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FROM THE EDITOR

Dear readers,

As this crazy year comes to a close. I’m sure we’re all very 
much looking forward to 2021. In the meantime, find a comfy 
chair, relax, and enjoy the pages of this, the December issue of 
Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

In our features section we look to the future. Cinematographer 
Ross Emery ACS takes us behind-the-scenes on the hit new 
futuristic Ridley Scott produced series Raised by Wolves, while 
Earle Dresner ACS chats to us about shooting the new Australian 
science fiction film 2067. We interview cinematographer Rudi Siira 
about shooting Paper Champions for director Jo-Anne Brechin, 
Tim Tregoning ACS opens up about shooting the dark and 
mysterious Sweet River, coming to Netflix later this month, and 
we look at David Gregan’s work on the frenetic and fast-paced 
Love, Guns and Level-Ups.

We check out an award-winning music video shot by Kieran 
Fowler NZCS ACS, go behind the scenes on independent feature 
Benefited with Jameson Fahy, hit the streets of West Africa for 
a documentary with Dom West, follow Dimitri Zaunders journey 
on a one-of-a-kind opera film, and go back in time to look at the 
Geoffrey Simpson ACS shot feature Black and White which was 
recently restored and screened at the Adelaide Film Festival. We 
also showcase a selection of South Australian-produced short 
films from the festival, before jetting off to Brazil to look at the 
award-winning feature Hebe, and finally the Oscar-winning Dean 
Semler AM ACS ASC shares with us a few more anecdotes from 
his illustrious career.

In other news, I would like to personally congratulate ACS national 
president Ron Johanson OAM ACS who, as a member of the 
Cinematographers Branch of the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts 
and Sciences (who vote for the Oscars), was recently appointed 
to serve on the Cinematographers Branch Executive Committee. 
Academy membership is already a rare privilege, and Johanson’s 
selection comes with additional standing and responsibility, shared 
by only 35 of the executive committee members. I know he is 
excited to vote on the nominees of next year’s Academy Award 
for Best Cinematography and he should be very proud of his 
achievement. Well done Ron! 

Until next time… peace.

James Cunningham
Editor,
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

FROM THE PRESIDENT

Greetings members, colleagues and friends,

In these challenging times, I want to ask you think about our 
industry before Covid-19. Can you even remember it? Well I can. 
Let me take you on a journey, back in time to another period 
where everything seemed to be perfect, paradise, well almost!

This was a time, pre-digital, when nothing but film existed. Kodak 
was king with Fuji and Agfa scouting around the edges. The 
Beatles had their first hit in Australia and we were all hip to ‘Love 
Me Do’.

I was in Melbourne and yet to celebrate my sixteenth birthday 
when I started learning from great cinematographers at Crawford 
Productions and Senior Films. When I actually got to shoot 
someting for the first time, I thought I was there, at the top.

Far from it, I had failed dismally, as became evident when my 
first rushes were viewed. I didn’t know how to structure a story, 
and I was told that I had a lot to learn. I was banned from looking 
through the eyepiece. Yes, in those days we actually did that! I 
was confined to the dark room. After breaking down those 1,000 
footers and getting the hang of story construction, lighting and my 
greatest love, operating, I went on to make a real go of things.

My most vivid memory is of the truly wonderful people I had the 
opportunity to work and collaborate with. Those family members, 
friends, colleagues, comrades were, and still are, part of my life.

Now more than ever, it’s important that we don’t isolate ourselves. 
One can still be ‘a private person’, but it’s the friendships and 
camaraderie that our industry offers that will get us through the 
tough times. We live in a global community and it is important that 
we think globally. Our colleagues may not be close physically, but 
they are always with us and there for us, just a phone or Zoom call 
away.

Take time to reach out to encourage and support others, and 
don’t be afraid to seek support when you need it. That’s what our 
Society is all about.

Until next time,

Ron Johanson OAM ACS
National President,
Australian Cinematographers Society
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The Australian Centre for the Moving 
Image (ACMI), at Federation Square, 
Melbourne, is Australia’s national 
museum of film, digital culture and art. 
The centre recently unveiled details of 
its ambitious multi-platform expansion, 
delivering a digital experience that will 
transport visitors far beyond its location 
in Melbourne’s Federation Square, as 
part of its $40 million redevelopment. 

