce back and for those 
who can’t adapt or adjust then the outcome could be a tragic one.

Lets raise our awareness and try not to experience losing another life 
that could have been saved. Look for the warning signs, ask people 
how they are and if they need a hand, offer yours… it could be as 
simple as that!

The ACS feels very strongly about anything that could seriously affect 
the welfare of any of our ACS members and all crew members working 
honestly and diligently for a day’s pay to provide for their families.

Until next time,

Ron Johanson OAM ACS
National President,
Australian Cinematographers Society

FROM THE PRESIDENT



ARRI's NEW LARGE-FORMAT 
CAMERA & LENSES - already on
the job in Australia & New Zealand
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e: bsmith@arri.com.au      t: +61 417 663 803

ALEXA LF lands large downunder
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CINEMATOGRAPHY MENTORED
Filmmaker Simon Woods is paired with cinematographer Mark Wareham ACS  

as part of the Australian Cinematographers Society mentorship program –  by Simon Woods

By arrangement through the Australian 
Cinematographers Society I was very 
fortunate to spend a few, valuable 
weeks with one of our most experienced 
cinematographers, Mark Wareham ACS, 
while shooting the third season of the series 
Wanted (2016-) in South Australia. 

Wanted is an Australian television drama 
starring Rebecca Gibney and Geraldine 
Hakewill who are on the run from authorities 
in a bid to prove their innocence in the 
face of corrupt cops. In talking to various 
crew in Queensland before going on set 
with Wareham, the comment I heard most 
frequently was regarding the speed at which 
the cinematographer is known to work. On 
television drama, with two or three cameras 
rolling, and up to forty set-ups a day, this is a 
useful trait.  

Coming from the world of corporates and 
documentary, my learning was compounded 
by the exposure I had to the entire camera 
department, especially B-Camera Operator, 
the ever-calm Andrew Condor ACS SOC, a 
highly accomplished cinematographer in his 
own right.  

The production was filmed on ARRI Alexa 
Classics with Leica Summicron-C Primes, 
Wareham’s own set of Angénieux Optimo 
zooms, in addition to a 24-290mm zoom 
lens. 

Despite the busy schedule, Wareham 
always found time to answer my questions 

about lighting set-ups and explain what 
he was doing. It’s one thing to work fast 
but it’s another thing entirely to be fast and 
constantly hit the target. Always on the 
move, walking and talking, Wareham would 
coordinate camera moves, lens choices and 
lighting before calling out to Director Peter 
Sutherland, “Hey Pete, how’s that?”. I 
would look at the monitor and think, “Fuck, 
that looks fantastic.” 

I was initially surprised by Wareham’s 
minimalistic, natural lighting style. Even with 
five electrics and a truck-load of gear he 
would often light with a minimum of fixtures; 
light bounced off Corflute, an exterior source 
through the window, some white rag here 
and there, and some black to take out what 
wasn’t needed… all elegantly framed. If 
something became a bit over-lit, he would 
reject it saying, “That looks a bit too much 
like television.”  

The mentorship exposed me to a variety of 
shooting conditions including exterior and 
interior location work and a few days back in 
the cozy studios of the South Australian Film 
Corporation working on constructed sets 
and shooting simulated travel. Many of the 
locations were tiny rooms, squeezing in two 
cameras, two operators, two focus pullers 
and a director, plus cast.  

These set-ups were the most interesting to 
observe because of the location problem-
solving required. Each shot contained an 

intricate array of bounced light, negative 
fill and diffusion, plus colour temperature 
choices within camera that would add 
to the drama of a scene. An old colonial 
building used for the country police station 
was lit only through the windows with ARRI 
M8 HMIs bounced in, and sometimes the 
addition of a single 1x1 LED inside for 
portable fill.

A highlight for me was occasionally being 
thrown onto the C-Camera for stunts, 
establishing shots or to grab cutaways and 
reactions from actors in some of the bigger 
scenes. Wareham was obviously aware that 
‘hands on shooting’ was going to be great 
experience for me in television drama land, 
and it certainly was.

Wareham demonstrated to me not 
only a high-level of technical craft in 
cinematography but he was also able to 
model a personable but ‘warmly-assertive’ 
style of behaviour. You can’t get through 
these schedules by dithering, and it was 
extraordinary to see the cinematographer’s 
thirty years of experience come into play 
solving a multitude of problems, always calm 
but firm, which provided an excellent model 
for me as an emerging cinematographer.

Simon Woods is a director and cinematographer 

based in Brisbane. Episode One of his web-series 

shot in the Philippines, People of Paradise, won a 

Gold Award at the 2017 Queensland ACS Awards.

Andrew Condor ACS SOC  
on B-Camera (L) with Cinematographer Mark Wareham ACS operating on ‘Wanted’ - PHOTO Simon Woods
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BACK-TO-BACK IN BEIRUT
Cinematographer Dale Alexander Bremner is invited to the Middle East  

to shoot music videos for one of the regions biggest stars – by Dale Alexander Bremner

Early in the year I was contacted by a 

director based in the Middle East about 

shooting back-to-back music clips for 

a well established and respected pop 

star named Nancy Ajram. It was the 

first time I had ever shot or travelled 

to Lebanon, but I had spent time in 

the surrounding regions, particularly 

Saudi Arabia and Qatar. The director, 

Leila Kanaan, had came across my 

work online whilst researching a fresh 

approach to the projects. 

What caught my attention early on, 

outside of Kanaan’s previous work, 

was the polar opposite treatments to 

the two clips. One was a glamorous, 

cosmopolitan world filled with fabricated 

streets, cafes, arcades and night 

clubs. The other, a nature-inspired 

journey through the Bekka Valley and 

Lebanese mountains. One nocturnal, 

being heavily contrived, controlled and 

lit and the other all natural and at the 

mercy of the landscape and elements. 

Kanaan’s original treatment of the clips 

was heavily discussed and reworked 

to ensure it was even possible from a 

logistics perspective. Having two days 

to shoot in ten locations across Beirut, 

with multiple day for nights, redresses, 

pre-lights and open public spaces, 

presented a feasible challenge in the 

first place, without even turning on a 

camera. 

For the first clip, we scouted locations 
for fourteen hours before locking in 
any of the key locations, ensuring 
access for trucks, lights and crew was 
possible. With so many variables, there 
gets a point where the creative choices 
must take a step back for the logical 
decisions to take place. Once the stage 
is set, you can re-introduce the creative 
with a stage to perform on.

“We also had a neon 
sign truck, that created 

neons on the spot.”

An example of this was the decision to 
Steadicam the majority of the clip. This 
influenced more so from a scheduling 
perspective, than an artistic one, 
keeping the camera stripped back and 
balanced ensured faster coverage and 
set ups from a technical stand point.

Being the only non-local of a crew I 
would estimate exceeded a hundred 
people at times, was for lack of a better 
word surreal. Only a handful of crew 
spoke fluent English, thankfully my 
Gaffer George Berkachi, along with 
Art Director Issa Kandil, Steadicam 
Operator Christopher Kechichian 
and Assistant Camera Joseph Kfoury 
were amongst them. Surprisingly, 
in some ways, it sped up the 
communication process as creative 
conversation was almost eradicated to 

a more simple and direct instructional 
dialogue. It certainly allows you to 
appreciate the collaborative and creative 
environment we have forged and are 
used to in Australia.

Thanks to Kanaan’s detailed visual 
treatment, we were able to quickly arrive 
on the same page with an aesthetic we 
both felt married the approach, both on 
blueprint and on location. 

We both discussed my chance to 
look at the city with fresh eyes, having 
never even researched Lebanese 
cinema. Kanaan was confident and 
experienced enough to draw from this, 
creating not only a style and look foreign 
to her country, but an energy as well. 
This was fantastic as my opinion and 
input really felt valid and respected.

In order to stay up with the 
ambitious schedule, dividing the lighting 
crew up for piggy back pre-lights 
was essential. This sounds obvious, but 
would not have been possible without 
lighting maps and detailed lighting 
plans. It definitely reinforced how crucial 
a solid understanding of the available 
equipment and decisive lighting choices 
are, as we did not have time to relight or 
change strategies on the day. Many of 
the multiple locations were day for night 
and required insane amounts of pre-
blacking, having only access to these 
locations through the day. 

A shot from Nancy Ajram’s ‘W MAAK’ music video - DOP Dale Alexander Bremner
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For the nightclub location, we patched 

in multiple SkyPanel 120s into the club’s 

existing mixing board and hit the main 

mirror ball behind with a 5k that acted 

as a huge back light. This way I could 

control the sky panels and direction, 

replicating a nightclub vibe, without the 

chaos and spill of the in-house setup. 

I could also compact my lighting setup 

and finesse when required, as many 

of the house lights were rigged high 

above.

We also had a neon sign truck, that 

created neons on the spot. This way 

we could essentially bring up a frame, 

measure a back wall or fish tank, and 

create a neon to fit, specifically for that 

setup. That was insane.

Earning trust from singer Nancy Ajram 

was another huge learning curve for 

me. She is a ‘seasoned celebrity’ and 

had a constant and eagle eye on how I 

was lighting her. Throughout the Middle 

East, actors and artists have always 

been heavily front lit, flattening out the 

face, removing shadows and generally 

offering nothing in terms of expression, 

mood or shape. Full credit to Kanaan 

who supported our approach to light 

her in a way a little more frequent to our 

artists, and break the mould. 

As part of the gear package, we had to 

select a combination that would support 

the look of both treatments, as we 

would not have time to swing packages 

and combos. Mini was our obvious 

choice from our Steadicam Operator’s 
perspective. Originally, I wanted to 
push for a vintage set of local LOMO 
Anamorphics. I had fallen in love with 
a set used from a previous clip. Having 
never encountered such a pristine 
set of those lenses before, it goes to 
show with vintage glass, the individual 
sets can vastly vary in quality. Rob 
Hardy BSC’s use of Cooke Xtals on Ex 
Machina (2014) is a perfect example. I 
believed the softer tones and iconic flare 
would sit nicely in our neon glamour 
world. 

We discussed the treatment of the 
second video, one of a clean and 
natural realm and felt the set may lend 
itself to a more influenced tone. We 
went for a more neutral middle ground, 
with ARRI Master Anamorphics, offering 
cleaner and predictable characteristics 
in which to manipulate. For the first 
clip, I knew the masters did not really 
flare, and wanted to offer something a 
little more visually stimulating in regards 
to filtration. Denson Baker NZCS ACS 
recommended an illusive set of streak 
filters released from Vantage which 
yielded quite an intense result. Vantage, 
however, were reluctant to ship to that 
region of the world. In the end I ran 
combos of smashed filters and glimmer 
to give the set an edge. For the second 
video I ran them naked, occasionally 
bouncing in with 1/4 glimmer for 
Ajram’s close-ups and hero shots. I 
was pleased to create a very different 
look from the same sensor and optic 

combination.

We filmed the second video in the 
beautiful Bekka Valley. I predominantly 
lit using two 12x12 ultra bounce frames 
and the sun. The camera was either on 
a dolly with straight and circular tracks, 
or a six foot slider. Hair, wardrobe and 
make up took five hours that morning, 
so the sunrise setups were abandoned 
and we spent the morning light shooting 
aerial cutaways, while most of the crew 
stood by. 

The artist and label had some 
challenging requests which the entire 
crew braced for, including some heavy 
product placement. Stepping back to 
take a deep breath and remind yourself 
that it’s all happening within its means, 
as a collaboration, is a rewarding and 
satisfying feeling. If you can’t appreciate 
the fact your getting to travel the world 
and work on creative projects in the 
process, you need to consider a career 
change.

The first clip, W MAAK, has been 
released with the second clip scheduled 
to release with the launch of Ajram’s 
new album later in the year. Credit 
should be also given to the on-
set barista, pulling the hours required to 
archive such an insane schedule, 
required a lot of delicious Turkish coffee.

Dale Alexander Bremner is an  

award-winning cinematographer.

A shot from Nancy Ajram’s ‘Watar’ music video - DOP Dale Alexander Bremner
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The Melbourne Symphony Orchestra 
(MSO) opened their 2018 season with 
a gala concert series that included 
performances by Brazilian pianist 
Nelson Freire and Australian tenor 
and Grammy Award-nominee, Stuart 
Skelton. Filmed in 4K, the concerts are 
to be broadcast to audiences across 
Australia. Previous live performances by 
the MSO shot by production company 
Avoca Blue were broadcast to China 
and watched more than 600,000 times.

To capture the performance Avoca Blue 
used a combination of eight Blackmagic 
Design cameras, including two URSA 
Broadcasts, an URSA Mini 4.6K EF 
and five Micro Studio Camera 4Ks. 
The cameras were fed into an ATEM 
1 M/E Production Studio 4K for live 
switching, and also were used with 
Blackmagic Design Talkback Converter 
and Mini Converter Optical Fibre 12G 
for moving from SDI to fibre.

Producer Toby Parkinson, along with 
Cinematographer and Technical Director 
Ben Doudney, had previously shot 
and streamed a number of Australian 
concerts, but this was the first event 
using the URSA Broadcast.

“I loved the ability to have the URSA 
Broadcasts used with our B4 lenses. 
The results were phenomenal!” 
Parkinson says. “We had used cinema 

CONDUCTING FOR THE CAMERAS
Melbourne Symphony Orehestra Gala captured in glorious 4K – by Darrell Vanderwolf

camera lenses before, but the zoom 
was always limiting. For a concert, 
you want to be able to quickly zoom-in 
on fingers and faces, and being able 
to use good zoom lenses was fantastic. 
Being able to do this makes the URSA 
Broadcast perfect for these types of 
live shoots.”

“The results were 
phenomenal!”

With the Gala, Parkinson and Doudney 
were faced with the task of getting as 
many angles as possible, but at the 
same time remaining inconspicuous 
and out of the shot. With eight cameras 
capturing the performance, they relied 
on the cameras’ low-profiles and 
small design.

The set up, which was run with only 
three camera crew on the URSA 
Broadcasts and URSA Mini 4.6K, 
included using the URSA Broadcasts 
set up at forty-five degree angles to the 
stage, and raised to the first balcony in 
order to get full shots of the orchestra 
and tight shots of the soloists. The three 
camera crew behind the eight cameras 
were Adam Russ, Ben Coe and Paddy 
Chong.

“Doudney was able to quickly and 
beautifully pull out to the orchestra 

from tight finger shots,” Parkinson 
says. “Knowing that we could work in 
low-light we could get more creative 
with our shots and get really wide 
open.”

The URSA Mini was set up in the back 
for wide shots, while the five Micro 
Studio Cameras were set up among 
the performers. This included cameras 
located near the string, brass, timpani 
and piano areas, as well as a unique 
‘conductor camera’ that ISO’d footage 
directly in front of MSO Conductor Sir 
Andrew Davis, making it look like he 
was looking directly at the viewer.

“Anyone watching the show live or 
broadcast later could not see the 
cameras in their line of sight while 
watching the performance. The small 
design of all the cameras made it 
possible to get really creative with 
our angles and let us really bring 
the audience right in there with the 
performers,” said Doudney.

Following the MSO Gala concerts, 
Parkinson and Doudney were able to 
load the entire eight camera setup, 
along with the rest of their gear and 
cabling in a single SUV. “The fibre-
converter alone saved us from having 
to travel with eighty kilos of cable!” 
said Parkinson

Darrell Vanderwolf works for New Magic.

Camera Operator Ben Coe films the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra  
on the Blackmagic URSA Broadcast Camera - PHOTO Daniel Aulsebrook



www.leitz-cine.com

Over a century ago in Wetzlar, Germany, Leica founder Ernst Leitz began a tradition of optical 

excellence that revolutionized photography and directly informed our design of the Leica cine 

lenses. Now CW Sonderoptic is taking on the name Leitz Cine Wetzlar to recognize this legacy and 

continue the tradition of craftsmanship and innovation in service of the fi lmmaking community.