Ahead of a highly anticipated 2021 
reopening, the museum has outlined 
a multi-platform model powered by 
a new experience operating system 
(XOS). It will see physical and digital 
moving image content connected in 
ways not yet seen in Australia, setting 
the museum apart and establishing 
ACMI as one of the most innovative and 
digitally transformed museums in the 
world.

“The new ACMI will offer an 
immensely rich experience that 
people can engage with in new ways: 
at home, on their devices and here 
at the museum itself,” says ACMI 
director Katrina Sedgwick OAM. “We 
are launching a new brand identity 
and entirely new online presence, 
inviting people to visit our museum 
no matter where they are in the 
world. In the same way we curate and 
design exhibitions and programs for 
the physical museum, we have been 

developing them specifically for online 

across the breadth of screen culture; 

film, television, video games and art.”

A taste of this curated content is now 

available, with the museum launching 

The Story of the Moving Image. Through 

six stories exploring the major moments 

of moving image history and local firsts, 

discover how screen culture has shaped 

who we are, how we see ourselves and 

how the world sees us. A rich, online 

extension of the new 1,600 square-

meter, year-round exhibition that will be 

on display when audiences can visit the 

museum in the new year. In addition to 

The Story of the Moving Image, a new 

online art gallery and cinema have also 

been announced, alongside a suite of 

new education resources and public 

programs.  

“We often consume the same stories 

via different platforms; we might 

read the book then watch the film 

adaptation and later play the video 

game,” says Sedgwick. “Each 

platform brings out something new in 

the story. We have taken this concept 

of multi-platform storytelling and 

applied it to our museum. Thanks 

to our XOS, what we can now offer 

is a deeply integrated journey that 

extends, expands and enriches your 

visit, be that in person, or online.” 

ACMI’s new technological approach 
(embodied in the XOS) redefines the 
museum experience. It makes the 
knowledge held by our curators and 
communities accessible to our visitors 
wherever they are, allowing them to go 
much deeper into film, film history and 
contemporary art. 

The XOS is at the core of ACMI’s digital 
infrastructure and will also power 
what’s known as the ‘Lens’, a handheld 
device used by visitors to tap and 
collect objects of interest throughout 
the museum and later explore on any 
device, anywhere in the world.  “When 
our building opens, visitors will be 
able to leave with elements of what 
they’ve seen,” says Chief Experience 
Officer Seb Chan. “The technology 
then allows us to take the  information 
visitors have  collected and extend 
their exploration via a highly 
connected ecosystem of curated 
content.” 

What a wonderful concept for a 
museum to be dedicated solely to the 
‘moving image’. ACMI has always been 
one-of-a kind and this new model will 
take the ACMI experience to a new 
level, completely redefining what a 
museum can be.

Slade Phillips is a writer based in Sydney.

ACMI RETURNS
The Australian Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI) in Melbourne  

is set to open the world’s most digitally transformed museum - by Slade Phillips
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A Delicate Fire came to Dimitri Zaunders 
at exactly the right time. He’d recently 
finished a feature film and was looking 
for the next opportunity when this 
unique project came to him somewhat 
out of nowhere. “It was just perfect,” 
says Zaunders. “There was no script. 
Only images as a treatment and the 
music. As a cinematographer, there’s 
nothing more exciting than some ideas 
and raw poetry!” The film’s treatment 
followed a dreamy night of idealised 
love to a collapse of the artificial film 
world and a stark acceptance of love, 
threading together Barbara Strozzi’s 
eleven distinctive madrigals from the 
1600s.

Because of the pandemic and what 
was going on in the world there was an 
incredible array of musicians who were 
unable to perform in other capacities, 
including talented director Constantine 
Costi whose Opera Australia production 
of La Traviata on Sydney Harbour had 
been halted. The unused resources of 
that world, statues, painted backdrops 
and instruments would otherwise never 
have been available to Zaunders. “It 
was amazing to have Pinchgut Opera 
believe in us and invest those resources 
into this beautiful film, especially 
given it was the first time anything like 
this had been done,” he says. 

On-set Covid testing and precautions 

had to be implemented because there 
was a large cast and crew on this 
project. “I needed to adapt some 
of the ways in which I work,” says 
Zaunders. “When you rely on your 
lightmeter, it’s hard to check the light 
on a person when I’m standing the 
required 1.5 meters away.”

In early meetings with production 
designer Charlotte Mungomery and 
the director the team were influenced 
not only by film but also other imagery. 
“Early on, we saw the Baroque 
painting Judith Beheading Holofernes 
by Artemisia Gentileschi and I was 
inspired particularly by the Baroque 
tenebrism of that time and its emphasis 
on shadow,” he says. “I think it’s 
the most important element of what 
cinematographers do, balancing 
lighting with that subtractive element. 
It’s what differentiates the work from 
theatre, which is additive.”

Over the course of pre-production 
Zaunders utilised a huge library of visual 
references. “We looked at paintings 
from the time and films which blur 
the line between theatre, art and 
cinema like those by Peter Greenaway, 
Chantal Akerman and Tracey 
Moffatt,” he says. Greenaway’s The 
Baby of Macon (1993, cinematography 
by Sacha Vierny) was a particularly big 
influence on Zaunders. 

“I love having a shared place where we 
can all save images. From there I built 
a scrapbook that goes scene-by-scene 
which I find useful to organise my 
thoughts over the long shooting period 
and to communicate with the rest of 
the crew. We also put up a lot of our 
images around the filming location so 
we could always come back to those 
photographs and paintings.”

Zaunders filmed A Delicate Fire on an 
ARRI Alexa Classic. “I always come 
back to that camera for its softness 
and field-of-view,” he explains. “It feels 
a bit like choosing S16mm over 35mm. 
When everything else is moving towards 
cleaner images and bigger sensors, I 
love breaking down the picture with 
exposure levels and grain.”

When the cinematographer is not 
shooting on film he almost always 
uses filters. “Usually I’m a big fan 
of Classic Softs because they don’t 
affect the highlights or shadows too 
much,” says Zaunders. “Lemac gave 
us a set of MkIII Superspeeds which 
are beautifully soft on the Alexa. I was 
also hazing on set and filtering the 
light through that volumetric diffusion. 
I found that in the end I didn’t need 
to put anything in front of my lenses. 
Lemac have been a huge support on 
all my projects. They also gave us a 
beautiful 24-290mm which I used for 

A DELICATE FIRE
A ground-breaking sixty-minute opera film, featuring music by the great Barbara Strozzi,  

and shot by Australian cinematographer Dimitri Zaunders - by Joe Ridge

A scene from ‘A Delicate Fire’ - DOP Dimitri Zaunders
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some long, choreographed zooms.”

Zaunders loves tall frames, and from 
testing he wanted a 1.66:1 aspect ratio. 
“It feels timeless and unplaceable,” 
he says. “There’s something beautiful 
about taking that golden ratio from 
painting. I think it holds the viewer in 
a kind of ambiguous tension between 
time periods.”

Some of the scenes in A Delicate Fire 

are long with individual songs running 
up to nine minutes. Zaunders wanted to 
approach these in lengthy, constructed 
shots. “As a complete layperson when 
it comes to opera, I found it much 
easier to make a video for myself of 
the music with timing and a countdown 
that I could use to work out when 
the camera would move and how the 
image would develop through the 
course of the music,” he explains.

During pre-production, it helped the 
cinematographer to visualise sequences 
by marking out the floor with tape and 
physically walking through the space. 
He could then work out how the light 
would continue or change through 
blocking and decide where the camera 
would travel. Often these tests were cut 
together to show to the rest of the crew.

“I’ve been so lucky to build up a crew 
from commercials and other projects,” 
he says. “Rose Newland and Trudi 
Gultom have done a couple of films 
with me now. With the complexity 
of what we were putting together it 
was an opportunity to work with an 

incredible gaffer, Tom Keyes, and a 
great key grip, Kristian Bruneteau. We 
had some very intricate sequences that 
required all of us to come together 
perfectly, such as a lateral dolly 
moving through a set that reconfigures 
itself in different scenarios and 
different lighting states. We formed a 
great team.”