CW Sonderoptic becomes Leitz.

Come and see us at IBC 2018, RAI Amsterdam
Hall 12.Stand: E79

LEZ-8605-1807-AustralienCinematographer_01JL.indd   1 06.08.18   15:50



I had been aware of the work Orange 

Sky Australia had been doing in 

Brisbane for some time. These two 

young guys bought a van, retro-fitted 

it so that it could wash and dry clothes 

and began driving around offering free 

washing and drying to people living on 

the streets. 

Nic Marchesi and Lucas Patchett went 

from one van in Brisbane to over thirty 

around Australia, have launched in New 

Zealand and are soon to launch in the 

United States. I was a fan of the work 

they were doing in the community and 

inspired by the way they went about it. 

I reached out to Marchesi, one of the 

co-founders of Orange Sky along with 

Patchett, and offered to create a film 

to help with their expansion and brand 

awareness. A month later we were 

shooting. 

Directing as well as shooting, firstly I 

wanted to make sure we captured a 

realistic and authentic representation of 

the stories from the people they interact 

with everyday on the streets. My 

producer Meagan Babore and I worked 

SPIN CYCLE
Brisbane cinematographer Josh Zaini teams up with 2016’s Young Australians of the Year  

to produce a campaign film for homeless initiative Orange Sky –  by Josh Zaini

closely with Orange Sky to ensure our 
vision for the film aligned with real life 
scenarios, and was as close to real life 
as possible.

I had seen a few of these types of 
campaigns in the past and an important 
aspect for us was creating the story 
of people who you may not expect to 
be living life tough. We worked with 
their team to determine three separate 
narratives.

“The total project cost to 
Orange Sky was zero.”

I was shocked to learn that one of 
the fastest growing demographics of 
homeless people was older ladies either 
living on the streets or living in their 
cars. Also young guys, mid-20s, who 
are living pay cheque to pay cheque. If 
one thing goes wrong then they are on 
the street or living in a shelter or home 
with no electricity. The third scenario 
was a young mum and daughter, who 
were living in a tent. This type of thing 
happens for a multitude of reasons, 
and domestic abuse is a big factor. The 

themes in the film were all based on real 
stories. 

The objective was to establish these 
people, who look completely normal 
going about their everyday lives, then 
reveal that all is not what it seems and 
there is more going on than meets the 
eye. So breaking stereotypes of what 
a homeless person looks like was the 
primary objective. 

Having recently purchased an ARRI 
Alexa Mini, the camera was an obvious 
choice. I wanted to shoot with the 
Cooke Panchro Classic lenses because 
I loved the vintage feel of the glass, the 
drop off and the way they shape faces 
in particular was a perfect fit for this 
style of film, because ultimately it was all 
about the emotion in the face that told 
the story. Lemac were awesome and 
helped us with the lenses.

It was incredible to see the willingness 
of the Brisbane film community to 
come and volunteer their time for this 
project. The most challenging part 
of this project, I thought, would be 
convincing crew to come and work for 
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Behind-the-scenes on the Orange Sky campaign - PHOTO Benjamin Knight



free, at night, in winter, on a weekend. 
Everybody believed in what we were 
trying to do for Orange Sky. It was an 
amazing example of the film community 
coming together. To help the guys who 
help people in our community. 

We had a tech crew of around twenty 
people, plus several suppliers from 
catering, permits, talent, music… the 
list goes on. Most of the crew I had 
worked with previously on television 
commercials, but some were complete 
strangers. The total project cost to 
Orange Sky was zero.

Rounding out the camera department 
was First Assistant Camera Aaron 
Bottero, Second Assistant Camera 
David Sciasci, Camera Assistant Scott 
Edwards, Movi Operator Brendan Isaac, 
Movi Assistant Matt Davies, Behind-
the-Scenes Camera Nathan Barlow 
and Drone Operator Jeff Camden. We 
started shooting from sundown and 
continued through until about 1-2am on 
a Friday, Saturday and Sunday night. 
Not too many hiccups really considering 
all the moving parts.

My primary goal for the look of this 
project was to make it feel real and 
authentic. Initially I had written a script 
for the film but I ended up ditching it. 
The power was in the visuals, and I 

wanted the pictures to do the talking. 

We were lucky to have amazing talent 

and locations. We wanted to keep the 

lighting simple utilising a couple of Sky 

Panels for moonlight sources and some 

M18s gelled to replicate the feeling of 

sodium vapour street lights. It was tricky 

to not overdo it and keep it stripped 

back. The goal was to make people 

have an emotional reaction to these 

characters without using words. It was 

a fun challenge.

“It was an amazing 
example of the film 
community coming 

together.”

I was across the whole post-production 

process. We didn’t have to do too much 

in the grade, I liked the look of the log so 

much that I almost wanted not to touch 

it. We enhanced the colour a bit which 

did help to create the mood. We kept 

the blacks pretty high and added a bit of 

contrast, however that was about it. 

A catalyst for bringing people together 

of all walks of life, Orange Sky facilitates 

countless hours of community 

work each week. In February 2015, 

they took their mobile laundry to 

North Queensland to wash clothes 

 ACS BRIEF / 15

in cyclone affected communities. They 
have found a way to treat others the 
way they want to be treated by restoring 
respect, raising health standards and 
reducing the strain on resources. It’s 
the simple idea that led two young 
Queenslanders to one of Australia’s 
highest honours. Nicholas Marchesi and 
Lucas Patchett were crowned Young 
Australians of the Year in 2016 after 
creating their mobile laundry for the 
homeless.

I am actually pretty happy with the end 
result. I think it’s a powerful story and 
stayed true to what we set out to do. 
There are always things I would do 
differently as a cinematographer, I have 
never been completely satisfied with 
anything I’ve ever shot. But overall, 
considering what we did with what we 
had, I’m proud of it and enjoyed the 
challenge.

I have just finished shooting a short 
film called Here There Be Monsters 
for director Drew Macdonald, which 
has its premiere it Los Angeles next 
month. Apart from that, I’m back into 
commercials.

Josh Zaini is a young director and 

cinematographer from Brisbane who works for 

Light + Shade Media. He has received several 

Australian Cinematography Awards for his work.

A scene from the Orange Sky Campaign - DOP Josh Zaini
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In a project spanning six months, 
Adelaide’s Rising Sun Pictures 
produced eighty-six visual effects 
shots for Animal World, a new 
fantasy adventure film that debuted 
to considerable fanfare at this year’s 
Shanghai International Film Festival and 
is currently in international release. 

The film centres on a young man named 
Kaisi (Yi Feng Li) who becomes trapped 
on a gambling ship operated by a 
menacing impresario (Michael Douglas) 
and is forced to take part in a violent 
game whose stakes are continually 
ratcheting up. Animal World marked the 
studio’s first major project for a Chinese 
film production aimed at an international 
audience.

The Adelaide studio worked under the 
guidance of Visual Effects Supervisor 
John Dietz, whose company, BangBang 
Productions, provided support for 
several recent films made in China. 
“Rising Sun Pictures and their work is 
second to none,” said Dietz, who was 
particularly attracted to their incredible 
work on X-Men: Days of Future Past 
(2014) and wanted to bring that talent 
into key sequences in this film.

Australian character animators got 
to flex their creative muscles with a 
sequence involving a creature called 
Hightower (pictured above). Elsewhere 
in the film, the tall, reptilian creatures 

CREATURE COMFORTS
Adelaide’s Rising Sun Pictures conjures visual effects magic for  

international blockbuster Animal World – by Slade Phillips

are portrayed as vicious warriors, but 
here they sit in the casino relaxing over 
a game of cards. “We had to modify 
the creature for our sequence to give 
it hands,” explains CG Supervisor Ryan 
Kirby. “That required high-definition 
muscle simulation. We needed to make 
sure that the body performance was 
up to scratch because we had them so 
close to camera. They also had to ‘act’ 
a bit more.” Visual Effects Supervisor 
Malte Sarnes says the sequence ranks 
among the studio’s best character work. 

One of the Animal World’s most exciting 
sequences is an elaborate car chase 
where one of the film’s characters, 
driving a BMW coupe, is pursued 
by ninjas on motorcycles through a 
crowded city. Rising Sun Pictures 
created a central part of that sequence 
where the pursuit enters a tunnel and 
things literally spin out of control.

Nearly as complex is a sequence 
involving an exterior view of the ship 
‘Destiny’ that appears at the opening 
of the film. Both the ship and the 
surrounding ocean environment are CG 
creations. “The ship appears to be a 
chemical tanker that was transformed 
into a casino,” says Sarnes. “There is 
secret military stuff happening on deck 
while the gambling goes on below.”

Artists spent months honing the details 
of the massive ship, the sky and the 

ocean. 2D Lead Jess Burnheim notes 
that the length and prominence of the 
sequence made it essential to get the 
details right. “The audience has a lot 
of time to scrutinise the work and if 
something looks false, they’ll notice,” 
explains Burnheim. “So, we used 
everything in our bag of tricks, adding 
flares and lights, wisps of smoke in the 
background, to give it an increased 
sense of realism.”

In all, Rising Sun Pictures contributed 
to seven key sequences in the film, 
shot by cinematographer Max Da-Yung 
Wang. 

Collectively, that amounted to nearly 
nine minutes of material that was either 
completely or nearly fully computer 
generated. Executive Producer for the 
Australian studio, Gill Howe, says that 
the scope and variety of the work made 
it a gratifying project for the whole team.

 “We got to do creature animation, 
create far out digital environments 
and produce interesting effects,” 
says Howe. “It touched all the areas 
we excel at and so it was a great 
opportunity for the company to show 
what Australians can do!”

Slade Phillips is a writer  

based in Sydney.

A scene from the film ‘Animal World’ - DOP Max Da-Yung Wang
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The first exclusive ACS WA Branch 
event afforded members the opportunity 
to spend the evening with Nic Sadler 
from Chemical Wedding, the creator of 
the much loved Helios, Helios Pro and 
now Artemis Pro and Artemis Prime. 
Sadler started off the night revealing all 
the features of Helios Pro, a software 
that can pinpoint the position of the sun, 
the moon and even the stars - which 
is new to Helios Pro - such as the new 
‘milky way tool’ which gives you three 
different ways of visualising the position 
of stars in any location.

The star of the evening was a device 
that was half-hardware and half-
software (and an integration with 
Helios Pro), a director’s viewfinder titled 
Artemis Prime. It is a sophisticated 
piece of software that allows you to use 
the taking lens that you would use on 
a job or on a scout/recce with a ‘digital 
director’s viewfinder’ software driven 
program that allows you to produce, 
and very precisely find the format of any 
digital camera and format - from super 
35mm up to Vista Vision - along with an 
extensive database of lenses.

An image is captured from inside, 
on a focus screen which then views 
the image using an iPhone or iPad 
interface. iPad being the most preferred, 
especially on set, as it creates a more 
unified decision. Artemis Prime is 

GEAR UP
Members of the ACS WA Branch attended two informative tech/gear events  

organised exclusively by the ACS WA Committee last month – by Erin Macliver

ultimately trying to help the director, 
the visual effects supervisor and the 
cinematographer agree on a general 
approach. Exclusively, Artemis Pro and 
Artemis Prime emulates physical stand-
ins, sort of working like a sketch pad in 
which you can also annotate, send and 
share to any crew members.

With Artemis and Helios being 
the preferred digital viewfinders 
for smartphone and tablets they 
have become a fundamental tool 
for professional filmmakers and 
cinematographers, especially for our 
very own Denson Baker NZCS ACS, 
Mandy Walker ACS ASC and Toby 
Oliver ACS.

The second event was held at HD 
Rentals, in Leederville, one of the WA 
Branch’s gear-themed ‘Drop-Ins’, where 
members get the opportunity to meet 
local rental companies and see what 
they have to offer. The HD Rentals team 
set-up stations within their space that 
was stretched out to every corner of the 
warehouse. Each station showcased 
their extensive shop of lenses, gimbals, 
cameras, grip gear, lighting, drones, 
underwater housings, viewfinders and 
loads of other accessories.

The highlight of the night and most 
certainly and quite literally the centre of 
attention, was the Freefly System; MoVI 
XL. Holding an ARRI Alexa with the 

Canon Cine Servo Zoom 17-120mm 
T2.95 - T3.9 (a 4K ready, eleven blade 
iris, compact and lightweight lens), it 
was a big hit. Particularly, with the MoVI 
controller, which gave a whole new 
meaning to ‘control’, especially with the 
Alpha wheels.

An ARRI Alexa partnered with Cooke 
Optics sat - very securely - on a Mini 
Worrall geared tripod head that with 
two brass wheels, and by blessing, will 
allow for the smoothest of smooth pans 
and tilts, once mastered. Blackmagic’s 
Ursa Mini Pro and Pocket Cinema 
Camera were also on show, alongside 
RED Dragons and Rick Rifici’s (Water 
Unit Photography on Breath) custom 
underwater housings.

We thank Sadler for his time, and for 
his wealth of knowledge experiences 
with Artemis and Helios. It was very 
engrossing and enjoyable. We also 
thank HD Rentals for giving the ACS 
WA Branch’s members the opportunity 
to share in common interests and spend 
a night with friends and colleagues in 
a space that really makes what we do 
worth the while. Especially when it’s not 
sitting in a case or packed away on a 
shelf!

Erin Macliver is a member of the  

Western Australia Branch of the ACS.

Cinematographer Daniel Holliday at the ACS Drop-In at HD Rentals in Perth - PHOTO Erin Macliver
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MARVELLOUS MASTERCLASS
Mark Kenfield, recipient of the John Leake OAM ACS Emerging Cinematographer Award,  
travels to Los Angeles for a masterclass with our friends at the ASC – by Mark Kenfield

After a whirlwind couple of months 
travelling, first in the United States 
and then traipsing around Australia 
on a series of shoots, I have finally 
settled back home and had a minute to 
process the terrific experience that was 
the ASC Masterclass.

I’d like to say a huge thank you to the 
Australian society, as it’s thanks to the 
wonderful generosity of the John Leake 
OAM ACS Emerging Cinematographer 
Award that I was afforded the 
opportunity to attend the Masterclass in 
Los Angeles.

Bouncing between the ASC’s lovely 
clubhouse, north of Hollywood, and 
a small stage at Mole Richardson’s 
headquarters in The Valley further north; 
the course is a week long intensive (and 
I mean intensive, they’re twelve-hour 
days), covering a range of specialties 
determined by the particular ASC 
members who are available to teach on 
a given course.

We had a fantastic line-up of teachers 
for our course, and from a wonderfully 
broad range of specialties, including 
Shelly Johnson ASC, Oliver Bokelberg 
ASC, Bill Bennett ASC, Mark 
Weingartner ASC, Jacek Laskus ASC, 
Curtis Clarke ASC and the recently 
retired Don McCuaig ASC.

This gave us sessions examining topics 
as varied as finding and rekindling 
your creativity and inspiration, lighting 

cars, managing multiple cameras, 
shooting and delivering HDR, the ACES 
(Academy Colour Encoding System) 
workflow, the joys of blowing things up 
on Second Unit, and tips and tricks to 
getting realistic results shooting visual 
effects elements.

There are certain parts of your 
education as a cinematographer 
that I simply don’t think you can fill 
without exposure to the accumulated 
knowledge of cinematographers who 
have worked at the highest levels and 
on the largest scales. 

The best part of the course was getting 
that exposure. In addition to the terrific 
line-up of teachers, each session was 
audited by other ASC members, who 
would generally hang around to chat 
at lunch and dinner, which meant that 
even if a session got a little off track you 
could just sit down and have a forty-five 
minute, one-on-one with Dean Cundey 
ASC at the back of the room!