“There was no script.”

Visually, every part of the film had its 
own sensibility as it moves through 
different pieces of music. Each scene 
is tied together by elements that would 
recur throughout the film, but each 
distinctive part is heightened and 
expressionistic moving through different 
modes; from static tableaux and hand-
held to long, slow zooms and lateral 
tracking shots which would respond to 
each change in music with a new visual 
proposal.

When it comes to post-production 
Zaunders says it’s important for him to 
be at the grade. “As cinematographers, 
from the very beginning when we’re 
looking at visual references it’s our 
job to have sensitivity for the image 
and put that onto the screen. When 
I was first starting out is our job to 
communicate with the lab, to work 
with our medium and know if we are 
going to push it, pull it, how we’re 
going to print the image. Now it’s even 
more extreme where anything can 
be changed and we should always be 
part of those decisions.” Zaunders 
completed the final grade with Yanni 

Kronenberg who has collaborated with 
the cinematographer for many years. 
“The thought and pride he puts into 
his work is incomparable.”

Some of the cinematographer’s 
favourite sequences are those that 
were done very simply, such as dance 
sequence from a window of a moving 
car or an aria performed entirely in a 
phone booth as the camera rotates on 
a circular track.

“The sequences that took the most 
planning and were the most satisfying 
to achieve were all our practical 
effects which we did entirely in 
camera. Like our rear projection 
simulated travel and the forced 
perspective painting of an old house 
with singers outside and in the 
windows,” he says. “I love those kind 
of archaic, forgotten techniques.”

Zaunders doesn’t think he can ever 
be completely complacent with his 
work because there’s always so much 
more to try, to go further. “I’d like 
to make another film as bold and 
full of possibility as this one and, 
not to repeat myself, to approach it 
completely differently,” he concludes. 
“And I would like to shoot the next 
one on film!”

Dimitri Zaunders is an up-and-coming 

cinematographer and photographer,  

working between documentary and fiction.

Joe Ridge is a contributing writer with  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.
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Dom West’s foundations in filmmaking 
all came from a childhood spent on 
his skates, and making skate videos 
with his friends. He is now an award-
winning documentary director and 
cinematographer with Untitled Film Works 
in Sydney. West owes a lot to the sport 
and he is now at a point where he can 
create films that showcase the unknown 
culture and history of inline skating.

The idea behind Streets of Lagos was 
to create a short film that shines a light 
on the up and coming skating scene in 
Nigeria’s largest city, Lagos. What was 
once a niche sport that saw widespread 
participation across the globe in the late 
1990s has now emerged as a booming 
subculture in Nigeria. Originally used as 
a way to navigate the city’s dense traffic, 
today, a select few use their skates as 
a form of self-expression, something 
which can be hard to find in what is one 
of the toughest cities in the world.

West connected with one of the local 
skaters in Lagos through social media 
and flew there for a week at the end 
of 2019. “It didn’t sound that great 
when I told my wife I was going to 
Nigeria on my own to meet someone 
I had only spoken to online,” he 
says. “Fortunately, I feel the skating 

community around the world is 
powered by mutual respect and trust. 
Everything worked out just fine.”

Shooting on the streets of Lagos, 
however, was stressful to say the least. 
West had to constantly be on his toes, 
be ready for anything to happen. “I 
spent most of my time on my skates, 
which made me feel slightly safer, 
but we often found ourselves in tricky 
situations that involved some form of 
negotiating to get us out of trouble,” 
he says. Each shoot location had to 
be assessed as to whether it was safe 
due to local gangs or ‘area boys’ that 
control each suburb. 

“Local skaters would often pay bribes 
to the gang leader in order to allow 
for filming to take place. It’s usually 
recommended that foreigners travel 
with armed security in Nigeria due to 
the high risk of kidnapping, but for the 
purposes of this film I made the call 
to travel solo in order to fully immerse 
myself in the story,” says West.

Given these safety issues of shooting in 
West Africa and that West was working 
on his own, he had to keep gear to a 
minimum. He shot the majority of the 
film hand-held with a Panasonic GH5 
into an Atomos Ninja V, paired with re-

housed Soviet-era SLR prime lenses. 
Using a small camera like this with a 
stabilised sensor, combined with being 
on skates, gave West the creative 
freedom to shoot the story how he 
wanted.

“Since this project was close to my 
heart, I chose to handle the entire 
film through all stages of production 
including the edit and grade,” he says. 
“Colour wise, I wanted to keep the 
image true to reality, maintaining the 
gritty feel of the streets of Lagos with 
muted tones.”

The documentary recently received a 
coveted Staff Pick on Vimeo. But as 
always with these kinds of projects, 
West looks back and wishes he had 
more time on the ground to tell the story 
in more detail. Travel restrictions has put 
a lot of West’s projects on hold, so he’s 
turning his attention to Australia-based 
stories for the next year or so.

Dom West is known for his work on Netflix’s 

award winning documentary series Tales By Light 

(2015-2018) with Abraham Joffe ACS,  

and as director and cinematographer  

of short film Blue (2019).

Slade Phillips is a writer based in Sydney.

STREETS OF LAGOS
Director and cinematographer Dom West travels to Nigeria  

to film the documentary Streets of Lagos - by Slade Phillips

A scene from documentary ‘Streets of Lagos’ - DOP Dom West
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A longtime collaborator in music videos, 

James Chappell, called me earlier in the 

year when I was shooting a music video 

in New Zealand and mentioned he’d put 

me forward to Brandon Bonfiglio and 

Hannah Lux-Davis from London Alley, to 

shoot a video in Australia for the band 5 

Seconds of Summer. Originally, I didn’t 

think I would be able to get back in time 

to shoot it, however they were really 

interested to work with me and ended up 

moving the shoot dates to make it work. 

In my initial conversations with Lux-

Davis, we talked about capturing a 

sense of nostalgia and journey through 

time. She showed me a lot of older 

photographic work from the 1980s and 

late 1990s. Some of it was pretty funky 

and looked cross-processed. There 

were also these iconic images of bands 

photographed on wide angles with the 

entire image circle in shot. I loved it, for 

some reason it reminded me of music 

videos from when I was growing up.

For these particular shots I used a 6mm, 

Super 16mm format wide-angle. By 

putting this on a 35mm chip, the image 

circle wasn’t able to cover the sensor 

and it created this circular in-camera 

vignette. I chose to shoot the majority 

of it on an older set of lenses; the 

Panavision PVintage Ultra Speed lenses. 

I love how they render the out-of-focus 

areas and the slight bloom you get 

with the highlights. I also love the focal 

lengths in that set with odd ones like 

a 27mm, which is one of my favourite 

lengths on a 35mm sensor. We shot 

using the ARRI Alexa Mini, which is just 

a reliable workhorse for me. I seldom 

stray from using the ARRI sensors.

5 Seconds of Summer were really down 

to earth dudes. It was an absolute 

pleasure working with them. They made 

the shoot very pleasant and enjoyable. 

At first, I was quite nervous about 

working with Lux-Davis, with a portfolio 

like hers. She’s directed iconic videos 

for some of the biggest names in pop 

music in America like Ariana Grande, 

Nicki Minaj and Miley Cyrus.

I first met her on the location scout 

which was a whirlwind of a day, 

scouting a heap of different locations. 

We hit it off well. We didn’t get much 

pre-production time together, but she 

had a very clear vision and passion for 

the project that was infectious.

Whilst mainly responding to Lux-

Davis’s photographic references, I did 

look into Todd Phillips’ Joker (2019, 

cinematography by Lawrence Sher 

ACS), as I loved the film’s treatment of 

colour. It felt in the palette of classic 

photographic film emulsion.

The shoot was more fluid than usual 

and there was a lot of exploration 

and coming up with ideas on the 

day, which made it really fun. Sherree 

Phillips, our production designer, was 

fantastic. I always work closely with 

this department. Her attention to detail 

was great. She especially helped give 

the train interior life with her graffiti and 

grunge treatment. Particularly helpful 

because I had to overexpose the 

windows with diffusion flat up against 

them for our simulated travel, Phillips’s 

graffiti helped add detail and break up 

all the hot windows. 