The number of pinch-me moments 
was quite remarkable. Sitting down 
for lunch on day one and chatting to a 
gentleman named Gil, and discovering 
about half an hour into the conversation 
that you’re actually talking to Gil Hubbs 
ASC - who shot Enter the Dragon with 
Bruce Lee! - was one such moment. 
Getting to chat to Claudio Miranda 
ASC one-on-one about his approach 
to lighting and a little film he’s working 

on at the moment called Top Gun was 
another. Until another classmate, who 
was slightly less capable of containing 
his rabid ‘fanboydom’ than I was, came 
along and weirded poor Miranda out.

There was even an Aussie component 
to the proceedings, with the lovely Peter 
Moss ACS ASC and Peter Levy ACS 
ASC auditing most of the course, and 
sharing some fantastic stories about life 
in the golden age of Australian cinema. 
It was tremendously instructive to be 
able to pick the brains of some local 
cinematographers who have made the 
move to the United States with such 
success.

Now there’s no getting around the fact 
that it’s a pricey piece of education. 
About $4000 AUD at current exchange 
rates. I would recommend anyone 
interested in attending to schedule 
some time in advance of the course 
simply to adjust to the time difference. 
Every one of those mid-afternoon jet lag 
induced nod-offs costs you about $100 
a pop.

But on the whole, I can only offer 
a firm recommendation to anyone 
who has the opportunity to attend an 
ASC Masterclass. It was thoroughly 
marvellous.

Mark Kenfield was the winner of the Australian 

Cinematographer Society’s John Leake OAM ACS 

2017 Emerging Cinematographer Award.

The ASC Clubhouse in Los Angeles - PHOTO Mark Kenfield





LADIES IN BLACK
Peter James ACS ASC is known for his work on Meet the Parents,  

Mao’s Last Dancer, Double Jeopardy, Driving Miss Daisy  
and Black Robe. James is a proud accredited member of the  
Australian Cinematographers Society and American Society  

of Cinematographers, as well as being a voting member of the  
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and four-time  

recipient of the ACS Milli Award for Cinematographer of the Year.

The much-anticipated Ladies in Black marks the thirteenth  
collaboration between the cinematographer and  
legendary Australian director Bruce Beresford.

- by Velinda Wardell ACS and Meredith Emmanuel



Julia Ormond as Magda Szombatheli in ‘Ladies in Black’ - DOP Peter James ACS ASC, PHOTO Sony Pictures



Ladies in Black is based on a bestselling novel by director 
Bruce Beresford and producer Sue Milliken’s beloved 
university buddy, Madeleine St. John. It follows the tales of 
several women as they navigate changing times as Australia 
moves from the austerity of the post WWII 1950s to the 
swinging 1960s. The film examines cultural issues including 
women’s rights, the plight of immigrants, taboos surrounding 
sexual relationships and Australia’s inherent xenophobia.

The primary character, Lisa Miles, is in her final year of high 
school. Entering adulthood, she takes a school holiday job 
at a major Sydney department store ‘Goodes’, based on 
Sydney’s David Jones - ‘The Most Beautiful Store in the 
World’, as she awaits the results of her leaving certificate 
examinations. Under the tutelage of her glamorous co-
workers Fay and Magda, Lisa is swept up into a new world of 
romance and gossip, whilst experiencing the traditional 1959 
views of her family and society.

In this rite of passage tale, women take the forefront, with 
award-worthy performances from; Rachael Taylor as Fay; 
Julia Ormond as Magda; Angourie Rice as Lisa; Susie Porter 
as Mrs. Miles; Noni Hazlehurst as Miss Cartwright; alongside 
Ryan Corr as Rudi; Nicholas Hammond as Mr. Ryder; Vincent 
Perez as Stefan and Shane Jacobson as Mr. Miles.

It took Milliken and Beresford twenty-five years of trying 
to raise the funds to make Ladies in Black. According to 
the The Australian newspaper, the “X-factor has been 
the involvement of Allanah Zitserman as Co-Producer”. 
Zitserman, has impressive entrepreneurial credentials. She has 
produced three movies including Russian Doll (2001) and set 
up the Dungog Film Festival in NSW’s Hunter Region in 2005.

“If it hadn’t been for Zitserman’s dynamism, we’d never 
have got the money,” says Beresford. “She was relentless. 
Milliken and I had tried so hard and we nearly got finance 
several times. Zitserman said to me, ‘I bet I can get it 
done’… and she could.”

Ladies in Black encapsulates everything the book celebrates. 
The beginning of change for women in Australia and the value 

of immigration in an evolving culture and of course fashion, 
food and Sydney. Though written in the 1990s about the 
1950s, the themes are uncannily relevant today.

The film was shot over a tight thirty-day schedule at various 
Sydney locations, the Blue Mountains and on a set created 
by Production Designer Felicity Abbott APDG on the Fox 
Studios lot at Moore Park. Blending a mixture of James’ 
cinematography, 1950s archival film footage and visual 
effects, Ladies in Black evokes the precise feeling of what 
it was like to be a young woman, working at Goodes 
Department Store in 1959.

“The David Jones Department Store was beautiful and so 
classy,” says James. “I wanted our Goodes Department 
store to look as full of fantasy and romance as I could, in 
stark contrast to the homes of our predominantly working-
class girls, who were really just living out in the suburbs. 
Some of the girls lived in single rooms. They were poor. I 
wanted to convey the feeling that when they went to work 
they were transformed to these beautiful creatures who 
could appropriately serve Sydney’s elite classes. It was like 
shooting a Vanity Fair cover every day, looking at all these 
beautiful women.”

James took six weeks to prep the film. The crew had only one 
day to shoot interiors at the actual David Jones location on 
Elizabeth Street, which also fell on the first day of shooting. 
This day included three major scenes involving a complex 
choreography of cast, crew and equipment. 

Preparing for the first day’s shoot required the installation of 
a very long Rosco scenic backing screen designed by the 
art department to replicate Sydney city circa 1959. The crew 
were shooting on the seventh floor of David Jones, and had to 
transform it to appear as being the ground floor. 

James shot tests with his chosen selection of E and C series 
Panavision anamorphic lenses and two ARRI Alexa Minis. 
He worked with Gaffer Reg Garside, A-Cam Operator Simon 
Harding and Key Grip David Nichols.

“I knew that once I set the look of the film on that first day 
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Cinematographer Peter James ACS ASC (pointing), with B-Camera Operator and Second Unit DOP Richard Bradshaw 
along side Director Bruce Beresford, on location filming ‘Ladies in Black’ - PHOTO Supplied



in David Jones, I had to match for weeks of shooting on 
stage, ” says James.

One scene depicts the moment the doors of the department 
store burst open to reveal dozens of shoppers pouring into 
the store at the beginning of the post-Christmas sales. “It 
was really a lot of pressure on that first day to get the look 
right. Plus, Beresford said, ‘Wouldn’t it be nice for all the 
lights to come on at once, before the shoppers enter the 
store’,” laughs James. “I quickly called Garside and he 
worked out where the fuse boxes were. I shot a camera test 
to make sure that we weren’t going to have terrible flicker 
problems.”

“Nichols did an amazing job,” says James. “We had to rig 
and utilise a lot of the existing lighting, because we didn’t 
have a budget to go in there and completely light it. We just 
worked with what they had.”

“We shot one the biggest scenes of the film on what was 
the last day of pre-production,” James reflects. “It was a 
Friday and we had to bump in and out of David Jones. It 
was a nightmare getting in and out of their loading dock,” 
James recalls. “Plus, we needed all the art department 
gear in there with their complicated set dressings, a 
huge Christmas tree, cabinets filled with LED lighting, 
plus wardrobe. Moving the lighting, grip and sound gear, 
backings, dollies and cameras in, while hair, makeup and 
wardrobe prepped a huge crowd of cast and extras. That 
first day was simply nuts.”

“I think our Production Designer Felicity Abbott didn’t go 
to bed for more than twenty-four hours! The art department 
needed to work all night, as we only had one day to shoot 
three massive sequences.”

David Jones lent its original lights from the store to the set. 
This helped create a seamless transition between the location 
and Fox Studios.

“David Jones were wonderful. They loaned us a lot of things 
and a few key items,” says James. “Wonderful cabinets 

with curved glass ends, original torchiere statues - holding 
lanterns - and original hanging chandeliers. The majority of 
the cabinetry had to be built and we hid the LED lighting 
where we could in the cabinets. This makes a for a very 
flattering under light and provides a glamorous contrast to 
the gloomy homes where the women-in-black lived.”  

James says, “The colours for the set were torturous. 
Really tricky. I said to Abbott, ‘there’s going to be a lot of 
colour in there with the colours of the people’s dresses and 
the different things, we have to be very careful it doesn’t 
become a mess.”

Abbott says, “We worked closely to develop the character 
of the sets, particularly the large department store set to 
integrate the lighting, sight lines and angles to the greatest 
advantage. I developed a disciplined palette in conversation 
with James and Beresford. We built large-scale concept 
models for the main set pieces, as the Director uses these 
for blocking and working out scenes, and these were the 
central focus on our creative discussions.”

“It was such a pleasure to work with James and many days 
on set were like a masterclass in filmmaking,” says Abbott. 
“He is a generous collaborator and our discussions were 
always lively and informative.”

“Camera testing comprised of determining colour palette, 
sheen levels in the larger sets, plus wardrobe and makeup, 
which included an extensive variety of lip colours,” explains 
James. “We decided to shoot in Apple ProRes 4444 XQ. 
The tests were taken through the post path to DCP and 
projected in a theatre for the director, producer and crew 
see on the big screen.”

James is renowned for his meticulous attention to detail and 
diligence for how people are represented on screen. His 
affection and affinity for colour is always evident. “And then! 
The different lip colours! I have never done a lipstick pass 
before, but there were so many different lipstick shades 
I thought I had better go through the principle actors to 
make sure their lip colours didn’t change.” 
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First Assistant Director Charles Rotherham waiting as Director Bruce Beresford speaks with Camera Operator Simon Hard-
ing about the shot - PHOTO Peter James ACS ASC





Alison McGirr as Patty Williams, Angourie Rice as Lisa Miles and Rachael Taylor as Fay Baines in ‘Ladies in Black’ - 
DOP Peter James ACS ASC, PHOTO Sony Pictures



“You can get to grading a scene and suddenly you find a 
character’s lipstick shade has shifted. It’s gone to a different 
place! So, grader Trish Cahill and myself went through and 
did a quick lipstick pass, because I didn’t want the lips to 
go purple or tangerine when it was actually fuchsia.” James 
had collaborated with Cahill before in 2009, “She’s terrific. 
We did Mao’s Last Dancer together and she’s very good.”

A challenge they faced together was to match the archival 
film to the look of their footage. “We worked to find the best 
footage but pulling from letterbox on old 35mm film, which 
is really just coming off print, was tough. It isn’t coming 
from the original negative, so we enhanced it as much as 
we could. Sound Firm played around with it and were very 
good with that.”

Costuming for Ladies in Black was key. Hundreds of 
frocks had to be sourced to clothe the large cast. The art 
department was responsible for all the couture not worn by 
the actors, so it was particularly hectic for both the art and the 
costume departments.

“Somebody in Adelaide was going out of business, so Abbott 
and the Costume Designer Wendy Cork flew over and found 
a truck load of clothes. They got permission to buy and 
bring them back, which was fantastic, because we had to 
re-dress the mannequins five times; before the sales, during 
the sales, and after the sales. All those changes of frocks! It 
is very embedded in the script.”

“Then, when the dresses change at the end of the season, 
Lisa comes in looking for ‘the dress’, only to find it is gone. 
It is a beautiful, beautiful dress that she wants. I think the 
wardrobe department was so clever to make it and they 
dressed her perfectly.”

Beresford wanted to do the film in anamorphic. “Because 
the story is small and gentle, with a delicate nature,” 
says James. “We tend to take anamorphic films far 
more seriously. We wanted it to look entirely different to 
television. I used the oldest anamorphic lenses I could get 
from Panavision, the old E and C lenses. In fact, I asked 
for many of the lenses I’ve used before . They have my 

serial numbers,” he smiles.

James got hold of the lenses he’d previously used on 
Paradise Road (1997) and Double Jeopardy (1999). He chose 
to diffuse the entire film with black pro-mist filters and nets on 
some closeups. “This gave a ‘gentle glow’ to the faces and 
helped to degrade it slightly so it would better match the 
archival footage and give the movie a more ‘film-like’ look,” 
says James.

“We used two ARRI Alexa Mini cameras all the time. It is 
the only way we could get through the schedule. This is the 
shortest schedule I’ve ever shot, so even though the budgets 
and schedules were smaller, we still wanted to get a big look 
and not let the film suffer.”

“I like using the Alexa Mini. They are easy to move around 
and highly versatile. There was so much we could attach to 
them,” says James. “We chose an aspect ratio of 2.39:1. 
Our cinematic process gave us an anamorphic output of 
4:3.

Shooting in bright scenic locations such as the Megalong 
Valley near Katoomba and on Sydney Harbour meant James 
needed to dial back the brightness on occasion. This reduced 
the depth of field and the cinematographer used ND filters, so 
the camera exposure never went above T 5.6. To monitor their 
work, James and Beresford used a pair of Sony 25” OLED 
monitors from Panavision while shooting.

“Bruce works differently now with digital. In the past he 
would always stand next to the camera with a pair of Leica 
binoculars, so he could look at the actor’s eyes,” says 
James. “But now, he will come to the monitor and he’ll lean 
over my shoulder and he can see their eyes clearly on the 
monitors.

While much of the Ladies in Black story takes place in Goodes 
Department Store, a variety of other scenes were shot on 
location in small homes throughout Sydney. A one-story home 
in Ashfield served as a boarding house, the doctor’s surgery, 
Paddy’s bedroom, a hallway, Noni Hazelhurst’s home and the 
backyard party location.
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Filming ‘Ladies in Black’ with a two camera setup at the Sydney Tramway Museum for 1950s Elizabeth Street, with a little 
help from the Visual Effects team - PHOTO Peter James ACS ASC
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The film’s demanding pace and budget created a space for 
James to exercise all his tricks of the trade, including having 
to cheat a 180-degree reverse shot of Shane Jacobsen, Lisa’s 
father, as he works at his Sydney Morning Herald typesetting 
job.

James understands the value of pre-production and careful 
planning. He breaks down the script beforehand, noting every 
detail in a folder that is placed on the camera cart. “It’s ‘the 
bible’ as we say. It’s got everything in it.” His notes include 
story, time of day, lighting gels, lens sizes, shot in sun or 
cloud, camera moves and Steadicam. 

“I like to give the house a geography, like from morning to 
night as the sun or moon passes over the house. It doesn’t 
confuse the audience. People instinctively understand light 
geography,” James explains.

In one emotional scene, where Susie Porter talks to her 
daughter Lisa about her future, it was clear the actress would 
cry and James needed to capture the moment. “Porter gets 
up and turns towards the kitchen. Just as she says, ‘I had 
better get your father’s dinner,’ the tears roll down her 
cheeks on the cue word ‘dinner.’ She was perfect!” says 
James.

“For scenes like this, you need to light it in a sensitive, 
naturalistic way. That happens by thinking through the time 
of day and working out where the sun should be. That’s 
what motivated my reason for where the sun sets and how I 
knew I could stage it in the room weeks later. You want to 
see the tears trickle down the cheek. If she was facing away 
from the light source, we wouldn’t see them.” 