I always operate the camera, particularly 

on a project like this when you are 

handheld and constantly finding the 

frames as you shoot. Framing is a 

very personal thing, all those minor 

compositional choices are so important 

and can really elevate an image. 

FIVE SECONDS OF SUMMER
Nominated for a coveted MTV Video Music Award for Best Cinematography, Kieran Fowler NZCS ACS  

on filming with the band 5 Seconds of Summer - by Kieran Fowler NZCS ACS
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A scene from the 5 Seconds of Summer’s ‘Old Me’ music video - DOP Kieran Fowler NZCS ACS



I managed to get a crew onboard who 

I regularly work with, which helped 

make the situation of working with a 

big director from America a lot more 

comfortable and give me the confidence 

that I could pull off anything that was 

thrown our way. I remember at the wrap 

drinks Lux-Davis saying how amazing 

the crew was, and that she’d work 

with them if they were in America in a 

heartbeat. I think we are spoilt for choice 

with the quality of crew here in Australia.

For me, lighting had to feel real. All the 

lighting had to have a natural motivation 

and give the images grounding. Which 

is hard when you’re forced to do 

simulated travel on a train. I also knew 

from the location scout that I needed to 

give the director flexibility to find shots 

and blocking on the day, so my lighting 

had to be broader strokes. I did a lot of 

the heavy lifting with the lighting while 

searching for locations, making sure we 

chose areas and blocking that works 

well with the natural orientation of the 

windows and light. A lot of my sources 

would be lighting through windows with 

frames brought in for close-ups. 

The train was the hardest part from a 

A scene from the 5 Seconds of Summer music video ‘Old Me’ - DOP Kieran Fowler NZCS ACS

lighting point-of-view. When I heard we 

wouldn’t be filming on a real moving 

train, I was scratching my head with 

how to make it feel authentic in a non-

green screen environment. I ended up 

putting a light diffusion across all the 

in-camera windows with a Sky Panel 

evenly illuminating each one so that 

they’d be over-exposed. To create 

a sense of movement, I had a 4K 

bounced into a rotating mirror for each 

train carriage, each synchronised with 

movement. I’m not sure what you’d put 

the motivation of the 4K down to since 

the train was meant to be in the middle 

of the outback, but I think you get away 

with some creative license!

All the post-production on this video 

happened back in Los Angeles and it 

was very much a situation of handing 

it over and hoping for the best result. 

I had a lot of faith. Lux-Davis works 

with some very talented people over 

there and throughout the process I was 

introduced to an amazing colourist, 

Houmam Abdallah, who I hadn’t heard 

of before. Abdallah did a fantastic job of 

seeing our vision through. 

The final shot of the video was a very 
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special moment. It was honestly the 
closest feeling I’ve had to feeling like a 
rock star, walking out behind the band 
into a 70,000 crowd stadium. It was 
such an adrenaline rush. It was not only 
the best way to end the music video but 
also the shoot. It was such a huge buzz. 

We only needed to capture one shot, 
but the label and the director wanted 
me to try and capture more. I ended up 
on stage for most of the performance. 
I was honestly waiting for security to 
pull me off the stage, as I was right up 
there with lead singer Luke Hemmings 
and definitely overstaying my welcome. 
If you look back at the live broadcast of 
the concert I’m running around in shot 
and ruining all of the coverage. 

I genuinely don’t think I would change 
anything with the benefit of hindsight. 
The clip ended up getting me a 
nomination for the MTV Video Music 
Award for Best Cinematography, which 
is much more than I expected from 
this opportunity, so I must have done 
something right. 

Kieran Fowler NZCS ACS is an award-winning 

cinematographer of drama, commercial and 

music video works. He is known for the films 

Terminus (2015) and Skinford (2017).
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Cinematographer Jameson Fahy 
came across an ad online looking for 
a ‘cinematographer with gear’. He 
was fresh out of film school and had 
done freelance work but nothing of the 
caliber of shooting a feature, mostly 
commercial and corporate work, but 
figured there was no harm in applying. 
Fahy submitted his showreel and got 
a phone call within twenty-four hours 
asking if he could be ready to shoot 
immediately. Turned out the film’s 
original cinematographer had dropped 
out last minute.