Nutcote, where renowned Australian children’s author and 
illustrator May Gibbs lived for over forty-four years at Kurraba 
Point, Sydney, proved to be a challenging location for James. 
The house acted as the Mosman apartment for Magda’s 
character, played by Julia Ormond. It also appears as a venue 
for a multitude of intense character dialogs, lunches, dinners 
and the film’s final celebratory party scenes.

“We had a fantastic locations guy, Jeremy Peek,” says 
James. “He is just the best and unbelievable. How he found 
half of the places we worked at, I will never know. He got 
Nutcote for us. A feature film crew has never shot there 
before. We had to take every precaution to protect the 
home while we worked there.”

James continues, “Oh, but that location is just insane, It’s 
like climbing down a cliff face to get the gear in. It’s a 
National Trust home and you can’t swing a cat in there 
when it’s dressed to the nines to accommodate fifteen to 
twenty actors.”

“Having two cameras whirring away, while you can’t 
float walls or do anything is very limiting, but fortunately 
we blocked the scenes in ways designed to get the best 
performances,” he says.

With only six days to shoot at Nutcote, James had to light a 
wide variety of day and night scenes, making sure to capture 
glimpses of Sydney Harbour through the windows during 
daylight hours. For the big finale they had to bring the lights 
inside, but for the rest of the scenes all the lights were outside. 

“We couldn’t go into the neighbour’s houses to place lights, 
so it was fiddly to create a beautifully lit space where we 
could pan 360 degrees around the room and not see any 

gear,” explains the cinematographer. “We went through 
rolls of Rosco scrim and gels, while we bounced light off 
reflectors, through side passages and around corners, when 
there was no room.”

“We wanted to see the views out the windows. We wanted to 
see the harbour outside all the time. Because we were using 
anamorphic lenses, it brings the backgrounds closer---so the 
water almost feels like it’s right outside the windows.” says 
James. “A bit of a trick.”

“We tend to take anamorphic 
films far more seriously.”

“The final part of the movie happens at Nutcote and the 
whole film hangs on those scenes. If that section didn’t 
work, then the whole film wouldn’t work. It was very, very 
important to get it right. And, I think we did it!”

“During post-production we needed to give it a little bit of 
a ‘look,’ but there wasn’t a big colour shift,” says James. 
“I did put a little more colour into the film. Digital can be 
a bit bland and if I lit it again today, I would light it with 
slightly more colour. I just felt that the digital didn’t quite 
grab the colours, particularly the subtle colours. I am not 
talking about disco colouring. I am talking about quarter 
oranges and quarter blues and the tonality of delicate 
sunrises and subtle sunsets.”

Largely, in the grading, it “was about darkening down some 
things, adjusting dynamic ranges and other small tweaks. 
For example, the weather in the Blue Mountains didn’t 
cooperate well with us. Yet despite the grey days, we made 
it look bright, sunny and humid.”

“For all our crew, this was a labour of love,” says James. 
“I couldn’t have been surrounded by a better group of 
filmmakers and I’m tremendously grateful to have worked 
with: Second Unit Director of Photography and B Camera 
Operator Richard Bradshaw, First Assistant A Camera 
Gerard Maher, First Assistant B Camera and Focus Puller 
Adrian Seffrin, Gaffer Reg Garside, Second Assistant A 
Camera Kristi Gilligan, A Camera and Steadicam Simon 
Harding, Second Assistant B Camera Inaki De Ubago, 
Digital Intermediate Technician Aleksei Vanamois, Key Grip 
David Nichols, Dolly Grip Brett McDowell and Best Boy 
Grant Wilson.”

Like all great artists, James is always analysing and critiquing 
his own work. “I was worried that it shouldn’t look too 
garish or too obvious, so I erred on the conservative. That’s 
probably the only thing I would change if I did it again.”

“Sony is a great distributor and have been exceptionally 
supportive of our work. I’m hopeful the film will be released 
outside Australia and appreciated by wider audiences,” 
says James. “I’m proud of my work with Beresford and 
hope my cinematography colleagues will get to see it. 
Perhaps at Camerimage one day!”

Velinda Wardell ACS is a cinematographer based in Sydney, winning 

numerous awards including two national Awards of Distinction from the 

Australian Cinematographers Society, and was accredited in 2008.

Meredith Emmanuel works for Emmanuel Bates Communications and is a 

valued contributor to Australian Cinematographer Magazine.



Judy Davis and Aaron Pederson in ‘Mystery Road’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS

MYSTERY ROAD
Detective Jay Swan is assigned to investigate  

the mysterious disappearance of two men  
on a remote Outback cattle station.

Come behind-the-scenes on the ABC’s  
compelling Mystery Road series with  

cinematographer Mark Wareham ACS.

- by James Cunningham
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On a desolate dirt patch of iconic Australian desert, 
under a gloriously illuminated Milky Way, sits a ute. With 
the engine still running (a clue, perhaps?), the driver or 
his passenger is nowhere in sight. Detective Jay Swan 
(Aaron Pedersen) working with local cop Emma James 
(Two-time Academy Award-nominee Judy Davis) are 
tasked with investigating the mysterious disappearance. 
As the investigation unravels, a past injustice threatens 
to rip apart the fabric of the whole community. 

Cinematographer Mark Wareham ACS (Felony, Don’t 
Tell, Cleverman) had worked with Mystery Road director 
Rachel Perkins previously on series Redfern Now (2012-
13), telemovie Redfern Now: Promise Me (2015) and 

feature film Jasper Jones (2017). “Perkins and I have a 
very collegial working relationship,” says Wareham.

From the beginning, Wareham explains the visual style of 
the show was dictated by Ivan Sen’s film Mystery Road 
(2013), and to some extent Goldstone (2016). Sen, who 
was credited as Director as well as Cinematographer 
on those films, worked as Executive Producer on the 
series. “The ABC very much wanted the cinematic 
feel and style and mood invoked by those films,” 
says Wareham. “The series was always intended to 
be a western and the term ‘Outback Noir’ was coined 
to describe the genre of Sen’s films, juxtaposing his 
characters against the outback locations.”

Judy Davis between takes on ‘Mystery Road’ - PHOTO Mark Wareham ACS



The team created mood-boards and reference 
frames from both Mystery Road and Goldstone, 
as well as Sen’s original reference for his films, the 
Cohen Brothers’ No Country for Old Men (2007, 
cinematography by Roger Deakins CBE BSC ASC). 

They also looked at the first series of True Detective 
(2014, cinematography by Adam Arkapaw ACS) along 
with Wim Wenders’ Paris, Texas (1984, cinematography 
by Robby Müller NSC BVK), as location was an 
important character for the show they were creating.

Those lucky enough to have indulged in the series will 
be aware of the striking use of time-lapse photography 
in each of the opening title sequences; a different 
sequence for each episode, and scene one of the first 
script mentioned the use of time-lapse against the 
Australian landscape. “Perkins discussed the idea 
every episode’s title sequence to be ‘bespoke’ and 
relate to the drama, story or characters’ journey,” 
explains Wareham. “The reference was the season two 
of Fargo (2015, cinematography by Dana Gonzales 
ASC and Craig Wrobleski CSC)”.

The time-lapse photography in Mystery Road beautifully 
showcases the clarity of a desert night sky, free 
from light pollution. “We were also inspired by the 
astrophotography of local Kimberley photographer 
Ben Broady, who became our full-time Drone 
Operator,” says Wareham. 

Wareham suggested photographer and filmmaker 
Murray Fredericks who he knew could interpret these 
sequences, and who had the technical expertise to pull 
them off in a limited shooting schedule. “We shot some 
early tests during pre-production which illustrated the 

potential detail we would be able to attain from the 
night skies,” he explains.

The international sales agent wanted a DCI 4K 
(4096x2160) finish to satisfy future delivery requirements 
and Wareham again took his lead from Sen. Wareham 
used the RED Weapon Helium as both Sen’s films were 
shot on RED. “I was impressed with the tests I had 
seen,” he says. “I wanted to capture as much clarity 
and colour information as the show had a lot of warm 
tones I was interested in, as well as extreme lighting 
situations and contrast ranges between costume and 
skin tones.” Wareham says the 7K data took some 
management, but in the end he was pleased with the 
look of the Helium.

“I ended up having a pretty good six week pre-
production period, which was very helpful in planning 
such a visual show,” says Wareham. “Perkins and I 
were able to create shot lists and photo boards for 
many of the big set pieces, in addition to having story 
boards for our opening time-lapse sequences.”

Perkins and Wareham assembled their look book 
illustrating composition, lighting and colour tones. 
During pre-production, the team shot test-footage 
at an outback rodeo. Frames from this test-shoot 
were included in the team’s look book. They handed 
those references to Fredericks along with Second Unit 
Cinematographer and Time-lapse Assistant Director 
Mark Boskell, who liaised as to when would be the best 
lunar phase; meaning when the moon would not be so 
bright as to dim the brilliance of the Milky Way.

Having one director over the entire six hours of 
television Wareham was creating imparted the show 
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A scene at sunset from ‘Mystery Road’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS
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with a coherent visual style. “We used Peter Pound to 
storyboard many of our scenes,” explains Wareham. 
“Many we shot for the series, however others were 
simply unfeasible when it to came budgeting. Our 
most important storyboarded scenes were passed to 
our Second Unit Director, Tov Belling.”

Both the Mystery Road and Goldstone films extensively 
used drone photography, and the filmmakers were 
keen to develop this idea to illustrate a vastness of the 
Australian landscape. “Due to remoteness and cost 
of travel,” explains Wareham, “we made an early 
decision to have a full-time Drone Operator as part of 

our camera department.” This was Ben Broady who 
used a DJI Inspire 2 with a Zenmuse X5R camera. “In 
addition to Broady’s equipment, I had my Phantom 4 
Pro+ on hand when Broady was off with Second Unit 
or our Time-Lapse Unit. I was able to scout and shoot 
tests of most of the drone work,” Wareham explains.

The crew faced a television schedule with upwards of 
six scenes a day. “Our First Assistant Director Greg 
Spiller is a keen photographer and where possible 
always scheduled to take as much advantage of the 
afternoon light,” says Wareham.

Rounding out the cast of Mystery Road alongside 

Judy Davis and Aaron Pederson in ‘Mystery Road’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS

Cinematographer Mark Wareham ACS behind the camera, shooting ‘Mystery Road’ on location - PHOTO John Platt



Aaron Pederson in ‘Mystery Road’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS, PHOTO John Platt
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Petersen and Davis is a collection of absolutely stellar 
Australian talent, including Deborah Mailman, Wayne 
Blair, Colin Friels, Anthony Hayes, Tasma Walton, John 
Waters, and Ernie Dingo. 

“It was a great pleasure and honour to work with 
such a fine group of actors,” says Wareham. “I 
can’t say it was always simple to solve lighting for 
two cameras with such a diverse range of skin tones, 
however Perkins is very understanding when getting 
this correct. Perkins still thinks in terms of working on 
film. This is a significant and undervalued skill.”

“This is a significant and 
undervalued skill.”

“I make mention of that sad passing of Jessica 
Falkholt,” said Wareham, “who all of us on Mystery 
Road had the pleasure of meeting and working with.” 
The Cinematographer also wished to acknowledge the 
support and guidance of the Miriuwung and Gajerrong 
people of Kununarra, and the Balanggarra of Wynham 
and the Cockburn Ranges.

Wareham goes on to acknowledge his team. He 
explains that he knew he needed good backup in the 
camera department, and was able to assemble an 
excellent crew including Steadicam and B-Camera 
Operator Tim Walsh, A-Camera First Assistant Camera 
Murray Johnston, B-Camera Second Assistant Camera 

Karina Davies, B-Camera First Assistant Camera 
Jack Mayo and B-Camera Second Assistant Camera 
Meredith Lindsay. The crew also benefited from Camera 
Interns James Morgan, Arthur Hunter and Vincent 
Carter.

Series Editor Deborah Peart was often on location 
and would put together assemblies with temp music. 
“Music is always a big part of Perkins’ preparation”, 
explains Wareham. Dwaine Hyde at Cutting Edge in 
Sydney graded Mystery Road on the Baselight. “The 
look of the show was similar to the dailies and Hyde 
smoothed out the bumps,” says Wareham, who 
wanted to capture the vastness and beauty of the east 
Kimberleys. Perkins always intended for the colours of 
the landscape to motivate the palette. “I have worked 
with Hyde many times and again he did an awesome 
job,” he says.

With landscape acting as a character in the show, 
coupled with some superbly crafted visual storytelling, 
the result is a drama that satisfies and exceeds 
expectation. As the mystery unravels, deep themes 
are brought to the surface and ensure the series is a 
complex exploration of Australian identity and history. 

Apart from simply hoping for another series of this 
excellent show, one wishes simply for more shows like 
Mystery Road to appear on our televisions.

James Cunningham is the Editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

The camera crew behind the series ‘Mystery Road’ - PHOTO Supplied



Aaron Pederson in ‘Mystery Road’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS, PHOTO John Platt



Christmas Island’s migrating Red Crabs in a scene from ‘Island of the Hungry Ghosts’ - DOP Michael Latham



ISLAND OF THE  
HUNGRY GHOSTS
Christmas Island’s migrating crabs and political detainees  

intersect in cinematic fashion for the Tribeca Film Festival’s  
Best Documentary Award-winner Island of the Hungry Ghosts,  

shot by acclaimed cinematographer Michael Latham.

- by James Cunningham



The tiny Indian Ocean territory of Christmas Island has been 
a centre for migrating populations for millennia. First, the 
distinctive Red Crabs; then indentured phosphate miners 
from China and Malaysia in the nineteenth century; and most 
recently, people seeking asylum in Australia.

It is here, at the nexus of those three migrating populations, 
that first-time feature documentarian Gabrielle Brady locates 
her extraordinary essay, Island of the Hungry Ghosts, which 
screened last month at the Melbourne International Film 
Festival.

Cinematographer Michael Latham had never met Brady, who 
is Australian but lives overseas, before working with her. One 
off Brady’s producers had suggested Latham based on his 
work on the award-winning documentary Ukraine is Not a 

Brothel (2013).

Brady’s treatment for the film was an examination into the 
sordid history of Christmas Island. It explored its slavery 
past, its millions of crabs and more recently its immigration 
detention centre. The story revolved around and collaborated 
with one of Brady’s closest friends, Pho Lin Lee. 

Lee worked at the detention centre as a trauma therapist 
for several years and had witnessed first hand the effect of 
our immigration detention system on detained refugees. For 
Latham it was an important story that needed to be told and 
there was this tragic absurdity to the island. “The crabs were 
protected and could migrate freely whilst humans were 
being detained and mistreated for their migration,” explains 
Latham.

As therapist, Lee works with the people being detained to 
tell their stories, the Island’s willing residents perform ‘hungry 

ghost rituals’ for spirits whose lack of proper burial has 

doomed them to wander its jungles for eternity; meanwhile, 

the crabs march across the land in their millions, in an endless 

cycle that repeats every year. Poetic and hypnotic, Island of 

the Hungry Ghosts presented a unique and moving meditation 

on politics, people and primeval nature.

“ The crabs were protected  
and could migrate freely  

whilst humans were being 
detained and mistreated  

for their migration. ”
Brady’s approach to the story was also intriguing. Lee didn’t 

work on Christmas Island anymore so the filmmakers would 

have to approach the project as hybrid documentary. They 

brought Lee’s family back to the Island and constructed 

events based on what happened in their lives, but would 

shoot Island of the Hungry Ghosts as a ‘pure documentary’. 

No second takes, no manipulation within a scene, no holding 

for the camera, you get what you get.

The other issue was how to shoot within the Immigration 

Detention Centre. Only one television crew has ever been 

allowed access to the facility, and that was when it was brand 

new, empty of occupants. It is far too politically sensitive to 

gain access now. For their own safety the tiny crew built a 

makeshift therapy office in Melbourne as a double to shoot 

with the people seeking asylum who were off the Island after 

being granted temporary visas. It was a huge risk to for them 

Cinematographer Michael Latham filming ‘Island of the Hungry Ghosts’ with the Alexa Mini on Christmas Island  
- PHOTO Arthur Floret

38 / ISLAND OF THE HUNGRY GHOSTS



to be filmed as Australia constantly revokes visas and deports 

or detains people.

Lee had worked with some of these people while they were 

in detention, and so the therapy sessions were as real as 

you could get. There was no manipulation, no second takes 

and no interruptions. It was a therapy session and we had 

to respect the sensitive nature of that environment. It was an 

incredibly powerful thing to be a witness to what these people 

had been through. 

Lee and the refugees were re-living intense emotions so 

Latham had to respect that with his camera work too. “In 
a way, it is no different to any other documentary or 
narrative that I approach in that you try to ‘blend in’ to the 
background as much as you can so that what is in front of 
the camera is as authentic and uninterrupted as possible,” 
explains the cinematographer.

Christmas Island has a prehistoric feeling to it. “As if you had 
walked into Jurassic Park,” says Latham. “Dense jungles 
covered crawling with crabs, eerily shrieking birds and giant 
blow holes pushing through volcanic rock formations.” 

Brady and Latham were looking for that same feeling in their 

images, something that had a texture and soul. They knew 

they didn’t want the documentary to be clean and modern. 

Brady loves the look of film, as does Latham, but it simply 

wasn’t viable logistically or financially.

The filmmakers wanted Island of the Hungry Ghosts to be 

as cinematic as possible, and in Latham’s opinion ARRI was 

really the only way to go. The cinematographer owns an Alexa 

Mini in order to shoot low-budget productions that otherwise 

wouldn’t be able to shoot the format. He has invested heavily 

in equipment, not as a financial investment but simply to be 

able to give projects a chance of being the best they can.

Latham ended up buying a set of cheap, very old, Russian 

lenses. These were rough, and were all different shapes and 

sizes making them tricky to use. He couldn’t use a follow 

focus on them, or a matte-box or any filters for that matter. 

Latham had to adapt them to PL Mount; doing that meant 

the only way to pull focus was to screw and unscrew the 

lens from the mount. “If I went too far the lens would fall 
off, which happened a few times, but the lenses had great 
character and added texture to the image so it was worth 
the hassle,” Latham says.

They shot for around three months, in two blocks. Shooting 

a good few hours of footage most days with quite long takes. 

Sometimes Latham would roll for over an hour non-stop, 

which is pretty tough physically as the observational stuff was 

all handheld. As with documentaries it varies; some days there 

was very little shot and other times they would shoot all day 

long.

The crew was super small. There was Brady as Director, the 

Sound Recordist Leo Dolgan and Latham. They also had 

Zena Kells on the first block and Dani Yannoulis on the second 

block who were mainly off set dealing with logistics. But that 

was it.

None of them had worked together prior to shooting Island 

of the Hungry Ghosts, however Latham explains that the 

dynamic between them was great. “We all chipped in to get 
it done,” he says. “I would joke and sometimes call Brady 
‘the mule’, as more often than not she was lugging the 
lenses and batteries for me. Dolgan and I would help each 

Cinematographer Michael Latham, Sound Recordist Leo Dolgan and Director Gabrielle Brady filming ‘Island of the Hungry 
Ghosts’ during the annual Red Crab Migration on Christmas Island - PHOTO Supplied
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other out too. He would rig a LED light to his boom pole 
for a top light, and I would run around in the jungle to get 
foley sound.”

The Director and Cinematographer talked a lot about the 
Island being an ‘inhospitable environment’. The forest would 
overgrow anything in its way including buildings and parked 
cars. Everything seemed to bite, or sting. They wanted 
to present this idea of a dark undertow; the ghosts of the 
Island’s past. To get that feeling they would shoot in shadowy 
environments, obscuring the frame and move the camera in 
a slow creeping fashion. Latham’s makeshift slider was made 
from a piece of plywood skateboard wheels and a painters 
truss (see image on page 38). “Because we were shooting on 
an island on a budget all the equipment had to be flown in 
and I couldn’t find anything to rent that was long enough 
so we built our own slider. It was a nightmare to use,” says 
Latham.

The great crab migration was a great unknown that kept on 
shifting. It was weather dependent and it hadn’t rained in 
months which kept delaying the migration date to the point 
that they were worried it might not happen at all. The crew 
were constantly liaising with the Park Rangers about what was 
happening.

Once the crabs did start migrating the roads would shut down 
in sections so that the crabs could cross. It meant sometimes 
they couldn’t do the things we wanted, or had to hike with 
gear, but it was also a good way of tracking where the large 
numbers of crabs were. By checking the local board that 
displayed the roads status they could figure out where to 
shoot next.

“ No second takes,  
no manipulation within a scene,  

no holding for the camera,  
you get what you get. “

The final part of the crab’s migration happens at night and 
into the early morning. Latham had battery-powered Flex 
LED 1x1s that he used up on a cliff to give a moonlight effect. 
Lighting such a large area with such small lights meant that he 
required a light sensitive camera, so it became one of the few 
moments he shot with a Sony a7R II.

The thing they filmmakers did not account for was other 
people that had also come to the main beach to witness the 
once a year migration. They had head torches and cameras 
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A scene from ‘Island of the Hungry Ghosts’ - DOP Michael Latham

A scene from ‘Island of the Hungry Ghosts’ - DOP Michael Latham



with flashes which were constantly affecting Latham’s shots. 
“It was a complete nightmare!” says Latham. “We only had 
one chance at getting those crucial shots which we had all 
been working toward for months, and it felt like a disco was 
going off in the background.” 

Latham was doing take after take of subtle slider shots only 
for a flash to go off mid-move. Some people were willing 
to co-operate, others had no desire to help and who were 
constantly flashing or walking through shots. It was a very 
trying experience for the cinematographer but luckily, he got 
what he needed.

Regarding post-production, Latham has graded things in the 
past but doesn’t consider it his ‘forte’. “I try to avoid doing 
it myself as much as possible,” he says. The grade was 
completed in Spain by Aline Biz, and although he would like 
to have been there he was shooting in Australia at the time. 
Latham always tries to send stills back and forth to a director 
and have a ball park of what they are aiming at before the 
grade. 

“It always has room to change but I think it’s good to have 
a base to start off with,” he says. “Our approach to the 
grade was to emulate film as much as possible. The colours 

were pushed towards a film stock emulation and grain was 
added. Nothing too stylised, just a subtle cinematic look.”

“I think our nature sequences are more gratifying as, from 
a cinematographer’s perspective, I had more of an ability to 
craft,” Latham explains. “With observational documentary 
work you’re mainly in survival mode, trying to keep up and 
get coverage.”

Generally, Latham says, you only get one chance at achieving 
a shot and so on a daily basis there is always something that 
can be done better, be it with lighting or something you didn’t 
cover well. “To keep my sanity I have to remind myself 
to move on and to just try my best and learn from my 
mistakes,” he says. “I am trying to be more ‘zen’ about it, 
however it’s hard not to get frustrated at times.”

Michael Latham is an award-winning cinematographer best known  

for his work on documentaries including Ukraine Is Not A Brothel (2013), 

which earned him Gold at the 2014 Vic/Tas ACS Awards and was nominated 

for the 2015 AACTA Award for ‘Best Cinematography in a Documentary’, 

and Casting JonBenet (2017) which earned the AACTA Award for  

Best Feature Length Documentary.

ISLAND OF THE HUNGRY GHOSTS / 41

A scene from ‘Island of the Hungry Ghosts’ - DOP Michael Latham

A scene from ‘Island of the Hungry Ghosts’ - DOP Michael Latham



PIN CUSHION
A mother hopes that a move to a new town  
will provide a better life for both herself and  
her awkward daughter, Nicola Daley ACS  
is behind the lens on the heart-warming,  

complex mother-daughter study Pin Cushion.

- by Harry Stranger and Meredith Emmanuel

Lily Newmark plays Iona in ‘Pin Cushion’ - DOP Nicola Daley ACS, PHOTO Pinpoint Films





Director Deborah Haywood described the ideal 

cinematographer for her project, Pin Cushion, to longtime 

friend and fellow director Alex Kirkland. Kirkland’s immediate 

response was, “that sounds just like Nicola Daley!” Not 

long after, Haywood interviewed Daley.

Shooting the feature film Pin Cushion would be a 

breakthrough for Daley, who moved to the United Kingdom 

from Sydney with the goal of shifting her career from 

documentary to drama. “When I relocated it was a lot of 

hard work,” says Daley. “I cold-emailed and called a heap 

of people. I attended events and networked. It took me 

a year to find my feet. I was good, because in Australia 

everyone knew me for documentaries rather than features.”

It also cemented two things for the cinematographer; that 

networking was the most important thing she could do for 

her career, and the importance of resilience. “No one at film 

school teaches you resilience. You always get knocked 

back from stuff. You just have to pick yourself up and move 

along,” explains Daley.

Before the interview with Haywood, the cinematographer 

read the Pin Cushion script multiple times and Daley says she 

found it “incredibly touching”. The story is about a mother, 

Lyn (Joanna Scanlan), and her daughter Iona (Lily Newmark) 

who move to a new town in the United Kingdom, hoping to 

start their lives afresh. However, things don’t go as planned 

and in contrast to Iona’s daydreams, the three girls she yearns 

to befriend turn out to be bullies. 

Lyn doesn’t fare better either; her hunchbacked figure turns 

her into the target of neighbours, willing to take advantage of 

her kindness and her friendly, naive disposition. This leaves 

her in much the same position as her daughter, but without a 

loving caring mother to come home to.

“I was bullied at school, so I guess on a deep level I 
connected with the script,” says Daley. “The story has two 
very strong, three-dimensional characters, which I love. 
The whole production was different in some way. When we 
started shooting, so many of the crew confided they’d been 
bullied in school. Newmark, the young actress who played 
Iona, had also been bullied and the Director used that to 
bring out in her performance.”

Further preparing for her interview with the Director, the 
cinematographer composed a visual pitch document of 
images she felt were relevant to the film. She and Haywood 
then discussed Daley’s thoughts and ideas for the script. “It’s 
so well written, Haywood is a writer with a tone that is hard 
to describe,” says Daley. “It’s dark but funny, it brilliantly 
treads a fine line between the two.”

“From doing documentaries, I know Haywood has lived a 
full and great life, so she draws upon that,” explains Daley. 
“She sees the world in a slanted way, full of humour and 
pathos. She came to writing later in her life.” Even though 
the cinematographer felt like it was a shot in the dark, the two 
connected and she was offered the job there and then.

Pre-production on Pin Cushion lasted three weeks. During 
that period, Daley sought to catch up on the five years of love 
and effort Haywood had poured into her project thus far. “I 
wanted to get a feel of what Haywood was like as a director 
and her vision for the film, I wanted to get into her mindset 
for the film,” Daley says.

“When I work with a writer or director such as Haywood,” 
explains Daley, “I can really dive deep into their thoughts 
and feelings on the characters. But because they have lived 
with them for so long and written so many drafts of the film, 
some character elements are just gospel in their minds. I 
have to unravel and find all those details.”
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To figure out each other’s style of working and thought 
processes, the two watched many films and poured over a 
variety of photographers. In particular, the bright colours and 
neons of William Eggleston’s work became vital to Daley’s 
take on Pin Cushion. “Eggleston twists colours under mixed 
lighting and I wanted to take inspiration from that and mess 
with the colour spectrum in our film,” she says. “Because 
the characters are marginalised and pushed to the edges 
of society, I wanted to convey this through the use and 
journey of colour throughout the visual landscape of the 
film.”

Colours become wilder and pushed harder towards the end of 
the film, driving home the character’s emotional turmoil. “In a 
fantasy sequence when Iona gets in the bath, the lavender 
gels I used complemented incredibly her pale translucent 
skin and gave her a gorgeous ‘otherworldly’ feeling.”

Framing also plays an important role in character development 
within the world of Pin Cushion. Daley played with character 
placement throughout Lyn and Iona’s story, they start off 
closer together and then she pushed them closer and closer 
to the edge of the frame as they increasingly grew apart and 
became outcasts in the town they had moved to. 

A film that influenced both Haywood and Daley’s approach to 
Pin Cushion’s aesthetic is Carrie (1976, cinematography by 
Mario Tosi). Thanks to that film, Daley decided to use ARRI’s 
Super Baltar prime lenses with the Alexa XT Plus, shot at 
1:85 spherical ratio in ProRes 4444 XQ. The fairy tale stories 
of Sleeping Beauty and Hansel and Gretel were also key 
influences.

“I did extensive lens testing before filming and I loved the 
look of the recently re-housed Altars from ARRI Rental UK. 
They were creamy and warm and those lenses combined 
with Iona’s beautiful skin made her bloom,” says Daley.

Haywood wanted to give the film a dreamy, fairytale aesthetic, 
to deliver its superficially cheery, yet terrible message. This is 
evident in the disparity between Iona’s innocent daydreams 
of acceptance, which are jarringly contrasted with her reality. 
Daley decided to take the idea of ‘fairytale’ and really drive it in 
to the visual language of the film.

“I love taking tools we use in 
cinematography and twisting 

them, using them for other 
applications than what they 

were originally intended.”
“The film has several fantasy sequences and I wanted to 
differentiate these from the reality of her life, but also 
tie them together so that all the fantasy sequences had 
a common thread,” she says. “The common thread is 
an aquamarine gel that I use in the lighting. It ties the 
sequences together by giving them a pastel gauziness. I also 
used star filters, which are quite 1970s really! I love them. 
They are not very fashionable now, but they were perfect 
for this hazy fairytale look.” 

Other scenes also required the use of filters to create a sense 
of emotion and here Daley turned to film colour correction 
filters, using them as straight colour filters, “I love taking 
tools we use in cinematography and twisting them, using 
them for other applications than what they were originally 
intended.” In a corner shop, Daley used an 80A filter to give 
the perfect icy blue feel. For scenes with an orange glow, 
Daley used an 85 filter.

In scenes where Iona begins to explore her sexuality, Daley 
needed a look that would toe-the-line between reality and 
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fantasy. “I had previously used this piece of old chandelier 

glass in some music videos to great effect and thought it’d 

be perfect for those moments in the film.” explains Daley.

“The multiple images of Iona made by the fragmentation 

of the chandelier serve so many story elements; who Iona 

is, and who she’s becoming as she moves away from the 

innocence of childhood and wrenches herself away from 

under her mother's wing.”

Now armed with a well-established look, the duo went 

scouting in preparation for the twenty-six day shoot. Although 

Haywood had not explicitly stated so in the script, the movie 

was set and shot in her hometown of Swadlincote in the 

British Midlands. 

“When Haywood was writing the film she always imagined 

the film set in her hometown,” says Daley. “Originally 

I’m from about forty-five minutes away in Derbyshire, so 

we talked a lot about the look of that part of Britain. We 

connected because we’d both grown up in that part of the 

world.”

Daley lived, studied and worked in Sydney for fifteen of her 

formative years, allowing the cinematographer to approach 

small-town England with fresh eyes. “When I came back to 

live in the UK, I saw my hometown almost through the eyes 

of a tourist,” she says. “Everything is made of red brick, 

terraced houses sitting right up to the pavements with no 

front lawns. These things really struck me, even though I 

had grown up there.”
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With these motifs in mind, the duo were careful to avoid the 
stereotypical ‘gritty-reality’ portrayal of Northern England, as 
it would play against the carefully-crafted fantasy look they 
had envisioned. Daley laughs, “We wanted to stay right away 
from that ‘grimy kitchen sink’ look!” In no small part, Daley’s 
bright colour palette along with the production designs of 
Francesca Massariol helped them steer well away from the 
cliché.