“This was a sink or swim moment for 
me,” says Fahy. “I threw myself into 
the deep end. Really, how often does 
a twenty-year-old get the chance to be 
cinematographer on a feature film?”

Fahy’s first time meeting cast and crew 
was literally the first day of shooting. 
Although daunting, this just made 
the cinematographer adapt faster 
and allowed for a knee-jerk sense of 
creativity which he explains was quite 
liberating. “There was a shot list from 
the former cinematographer, but we 
found that when blocking scenes we 
would often change how we wanted 
to shoot,” he says. “I’m a fan of 
wide tableaux encompassing a whole 
scene, and although we didn’t have the 
budget we always tried to get the most 
out of every frame in the film, either 
by changing the blocking or simply 
filling the background with layers of 
actors and props.”

Benefited is an independent feature 
that details the intertwining lives of a 

single mother, government workers, 
thieves and drug addicts as they 
struggle within the Australian housing 
and the government benefit system. 
Interestingly, Fahy’s biggest cinematic 
reference was Sam Raimi’s Evil Dead 
(1981, cinematography by Tim Philo). 
Much like the horror classic Fahy 
was limited with his resources so 
used whatever he had at his disposal 
in whatever way he could to create 
something special.

“I was literally limited to what I 
had in my kit,” says Fahy. “I had a 
Sony A7 II with Rokinon Cine Prime 
lenses so that’s what we used for 
production. As much as this might 
seem like a limitation, it was nice to 
be comfortable with the gear I was 
using and not worry about rental gear. 
There were shots I would have never 
tried if I didn’t own the gear.”

The rest of Fahy’s camera crew were 
already on the film before he arrived. For 
pickups, he brought in his own assistant 
camera, Sebastian Ulriksen, whom he 
knew from film school. Michael Ryan 
was initially the on-set photographer, 
continuity and the film’s editor. “There 
were a few days I couldn’t shoot and 
Ryan took over for me. Honesty, he 
did an incredible job and I think 
the best way to tell is I haven’t had 
anyone notice the difference in our 
shots.”

In terms of coverage, it all started rather 
orthodox for the cinematographer with 
establishing, mid-shots and close-ups, 
however as the shoot progressed the 

crew experimented both behind and 
in front of the camera. “There are a 
couple of shots that were completely 
improvised based on either location or 
performance dictating how I wanted to 
shoot,” explains Fahy. 

“There’s a scene where Ray (played by 
Ryan Bown) is cleaning a head wound 
of Dity (played by Clare McCann, also 
the film’s director). I opted to shoot into 
the mirror as Ray washes a cloth and 
pull focus as he walks back to Dity with 
the camera staying on the mirror. In 
retrospect, definitely inspired by the film 
Contact (1997, cinematography by Don 
Burgess ASC) which might be one of the 
most iconic mirror shots in cinema.”

“My favourite shot in the film is one 
with two teenagers riding down the 
street on their bikes,” he explains. “It 
seems like a pretty basic shot but I 
called it my ‘E.T. shot’. I operated the 
camera with one hand on a gimbal 
while riding a bike, holding focus and 
trying to not crash.”

Benefited deals with domestic violence, 
sexual abuse, classism, and the 
challenges of people living on Australia’s 
benefit housing system. “Looking 
back, I don’t know how much I would 
change because again, for a twenty-
year-old it was a massive opportunity 
and I learned more about on-set 
filmmaking than I ever could from a 
textbook,” says Fahy.

Jameson Fahy is a cinematographer based in Sydney.

Slade Phillips is a writer based in Sydney.

BENEFITED
Jameson Fahy shoots his first feature film, Benefited,  

with actor and director Clare McCann - by Slade Phillips

Will (Cristian Borello) and Teagen (Shalane Connors) in ‘Benefited’ - DOP Jameson Fahy



Cinematographer Steve Munro �lming ‘The Rabbit's Foot” on location   Photo Credit: Liam Patrick
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How did you first get involved on The 

Plastic House?

I had lived and worked on the farm that 

you see in the film for a number of years. 