It was also, in part, meant to give the film an other-worldly 
sense of time and place, happening in no particular era 
or specific location. The team had to spend a painstaking 
amount of time working out shots to avoid cars, or other 
contemporary items that would lend a time-period to the film.

In perhaps a world first, the shoot encountered few major 

obstacles. “As we shot in October and November, we 

had some British weather issues and so one day we were 

completely rained out,” Daley says. “Apart from that there 

were no major obstacles... other than always present tight 

budget and time constraints.”

The crew, however, did find one shot [SPOILER ALERT] 

where Lyn’s character hangs herself exceptionally difficult 

as it required a more considered approach to get it right. 

“We couldn’t shoot in the real location, as it was far too 

dangerous and there wasn’t enough support in the ceiling 

for the safety equipment in the house we were filming in,” 

explains Daley. "We had to shoot the scene as a combination 

of real location, green screen and a fake wall matching the 

to the real location. Because we were in Derbyshire there 
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were no studios, so the old church hall had to double as a 
green screen studio.”

“The design department did an amazing job, not only with 
the whole film’s production design, but in matching these 
walls in Lyn’s final scene. I don’t think many people can tell 
it’s a green screen, which is great. I have had quite a bit of 
experience with shooting visual effects and matching, so it 
was good to employ some of those skills here and problem 
solve how to shoot the scene safely for everyone involved.”

Alongside the cinematographer’s visual effects skills, Pin 
Cushion utilised many of Daley’s other skills as a run-and-
gun documentary cinematographer. Trained in shooting 
observational films, Daley mentally edited Pin Cushion in 
her head as she went, so when the crew were under time 
constraints she could get viable shots happening quickly, an 
ability she says is essential for indie or low-budget filmmaking, 
when time and money is tight. 

“My Focus Puller Jason Henwood always has to be on his 
toes too, as it means I also like to film surreptitiously,” says 
Daley. “Often, I’ll just whisper to him that I am rolling. I 
did this when we had young girls on set. In the gym when 
the girls were playing on the apparatus, I just shot loads of 
natural footage of them.”

“Many of the girls hadn’t worked on camera before, I 
wanted to remove all that pressure of when the slate 
goes ‘crack’ and everyone is staring at them expecting a 
‘performance.’ When you capture them naturally, their 
reactions are marvellously unaffected and you can capture 
some extraordinarily genuine moments.”

This thinking, in part, is also due to Daley’s wealth of experience 
as a cinematographer. Having shot some thirty-two short films, 
the range and style of stories Daley has told through her career 
means she has countless tricks up her sleeve. 

“When I started out, short films were a great place to begin 
because every situation, every location you encounter, 
every story you tell is different," says Daley. “They really 
challenge you to think about your lighting and to come at it 
from a story point of view.”

“For the same reasons, I love shooting commercials and 
music videos, because I’m challenged to tell a complete 
story in a short amount of time,” explains Daley. “I came 
from a technical background and then went to AFTRS to 
study cinematography. I studied and learnt so many story 
skills there from the brilliant Jan Kenny ACS, who was Head 
of Cinematography then. 

“For young women considering a career in cinematography, 
I would advise you to travel as much as you can. Look up 
from your phone and look at the world, and shoot as much 
as you can; practice, volunteer and learn by doing. It’s the 
best way.”

“For young women considering  
a career in cinematography,  
I would advise you to travel  

as much as you can.”
Thanks to the well-defined fairytale look Daley and Haywood 
developed early in pre-production, post-production simply 
required a quick enhancing and balance for the grade, a 
process Daley excels in given her training as an analog film-
based cinematographer. 

The Colourist on Pin Cushion is the brilliant John Claude 
who graded Under the Skin (2013, cinematography by 
Daniel Landin BSC) for director Jonathan Glazer. “He was 
absolutely first-class to work with,” says Daley. “We did the 
DI at Dirty Looks in London which has a great theatrical 
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grading set up. I believe I shoot the film the way I want it 
to look on screen, so then we only need to make very minor 
adjustments in post-production.”

The most meaningful experience Daley gained from the shoot 
was the sense of camaraderie shared by the crew, who were 
all able to relate to the film’s themes and messaging. “As the 
crew worked together you would hear so many of us saying, 
‘I got bullied at school’, it really resonated with so many of 
us on set,” she says.

Daley believes Pin Cushion connects with people because 
it shows adults can be bullied too. It’s not always just in the 
schoolyard, as we would normally assume. The film takes a 
three-dimensional look at bullying, seeking to humanise the 
people behind the actions.

“There’s one scene where the main bully at school lets down 
her guard and shows her vulnerability to Iona. It made me 
think a lot about the masks we all hide behind every day,” 
says Daley.

“It was one of those shoots where when the wrap party 
came around, everyone was terribly sad it was over,” 
remembers Daley. “The film drew us deeply together. I think 
you can see, when you watch the film, that it was made with 
everyone contributing 110%, and that it’s been made with 
tremendous passion and creativity.”

Nicola Daley ACS has lensed numerous documentaries,  

including the recent Netflix portrait of shoe designer Manolo Blahnik.  

In 2014, Daley was the eighth woman to be accredited into the  

Australian Society of Cinematographers.
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WEST OF 
SUNSHINE

A father has less than one day to pay back a debt  
to a violent loan shark, while looking after his young son.  
We speak to cinematographer Thom Neal about shooting  

the moving new Australian drama West of Sunshine.

- by Vanessa Abbott



Jim (Damian Hill) sitting with his son in his 1976 Ford Fairlane, from the film ‘West of Sunshine’ - DOP Thom Neal, PHOTO Kevin Bergin



From the outset, all that’s known about Jim (Damian Hill) is that 
he drives an immaculately maintained 1970s car and works 
for a courier company. He’s also fifteen-thousand dollars in the 
hole to Banos (Tony Nikolakopoulos), a menacing loan shark 
who wants his cash by the end of the day.

Jason Raftopoulos, the Director behind West of Sunshine, 
was eager to put a feature film together based on a short 
of his called Father’s Day (2011). Raftopoulos approached 
cinematographer Thom Neal about shooting the film. “We hit 
it off straight away and to be truthful,” says Neal, “I don’t 
think there are many people who don’t hit it off with Jason 
Raftopoulos. He has an infectious positivity and innocence 
that makes you curious about how he sees the world.“

Neal had met producer Alexandros Ouzas briefly through 
a friend while the cinematographer was still in film school. 
Ouzas had come on the board the project early on. The team 

were very motivated from the first conversations that Neal had 
with them, and committed to produce West of Sunshine no 
matter the scale. 

When Neal was asked relatively early to join the creative team 
behind the film, the script was about eighteen pages long. 
“Camera and lensing conversations came naturally as we 
did location scouts and blocked scenes to get a sense of 
how the narrative would develop visually,” he explains. “As 
the film is set over the course of a single day, we wanted to 
develop a distinct energy for each scene.”

Budget wise, the filmmakers were limited. They ended up 
choosing a simple yet stylistic camera and lens package. 
“Something that was reliable and helped set a fairly natural 
look,” says Neal. Knowing they wanted older glass, too, the 
cinematographer chose to film West of Sunshine on the Alexa 
SXT with Zeiss Super Speeds. 
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Overall, the crew was relatively small. But Neal assembled an 
outstanding camera department full of great, young talent. 
“Felicia Smith pulling focus, James Bentley clapping and 
Bonita Carzino on split… everyone was outstanding!,” he 
exclaims. “I’d worked with them on short films and music 
videos before, so it was cool to tackle a feature film together. 
All being fairly young and eager to throw ourselves at the 
challenge. Having such a nimble crew also meant that we 
could be really responsive to the weather and our locations.”

“I wanted to find beauty  
in the ugly, mundane  

nature of Jim’s world.”
Location scouting took almost five weeks, and the 
cinematographer was an integral part of that process. “There 

are more than thirty locations in the script,” says Neal. 
Production Designer Anna Russell, Raftopoulos and Neal 
would visit locations and see how they fit from a blocking 
and palette point-of-view. “As our narrative was created 
from real locations with real people, our look developed 
quite naturally,” he explains. “We knew right away when a 
location didn’t fit within our world.”

The filmmakers took a lot of reference from ‘neorealism 
cinema’, with the film paying small homage to classics 
such as The Bicycle Thief (1948, cinematography by Carlo 
Montuori). “I thoroughly enjoyed watching Vittorio De Sica’s 
films. I’m really attracted to photographers like Boogie, 
Alex Webb and William Eggleston. They have always been a 
visual reference for me.”

Neal says West of Sunshine is an ode to the streets of 
Melbourne, “We wanted to feel the heat that comes from a 
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quintessential summer day. Harsh, unforgiving and similar 
to the frenetic day that the film is set across.”

Time of day became very important to Neal’s photography 
and each location needed to be specifically scheduled. “Our 
lead Damian Hill played the character of ‘Jim’. Hill’s own 
son, Tyler Perham, ended up playing the role of ‘Alex’, his 
son in the film, which was beautiful to watch,” says Neal. 
“Hill and Perham were incredibly accommodating.” 

West of Sunshine was shot in February, meaning the sun was 
high key. “That isn’t normally particularly flattering, but in 
this instance we wanted to place Jim’s character in more of 
those situations,” says Neal. “Make harshness his reality. I 
wanted to find beauty in the ugly, mundane nature of Jim’s 
world.”

Fortunately, the filmmakers were lucky with weather 
throughout the shoot. Constantly shifting locations, while 
going from interiors to exteriors, gave the crew flexibility for 

performance but made lighting difficult. Especially with such a 
limited size crew. “Whatever went up had to be very quick,” 
Neal explains. “Most of the way I shaped light came from 
scheduling, or negative fill.” 

Much of West of Sunshine is set in a 1976 Ford Fairlane. “In 
a subtler way,” says Neal, “this represented an integral 
character in the film.” The team chose to be inside the car 
for a lot of the screen time, mostly due to budget restrictions. 
“We embraced the confined and heated energy. There were 
some hot days spent driving around the streets of Melbourne 
in that car.”

“I like the use of a smaller range of focal lengths,” says 
Neal. “I feel it helps with cutting, so I shot close to eighty-
five percent of the film on a 35mm length. That gave us the 
foundation to move in and out, and play with the intimacy 
of our characters’ moments.” 
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“Most of the way I shaped light 
came from scheduling,  

or negative fill.”
Using ‘older glass’, coupled with knowing that West of 
Sunshine would receive a theatrical release, meant Neal 
stayed away from shooting wide open. He also made a rule of 
always being between T2 and a third and T2.8. “This allowed 
me to give Smith (Focus Puller) half a chance on the wheel 
as a lot of the time we were rolling up on moments on the 
fly, moving around quite a lot and responding to what was 
happening in front of me,” says Neal. 

“I always tried to have the camera ‘participating’ in a scene 
and made sure a point of view was established. Raftopoulos 
and myself worked very intuitively.” Neal says Raftopoulos 
works hard for his performances, and that his relationship with 

the cast was very tight. “I would try to offer something that 
always honoured this,” says Neal.

The final scenes from West of Sunshine are some of Neal’s 
favourites, and represented an intense period for the 
filmmakers during production. “Those scenes were also 
where the Director and I had decided to inject some 
nuanced images into the film, and to use setups that could 
potentially linger for a long time,” he says. “We wanted 
to let the audience finally breathe and take in the final 
moments from the end of Jim’s and Alex’s day, while keeping 
intact the representation of a ‘flawed beauty’.”

Neal was involved in the post-production process extensively 
on West of Sunshine, probably more than any other 
project he’d been involved with. The film was being roughly 
assembled by Editor Paul Rowe during principal photography. 
This meant the crew was getting feedback in real time. “Rowe 
is a strong story teller,” says Neal. “He was never afraid 
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to let us know if we might have left something out that he 
thought would add to the narrative.” 

Melbourne-based Colourist Nicholas Hower worked on the 
film with Neal. Hower had helped out Neal on smaller projects 
prior to collaborating on West of Sunshine, so the pair had a 
working relationship and understood the style and tone they 
were after. 

“I don’t think we really knew 
what we were getting  

ourselves into.”
“We had done some location camera tests, then created 
two LUTs. One for interiors and one for exteriors,” explains 
Neal. “This was very helpful with getting back our dailies 
each night and watching back the rushes to see how it was 
all sitting. It also made the actual grading process much 
more efficient. We were essentially just balancing out and 
fixing up uncontrollable elements.”

Neal says there were a lot of moments that were happening 
on screen which closely reflected what were going on behind 
the camera. “This really was just a giant problem-solving-
on-the-go type of experience from my perspective,” he 
explains. “I don’t think we really knew what we were getting 
ourselves into.”

“I have heard other cinematographers saying that after 
shooting for about two weeks, everything just starts to feel 
repetitive,” Neal says. “You feel like you have to change it 
up a little.” Neal believes that in a film like West of Sunshine, 
which relies on its social realism, continuity becomes a 
necessity. “The audience are only there for ninety minutes, 
not for three or four weeks shooting with you.” 

Looking back at his work on West of Sunshine, Neal doesn’t 
think he would have done anything differently. “We were 
so limited with our resources that our parameters were 
really set in for us,”  he explains, “which I think worked to 
our advantage in the end.” He says the crew were ‘super 
fortunate’ that they became a tight knit family, that would turn 
up each day and enjoy the moment of what they we’re doing. 
“The heart that was put into the film is extremely evident… 
although I am biased!” 

He continues, “It was my first feature film and I think it was 
the perfect project to jump on. I loved being a part of this 
film. Although the days were long, and hot, it was really 
special to photograph a father and son going through a ‘day 
in the life’, alongside the rest of the crew.”

Neal now has a couple of feature film scripts that he is in 
discussions about, and will hopefully get to interview for if the 
timing is right. He’s just wrapped as Second Unit DOP for 
Andrew Commis ACS (Girl Asleep, The Daughter) on the film 
Angel of Mine. “Shooting for Commis was a treat,” he says, 
“He’s a legend to work with!” 

And while there are some short films that may happen for 
Neal before the end of the year, we are sure it won’t be too 
long before the cinematographer will find himself behind the 
camera on his next feature film. We can’t wait.

Vanessa Abbot is a writer based in Melbourne.



CHASING 
COMETS

Wagga Wagga is an iconic Australian country town  
that loves its sport, but finds itself divided  

over its loyalty for rival codes AFL and NRL. 

With only three weeks pre-production  
prior to a four week shoot, Adam Howden ACS  
skillfully lenses the new Australian feature film  

Chasing Comets starring Dan Ewing and Isabel Lucas.

- by Slade Phillips and James Cunningham



Stan Walker plays Rhys in ‘Chasing Comets’ - DOP Adam Howden ACS, PHOTO Supplied



Award-winning Adam Howden ACS experienced a probably 

not-so-common journey into shooting Chasing Comets, 

joining the film as cinematographer only shortly before 

principle photography was due to begin. “It wasn’t even 

on my radar until about three weeks prior to shooting the 

film,” says Howden. “Jason Perini, the Director, is a very 

talented Australian actor who we’ve probably all seen or 

heard on television in one of his many television commercial 

appearances.”

Howden and Perini had worked together a few times before; 

when Perini was cast in a music video which Howden was 

shooting and producing, and when the actor was cast in 

a short film Howden had shot. “We had been speaking 

about doing a Tropfest film together maybe a year or two 

later, around 2014/15,” explains Howden. “That never 

eventuated.”

When Howden checked his email one day, on a day like any 

other, there was a message from Perini explaining that he 

was about to direct a feature film. They had just lost their 

cinematographer and he asked whether Howden he would 

be interested in coming on board to shoot Chasing Comets. 

From there things moved very quickly. “I received the script 

and read it that day,” says Howden. “After a chat with 
Producer Jason Stevens, within a few days I had signed 
on.”

“There was so much talent attached to the project with 
the likes of Isabel Lucas, Dan Ewing, Stan Walker, 
Rhys Muldoon, Peter Phelps, John Bachelor, George 
Houvardas and Justin Melvy… it was impossible to resist the 
opportunity to collaborate with them all.”

Getting a crack at an Australian feature film is hard enough, let 
alone for a first time director getting to work with a first time 
cinematographer. “It’s almost unheard of,” says Howden. 
“But after shooting twenty or so shorts films, and at least 
one hundred commercials, I felt ready for the challenge.”

The main issue for Howden in pre-production was that he 
had just three short weeks until shooting began, and the fact 
that the production had also lost their Production Manager 
due to injury. “I spent most of the first week making phone 
calls trying to crew my departments,” he says. “I had to 
proxy production manage my departments until the lovely 
Naomi Mitchell came on as Line Producer and Production 
Manager.”

The following week, Howden was away on a commercial 
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Dan Ewing in the film ‘Chasing Comets’ - DOP Adam Howden ACS

Dan Ewing in a scene from the film ‘Chasing Comets’ - DOP Adam Howden ACS



shoot in Darwin for six days. His plan was to make lots of 

phone calls, then fly back to Melbourne on Saturday to see 

his wife and kids for a day, then fly to Sydney the following 

morning to start what was ‘official pre-production’ giving him a 

total of four days on the ground before they started shooting.

“As I came onto the production so late,” he explains, “pre-
production in a creative sense was almost non existent for 
me.” Paul Finch, the film’s Production Designer, had done 

a lot of work prior to Howden joining the crew, meaning 

his opportunity to influence much of what was already set 

in motion was fairly limited. “It was more about listening 
to Perini and Finch to best help craft their established 
aesthetic, whilst at the same time giving it a look and feel 
that was indicative of my style.”

The film’s Director and Production Designer had collated 

extensive references from all kinds of films, magazines and 

photography. “I suppose the aesthetic was influenced by 
‘indie American’ films,” explains Howden.

Chasing Comets is set in the rural New South Wales town of 

Wagga Wagga, though the crew only filmed there for a week. 

The rest of the film was shot locally around Sydney, with two 

weeks in Cronulla and a week at Henson Oval, in Marrickville. 

Henson Oval provided the perfect backdrop/location for the 
home of the film’s Rugby League team ‘The Comets’.

“Choosing a camera for this film was an easy choice for 
me,” says Howden. “The ARRI Alexa Mini is arguably the 
best and most versatile cinema camera on the market. It 
certainly was for me in March and April of 2017 when 
filming took place, and to this day I’d choose over almost 
any other cinema camera on the market.”

Howden says he loves the form factor, the skin tone, the 
latitude, the colour, and the way the camera sees shadows 
and highlights. “I’ve owned several other cameras over the 
past six or seven years, but buying the Alexa Mini in 2015 
was a pivotal moment for me.”

The cinematographer explains that he shoots a lot of hand-
held, and that the camera becomes an extension of himself. 
“I just love the weight of it on my shoulder or in my hand at 
waist level where it ends up for a lot of my shots,” he says. 

“It’s a physical thing. As Christopher Doyle once said it’s 
a dance with the actors, and it puts me in the story and 
you can feel it on the day too. When you’re there on set 
and everything just lines up. The acting, the camera, the 
directing, the production design, sound and lighting when 
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Cinematographer Adam Howden ACS behind the camera on ‘Chasing Comets’ - PHOTO Supplied
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Cinematographer Adam Howden ACS shooting ‘Chasing Comets’ on location - PHOTO Supplied

it’s all working in concert there’s no better feeling.”

Having said that, Howden explains that they used the dolly 

quite a bit on Chasing Comets. It was the first time that the 

cinematographer really had the opportunity to use a dolly on 

a drama setting. “It’s a very versatile piece of equipment,” 

he says. “With the pace we were shooting the dolly allowed 
us to get lots of valuable coverage and really choreograph 
both the camera and on screen talent.”

For lensing, Howden was able to get a set of Cooke 

Anamorphic/i from Lemac in Sydney. “They’re such gorgeous 
lenses and they added so much ‘look’ to the film. Visually, it 
just wouldn’t be the same without them,” says Howden.

The cinematographer explains further, “People perceive 
anamorphic to be more time consuming on set, but the 
advantages are obvious. The Cooke Anamorphic/i gives you 
a ‘look’ straight off the bat. I’ve found that having glass 
with a decent amount of character actually means less time 
trimming lights and more time shooting.”

Howden’s lens kit contained the Cooke Anamorphic/i 32mm, 

50mm, 75mm, 100mm and 135mm. He found himself using 

the 75mm more than the others. “It’s an incredible lens. It’s 
like two lenses in one, you get the drop off of a 75mm and 
the width or a 32mm spherical or thereabouts, it’s quite the 
nice format to shoot in that regard.”

“Generally speaking we were shooting around 2.8 to 2.8 
½, however often wider than that. You have to watch the 
top and bottom fall off on the Cooke lenses, and there’s a 
couple of moments that caught me out.”

The crew also utilised a set of Howden’s own Leica 
Summicron Cs for scenes involving a news reporter to 
differentiate that look, and take a nod toward the cleaner 
sharper images of broadcast sport and news. Those images 
were then enhanced further with a 1.78:1 centre crop during 
post-production. 

Crewing low-budget films and television series in Australia can 
be a challenge, however Howden found himself lucky to score 
amazing talent to help him along the way. “I had to get a 
couple of different focus pullers during the first week, until 
my full-time First Assistant  Camera arrived,” says Howden. 
“It was worth the wait. Geoff Skilbeck is an old friend, who 
had actually helped train me up when I was an assistant in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s.” Howden also managed 
to secure one of his regular Sydney Grips, Kris Wallis, who he 
loves working with.

In the lighting department, Howden received a 
recommendation for Gaffer Russel Fewtrell whom he hadn’t 
worked with before. Fewtrell is highly experienced, and this 
really helped Howden and his crew move quickly between 
lighting set-ups. “He’d already be reading our minds of 
where lamps would go for lighting our reverses,. Having him 
one step ahead like that was critical.  Fewtrell was great 
and I couldn’t have done it without those guys having my 
back,” he says. “They were fantastic.”

Howden’s lighting kit was far from elaborate, but it was 
decent. He used a combination of ARRI M40s, M18s, a 800w 
Joker, an ARRI Skypanel S60, a couple of LiteMats and other 
smaller LEDs. “The sky panels really blew me away on this 
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film,” says Howden. “I pretty well can’t do a shoot without 
them these days. They’re such a versatile and bright LED. 
They really are pretty special.”

The NRL and AFL games in Chasing Comets were a 
challenge for Howden. They were let down by extras on both 
teams not showing up, so they ended up using some of the 
crew in jerseys out on the field. “I think even the Stand By 
Props makes an appearance in the Comets Rugby League 
side,” says Howden. “If you take a close look, it’s a rag tag 
league team but in a way that’s part of the charm of a rural 
team anyway.”

They filmed a combination of staged moments, live games 
and random moments that all cut together to make the film’s 
NRL and AFL games. The Rugby League was shot at Henson 
Oval in Marrickville, Sydney, whilst the AFL was shot at Gumly 
Gumly Oval in Wagga Wagga. The Comet’s changerooms 
were also at Henson Oval. “The changerooms there are just 
great,” says Howden. “They just ooze authenticity and you 
can literally still smell the sweat from the last game.”

The last day of the shoot was at Henson Oval, shooting 
around a couple of real Rugby League games. “At half-time 
and between game change overs we would run onto the field 
and quickly knock out some shots,” says Howden. “Then 
we’d have to get off the field very quickly so the real games 
could continue. It was quite the circus but fun at the same 
time.” Howden says he sometimes enjoys working with 
ridiculous limitations, as it focuses the mind and makes things 
both challenging and rewarding at the same time.

Chasing Comets was edited by the Scott Walmsley in Sydney, 
with the rest of post-production handled by Final Post in 
Newcastle. “It’s a great facility set up and run by Shane 
Burrell, it’s in a great location in central Newcastle and it’s 
quite nice getting away there to focus on the task at hand.”

Howden did a few days of colour-grading with Burrell, setting 
up looks and going through the various references which 
the cinematographer had collated. He referenced films like 
The Assassination of Richard Nixon (2004, cinematography 
by Emmanuel Lubezki AMC ASC), No Country for Old Men 

(2007, cinematography by Roger Deakins CBE BSC ASC), 
Drive (2011, cinematography by Newton Thomas Sigel ASC) 
and Killing Me Softly (2012, cinematography by Greig Fraser 
ACS ASC).

Burrell was then left to work on Chasing Comets for a few 
months, with Howden returning in early May for two final days. 
“Burrell had done an outstanding job in the interim period 
so the last couple of days were just a matter of tweaking 
things up and down or pushing and pulling it here or there 
subtly,” says Howden.

“I would say the general cinematography aesthetic for the 
film is natural, with a slight bias towards warm tobaccos 
hues and a subtle desaturation,” the cinematographer says. 
“We really tried to make it feel like a country town without 
going so far that it doesn’t stand the test of time.” 

“As I’ve grown as a cinematographer I generally find that 
more natural, subtler grades tend to have more longevity 
and still look great when you go back them years later.”

There are a couple of sequences in Chasing Comets that 
Howden really loves. The first is a flashback sequence with 
actors Dan Ewing and Isabel Lucas. “I think we had about 
three or four hours of shooting where we just wandered 
the streets of Cronulla before moving to the main beach 
car park to shoot around the hero car using only the late 
setting sun and car headlights as our lighting sources,” says 
Howden.

“I really enjoy this kind of shooting because you can 
get your hands dirty. Collaborating with the actors and 
the director, you can find the gorgeous natural light and 
moments that just have a certain energy and really work. 
It’s great fun and often yields very lovely results.”

Another favourite scene of Howden’s is when Ewing and 
Stan Walker arrive at a nightclub, shot at Sydney’s The Star 
Casino. “We did a slow-motion reverse track as the boys 
enter,” he explains. “I was on a dolly, but hand-held so it 
felt a bit loose. I just love the combination of Walker’s big 
and confident performance, juxtaposed with Ewing’s somber 
mood.” That was one of the first set-ups of the film, on the 
first day of shooting.

“The Star nightclub location was incredible,” says Howden. 
“We had full control of the entire nightclub’s lighting, and 
had one of the in-house guys to run it.” On a location scout, 
Howden tried a couple of looks before further developing and 
enhancing them on the day with two ARRI Sky Panels, among 
some other fixtures.

“I also really love the lighting and framing on the boys 
at the bar in that scene,” he says. “The combination of 
the warmer skin tones set against the cooler aqua blue 
LED lighting of the in-house nightclub lighting is a nice 
combination.”

But it wasn’t all perfect. Given the very compressed time 
Howden had in pre-production, there are definitely things on 
the Chasing Comets shoot he would do differently if given 
the opportunity. “There’s a scene toward the end of the film 
where two actors are framed near the top of the frame in a 
mid-shot, and the focus roll of top and bottom just makes 
them look a bit mushy. I just didn’t pick it up on the day,” 
he says. 

“We didn’t have time to test the lenses properly so I’ve 
learnt my lesson there. Next film, we test the lenses and 
project them, no matter how short our pre-production is.”

Adam Howden ACS is a multi-award winning Australian cinematographer  

and AFTRS graduate. He has shot hundreds of television commercials 

including for Ford, Holden and M&Ms.
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Local Sydney cinematographer Sean Ryan films short thriller/drama in Queensland  

after receiving funding from Screen Queensland – interview by James Cunningham

Science fiction thriller And The Winner 
Is, directed by Cameron March, sets up 
a world that’s a reflection of the present 
and a warning of where our future could 
lie as society continues to evolve. 

When tennis champion and international 
superstar Stanley finds himself caught 
in the midst of a public scandal, he’s left 
with no other choice but to seek out the 
very best in the world of PR and crisis 
management. Company representative 
Anja promises Stanley he’s come to 
the right place: their service offers 
full redemption, in exchange for his 
commitment to the process… no matter 
the direction it takes. A desperate 
Stanley agrees.

What begins as an undefined stint in 
isolation slowly descends into a living 
nightmare as Stanley is ‘triggered’ 
by memories from the night of the 
incident. Driven to destruction, it’s only 
when Stanley comes face to face with 
his darkest moment that he’s pushed 
further beyond his limits than he ever 
expected - and met with the most 
unforeseen of consequences as he 
pays the ultimate price for freedom.

Screen Queensland’s ‘SQ Shorts 
Program’ funded the production of 
twelve short films this year allowing 
emerging filmmakers to develop 
standout stories for the screen. And 
The Winner Is was one of those projects 
with the short film being shot by Sean 
Ryan. 

AC How did you first get involved  
 on the short film And The 

Winner Is?

SR I’ve known the director for quite  
 some time. Cameron March 

and I first met in high school where 
we were fortunate enough to have an 
intensive film and television department, 
almost operating like a mini-production 
company within the school. 

We worked together here and from the 
beginning knew we were both going 
to be in this for the long haul. We later 
attended Griffith Film School in Brisbane 
one year apart and watched each other 
grow. In the years since we’d been out 
we’ve kept in touch and always hoped 
to work on something together. 

March and producer Danielle Redford 
applied for funding from Screen 
Queensland and when they found out 
he had been successful he called me up 
and asked if I’d like to shoot it, which of 
course I gladly accepted.

AC What factors did you take into  
 consideration when choosing 

your camera?

SR From day one March was  
 passionate about shooting 

anamorphic, which I too believed was 
the right choice for this film. Although 
not falling cleanly into any one genre 
the film needed to have an essence of 
science fiction which we feel the 2.39:1 
contributed towards. 

We started speaking to Brian Flexmore 
at Panavision Queensland and 
combined with a few tests and my past 
exposure to Panavision anamorphics 
we settled on the Primos for their 
close focusing abilities, contrast and 
cinematic flaring. Because of this lens 
choice we opted for the Alexa XT 
recording ARRIRAW as we didn’t have 
access to a Mini at the time and wanted 
the true 4:3 sensor to take advantage of 
all the lenses had to offer. The camera 
package ended up being quite large 
and heavy but as we were on a studio 
dolly for three out of four days it enabled 
us to work quickly even with the larger 
package.

AC What was your collaboration  
 like with the production design 

team on this film?

SR Jon Dowding (Mad Max, The  
 Blue Lagoon) was our Production 

Designer who brought a wealth of 
knowledge and experience to the 
production. As the film is set in the near 
future we really wanted to try and get 
this across without any visual effects or 
elements not grounded in the world today. 

A big reference was Ex Machina (2014, 
cinematography by Rob Hardy BSC) 
and specifically the architectural lighting 
in the home where that film is set. 
March and I decided early on that we 
wanted to build strip lighting into our 
own sets where possible. We felt this 
was a means of further conveying the 
time period the film was set in. Working 
with the production design team we 
sourced 60m of RGBW LED strip 
lights and encased them in aluminium 
channel with a frosted cover to give the 
appearance of an architectural feature. 

In our initial meetings and scouts I also 
came in with a large reference bank of 
images which influenced us texturally and 
was also the source of inspiration to paint 
our main set with two tone look which 
ended up being a great way to break up 
many blank walls in our hero set.

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

department?

SR Having started out in Brisbane  
 I was fortunate to have worked 

Cinematographer Sean Ryan on the set of ‘And The Winner Is’ - PHOTO Supplied
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with a lot of crew up there and was 
able to bring on the best for this film. 
We had half-a-day of Steadicam which 
was used for the final scene in the 
film. We were lucky enough to have 
Alec Schultz, who is a really talented 
operator coming up at the moment, join 
us for this. 

Elliott Deem came on as Focus Puller 
who is someone I’ve worked with a bit 
on a few other shorts and music videos. 
Deem is a talented cinematographer in his 
own right, and is a very knowledgeable 
and resourceful asset to any camera 
team. Connal Plunkett served as a 
Second who worked tirelessly to make 
sure we moved very quickly between 
setups and another great energy to 
have on set. Because of the pace of the 
shoot and amount of data we were going 
through we also enlisted Caleb Ware as a 
dedicated wrangler. 

Glenn Jones came on as gaffer and 
when he wasn’t available, Clive Rippon 
stepped in. Jones is someone I’ve 
always turned to for advice and support 
in Queensland and without this the film 
would have turned out very differently. 
Nic Karam, who’s a good friend, was 
originally pegged as the Key Grip but 
when he became unavailable sent out 
Lee Taite and Logan Collier who was 
on for most of the film and on a small 
production like this was invaluable.

AC What kind of digital and CGI  
 did you work with for the 

film? How did you approach colour-
grading?

SR We tried to minimise the use  
 of digital visual effects as much 

as possible, only reserving it for a 
few things that were unachievable 
practically. A lot of information is 
presented to the main character via a 

television screen and we chose to do 
this practically. I didn’t want to be in a 
situation where we would be trying to 
frame it out to keep the visual effects 
shot count down. The graphics were 
made up prior to the shoot and fed 
to the screen via a laptop and some 
edit software enabled us to adjust 
brightness, contrast and colour cast to 
taste on a per shot basis.

In terms of grading the film, I touched 
base with the team at various stages 
through post-production. During 
the offline edit I passed on a few 
suggestions, however my input was 
mainly reserved for the grade. March 
and I went into the session with a ‘look 
book’ for each location as our time 
was limited in the suite. We needed to 
find the look as soon as possible and 
spend as much of our time rolling it out 
across all the shots. We were fortunate 
to have the support from Cutting Edge, 
the expertise of Colourist Adrian Hauser 
(Jungle, Predestination) who did an 
amazing job.

AC Do you have a favourite shot or  
 sequence in And The Winner 

Is? Why?

SR One of our privileges is working  
 with extraordinary talent in front of 

the camera and the lead Thomas Larkin 
was no exception. There’s one static 
shot in the film where we hold on Larkin’s 
character Stanley for over a minute - 
around ten percent of the film - as he 
teeters on the edge of taking his own 
life. This was the kind of shot that left 
the entire set with chills and was a real 
exhibition of Larkin’s skill as an actor. 

AC How do you impart your  
 own unique vision as 

cinematographer on a project?

SR It all comes down to  
 understanding a director’s vision. 

Once you have a clear picture of what 
they’re after, only then can you paint 
it for them. With the use of references 
and extensive conversations about the 
overarching approach to the look we 
break everything down and visually 
discover the type of film that we would 
make. From that point on, I can make 
decisions knowing they were servicing 
the director’s vision without having to 
involve with a director each step of the 
way. 

AC Looking back on what you had  
 originally set out to achieve on 

And The Winner Is, do you think you 
succeeded? What would you have 
done differently?

SR I think where we ended up is  
 very close to the film that we’d all 

imagined it to be. It’s hard to say what 
I’d do differently, there’s always small 
things I wish I could change watching it 
through but ultimately who knows what 
that film would look like if I had shot it a 
year ago or five years from now. 

We’re constantly learning and exploring 
new techniques which at least for me 
why this is so damn exciting. I look 
forward to taking what I’ve learnt from 
this film and applying it to other projects 
down the line.

AC Finally, what are you working  
 on next?

SR I’m preparing for a small personal  
 project shooting on 16mm film, 

and a few music videos.

Sean Ryan is a cinematographer based in Sydney. 

He completed a Bachelor of Film and Screen 

Media from Brisbane’s Griffith Film School.

A scene from ‘And The Winner Is’ - DOP Sean Ryan
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The magazine’s resident film critic discusses two Australian films from  
this year’s Melbourne International Film Festival – by Dash Wilson

STRANGE COLOURS - In 
1992 I remember sitting in a theatre with my 
dad when I was eight years old watching 
a screening of a little film called Strictly 
Ballroom. The storyline, originality, colour 
and music struck a chord deep within my 
psyche but the thing I remember the most 
about it was how uniquely Australian it made 
me feel - and it’s a feeling I have never, ever 
forgotten.

Having recently screened at the Melbourne 
International Film Festival (MIFF), and shot in 
the tiny rural opal mining town of Lightning 
Ridge, New South Wales, Strange Colours 

is another uniquely Australian film that 
premiered at last year’s Venice Film Festival 
to wide acclaim.

Feeling lost in her own life, Milena (Kate 
Cheel) travels to this town to visit her 
estranged father as he is gravely ill and she 
hopes to repair the relationship before it’s 
too late.

Directed and co-written by Alena Lodkina 
in her promising feature film debut, Strange 
Colours has been shot superbly by 
cinematographer Michael Latham (Casting, 
Jon Bennet, The Island of the Hungry 
Ghosts). With a miniscule budget of less 

than $250,000, the film vastly captures 
the Australian outback - its isolation and 
ruggedness in full force. The performances 
also are universally accomplished. Daniel P. 
Jones in particular as Melina’s father Max is 
astoundingly good.

Whilst undoubtedly well-made and brimming 
with brooding atmosphere, narrative wise, 
not a lot happens in this film. The strained 
relationship between Milena and Max is 
one that while intriguing, is not explained 
on a deep enough level. Strange Colours 
simplicity and sparseness are without doubt 
intentional (as it mimics the way these miners 
live day to day) but unfortunately the film’s 
emotional impact and its commercial appeal 
are hindered as a result.

There is no doubt that Strange Colours and 
Strictly Ballroom share something in that 
they both started off with miniscule budgets 
and significant festival buzz. The difference 
between them though is storyline and that 
old adage of how they make the viewer feel.

Films like Muriel’s Wedding, Japanese Story, 
Wolf Creek and Animal Kingdom resonated 
with audiences because they emotionally 
affected them. For me, Strange Colours 
failed to do this and whilst many people 
argue that the glory days of Australian 
cinema are well and truly over, with the right 
script, filmmakers like Alena Lodkina have 
extremely exciting futures ahead.

UNDER THE COVER OF 
CLOUD - Under the Cover of Cloud 
is unlike any other film I have ever seen. 
Written, directed and produced by 
38-year-old proud Tasmanian Ted Wilson, 
this debut feature tells the story of a man 
who loses his job as a part-time writer in 
Melbourne so decides its the perfect time 
to visit his family back in Tasmania.

This largely autobiographical picture was 
produced with no script (and no money) 
and most of the actors in the film, if you 
can even call them that, are Wilson’s 

actual family. Wilson has paired his talents 
well with up and coming cinematographer 
Joshua Avlett.

There is a real sense of the true Tasmania 
in this film. It is extremely minimalist but 
the lighting and panoramas used are 
highly effective and for much of its running 
time it quite literally feels like you are 
visiting your neighbour’s family home.

With that being said, for most cinema 
goers, this film may be unwatchable. 
There is no real plot. The main story of the 
film is Wilson trying to find and meet local 

retired Australian cricketer David Boon. 
There is no drama within the family, no 
conflict they need to resolve. Throughout 
the running time I was instinctively waiting 
for something to happen but I suspect 
that is the point. The filmmaker wanted to 
make a film about the simplicity of family 
time and how life isn’t necessarily full of 
drama.

There were moments of Under the Cover 
of Cloud that actually reminded me of 
Richard Linklater’s  masterpiece ‘Beyond’ 
trilogy which, by the director’s own 
admission, was basically just two people’s 
conversation for ninety minutes on screen. 
The difference between that series and 
this film is that Under the Cover of Cloud 
is just natural day to day life that borders 
on observational documentary rather than 
traditional film narrative.

The reception Under the Cover of Cloud 
receives is as yet unknown. What I do 
know is that this shouldn’t be Mr Wilson’s 
last film... it is far too good for that.

Dan Wilson is a lover of cinema  

based in Brisbane.

A scene from ‘Strange Colours’ - DOP Michael Latham

A scene from ‘Under the Cover of Cloud’ - DOP Joshua Aylett
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In our ‘Spotlight on Brazil’ section, we look at Aos Teus Olhos (Liquid Truth),  

screening at Sydney’s Latin American Film Festival - by James Cunningham

Brazilian Cinematographer Azul Serra 
came to prominence recently shooting 
three episodes of the hit Netflix series 
The Mechanism (2018). It is a series he 
shot just prior to this, Aos Teus Olhos 
or Liquid Truth, which is getting people 
talking on the international festival circuit 
right now.

A good-looking male swimming 
instructor in São Paulo is accused of 
acting inappropriately toward a six-
year-old boy in Carolina Jabor’s highly-
relevant and tenderly crafted Liquid 
Truth. Thematically the film evokes 
comparisons with Thomas Vinterberg’s 
The Hunt (2012, cinematography by 
Charlotte Bruus Christensen DFF), but 
the similarities end there. Liquid Truth is 
bright, fresh and one of the best films to 
come out of Brazil this year.

Daniel de Oliveira is excellent as 
Rubens, the accused swimming 
instructor. It’s a job the character loves. 
His swagger has its charm, and clearly 
hits the mark with his attractive young 
girlfriend. But it stems from a self-
confidence and naivety that gets him 
into trouble. The ‘truth’ in the title is as 
slippery as the water in which Rubens 
teaches. The film is a simmering social 
commentary on truth, so relevant in our 

new world of ‘fake news’. 

The Cinematographer’s faded colours of 
the swimming complex are reminiscent 
of a different time, and the effect of 
rippling water seen from below, bending 
the image above, beautifully symbolise 
the effect that social media crusades 
can have on reality. 

Liquid Truth is a film which carefully 
balances our sympathies and Serra 
brings visual clarity to the murkiness 
of the story, using the water in the 
swimming pool, open sky and big 
glass windows alongside the pool as 
visual metaphors. There’s a sense that 
the situation ought to be clearer than 
it is, and this tempts the audience 
to become complicit on one side or 
another. This, in turn, deceptively 
suggests that the problem has a simple 
solution.

Translated from a book and adapted 
from a stage play, Liquid Truth won the 
Audience Award for Best Narrative Film 
at the Rio International Film Festival 
and the accolades the film is receiving 
are well-deserved for a film shot in only 
three weeks.

Serra creates a microcosm situation 
that veers grossly out of control. His 

camera observes with wide-shots, 
teasing the distance and borderline 
voyeurism of wondering if you’re about 
to catch someone or something in the 
act.

South American cinema is high 
on morality and Liquid Truth is no 
exception. Sexual abuse is a sensitive 
and serious matter. No one would want 
to disbelieve a child. But what if the 
story isn’t true? Refreshingly, the film 
treats its audience with intelligence.

There’s also a sense that the filmmakers 
created an ending implied to tease the 
audience, open to interpretation. “It’s 
an open ending,” said Director Carolina 
Jabor when speaking with Stephanie 
Taylor from FF2 Media. “It’s a way to 
let the audience decide. I released 
the film in Brazil. I had a Q&A and I 
was very impressed with how people 
analysed the characters.”

With subtlety favoured over cliché 
drama, an unresolved ending is perhaps 
to be expected, like a dive that cuts 
away moments before the splash. Here, 
truth is not a solid but a liquid.

James Cunningham is the Editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Daniel de Oliveira plays Rubens in ‘Liquid Truth’ - DOP Azul Serra, PHOTO Supplied



NEW GEAR
In this Issue our New Gear section looks at Tokina Cinema Vista Prime Lenses – by Tom Waugh

Each time a new sensor is released 

in an new size, cinematographers are 

required to evaluate lenses in their kits 

to see if their lenses will cover the new 

sensor. This changes with the Tokina 

Cinema Vista Prime Lenses, covering 

beyond full-frame.

Tokina’s new Vista series T1.5 prime 

lenses feature a huge 46.7mm image 

circle making these lenses compatible 

with nearly every motion picture 

camera sensor on the market including 

VistaVision format. The new Vista series 

all are the exact same size and gear 

position for easy set up and workflow. 

Ultra sharp with nearly zero image 

breathing during focus pulls.

Originally announced as a set of 

three (35mm, 50mm, 85mm) back in 

September 2016, the line has expanded 

to include 18mm, 25mm and recently 

announced 105mm options. With 

an image circle of 46.7mm (in PL/

EF mount), the lenses are designed 

to cover all of the new full-frame and 

Vistavision cinema cameras, as well as 

happily work on existing S35 cameras.

Tokina says the lenses use newly 

designed optics, not just re-housed stills 

glass. They come in PL, EF, MFT and 

Sony E-Mounts, and the mounts are 

user interchangeable. The lens series 

are the Japanese company’s first foray 

into making a set of cine prime lenses. 

Tokina had previously made a range of 

cine zooms that included the Cinema 

ATX 50-135MM T3, 16-28mm T3, and 

11-16mm T3.

Priced to compete with other full frame 

cinema lens kits (Zeiss CP3, Sigma 

Cinema Lenses, Schneider Xenons 

and Canon Cinema Primes) the Tokina 

Lenses have a consistent T1.5 stop 

and suffer very little focus breathing or 

chromatic aberration as you will see in a 

test we performed for this article.

The downside for some 

cinematographers who work in small 

crews may be the 2.0 - 2.8kg per lens 

weight, around double the weight from 

the competing lens kits.

Their build quality is great and the 

300° focus rotation offers plenty of 

focus markings. Front diameters are 

all 114mm for clamp on matte boxes 

and only the 18mm and 105mm are 

different physical lengths, but they still 

have consistent focus and iris gear 

positioning.

You can see the video test of the Tokina 

set here and a comparison to some of 

the Canon Cine primes on the Alexa 

Mini and Amira: vimeo.com/285680394

Special thanks to Vince Clark from 

C.R. Kennedy for providing the Tokina 

Cinema Vista lens set for review, Dane 

Meale from Creative Grit for the Canon 

Cinema Prime Lenses for comparison, 

and to Leuke Marriott for being our 

model for the shoot.

Tom Waugh works for Ignite Digi and is 

Chairman of the ACS Technical Committee.
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WHOLESALE BY: EE Group Australia Contact: (03)-97236699 Email: info@eegroup.com.au Web: www.eegroup.com.au

Camera Hire: www.camerahire.com.au

Camzilla: www.camzilla.com.au

Dragon Image: www.dragonimage.com.au

ELK Fish Robotics: www.elk�shrobotics.com.au

John Barry: secure.johnbarry.com.au

Johnny Appleseed GPS: www.ja-gps.com.au

Kayell Australia: www.kayellaustralia.com.au

Lemac Films: www.lemac.com.au

Michaels: www.michaels.com.au

ProAV Solutions: www.proavsolutions.com.au

Sphere Drone: spheredrones.com.au

Universal Drones: www.universaldrones.com.au

Videocraft Australia: www.videocraft.com.au

Videoguys: www.videoguys.com.au

Xm2: www.xm2store.com

Designed in a single-handed form factor for DSLR and mirrorless cameras,
the Ronin-S empowers creators to shoot with the freedom of stabilized shots on the move.

Flight time
23-27 MINS

Control range
7 KM

Speed
94 KM/H

Video resolution
6K/5.2K

Sensory range
30 M

Live view
1080 P

Image quality, power and intelligence to meet the needs of professional �lmmakers and 
enterprises around the globe.
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