It was only until I learnt about filmmaking 

that I had the idea to make The 

Plastic House. I wanted to capture the 

location and atmosphere of the farming 

area, many of them owned by other 

Cambodians or Asian migrant families in 

the Northern Suburbs of South Australia. 

In reality, the farm was really modest 

and practical; the greenhouse was built 

on beams of wood, steel and plastic 

sheeting and it was normal for my 

parents and I to work with and close to 

the earth. But I also wanted to transform 

it into an otherworldly place of memory 

in the film.

Before coming to filmmaking, I had 

studied visual arts at university where 

I was already taking inspiration from 

the farm. I was taking photos of the 

silhouettes of the leaves and the 

architecture of the green house, and 

making translucent paintings with 

obscured nature underneath, mimicking 

the visual effect of the plastic sheeting. 

Without realising, I had built visual 

references for the film in other mediums.

What were your initial thoughts in 
terms of how the project should 
look?

Initially, I had specific images in mind, 
such as the view of the greenhouse 
roof from inside and the leaves filling the 
space, but I really only found the motif 
images of the film while working in the 
greenhouse and through the process 
of filming. There was very minimal 
production design and intervention, since 
everything was already set in real life.

I knew it would have documentary 
qualities to it, since I didn’t have a 
budget. At the same time, I wanted it to 
be cinematic and poetic as well; utilising 
long takes and blurred imagery. The 
latter was informed by the translucency 
of the plastic sheeting and the humidity 
created in the greenhouse. 

I was greatly influenced by the sensibility 
of Andrei Tarkovsky, Chantal Akerman 
and Apichatpong Weerasethakul whose 
films have a meditative quality. They 
also aren’t afraid to linger in an image 
or scene and trust the duration to 
accumulate more meaning and feeling. 
I adapted their techniques of long takes 
and building an atmosphere into the 
location of the greenhouse and my 

do-it-yourself minimalist approach to 
filmmaking.

What factors did you take into 

consideration when choosing what 

cameras and lenses to shoot The 

Plastic House?

I used what was available to me, which 
was an entry level DSLR camera, a 
Canon T3i, with a 18-55mm stock lens 
I had bought for still photography a few 
years prior. Although I wasn’t shooting 
in RAW, I made sure the settings were 
as flat as possible to give more flexibility 
in the grade. I thought it was more 
important to capture the atmosphere 
through framing and sound rather than 
the quality of the lens.

Did you operate the camera yourself?

I operated the camera myself, which 
was a bit tricky. Since I had to be in 
front of the camera as well, I used a 
tripod most of the time. I didn’t have a 
separate monitor but would just check 
the playback after every take. It was 
very free working alone in this way. 
Although I didn’t have the technical 
skills or experience, I allowed myself to 
make mistakes and do as many takes 
until I thought it was alright. The only 

THE PLASTIC HOUSE
Selected for this year’s New York Film Festival, Allison Chhorn’s documentary The Plastic House  

carefully observes seasons changing and life moving - interview by James Cunningham

Behind-the-scenes on ‘The Moogai’ - PHOTO Tess Peni

A scene from ‘The Plastic House’ - DOP Allison Chhorn
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pressure I had was determined by the 
weather and available light.

One of the most difficult scenes to 
film was the last shot. I wanted to 
capture the fog so it was early in the 
morning and quite cold. I did several 
takes walking back and forth about 
two-hundred meters each way. It was 
frustrating filming blind in this way, 
since I’d be walking slightly off-centre 
or something else wasn’t quite right. I 
also had to film quickly and adjust the 
exposure each time since the sun was 
coming up and the fog would dissipate. 
I adjusted my performance to get the 
shot in the end.

Can you explain your approach to 
choosing your shots of the plants 
and the greenhouse?

For me, framing was determined by 
the architecture of the space and the 
green house itself. I would try to square 
the frame in line with the beams of the 
green house or simply square to an 
aisle. In terms of coverage, it was easier 
for me to do one setup per scene, 
leaving the camera while I moved my 
body within the frame creating the 
mise-en-scène. I also approached the 
framing like a painting, as if the leaves 
were an overall texture covering the 
image or canvas and through this dense 
cover you would see parts of a figure.

One of the few moving shots of the film 

is a slow pan from the ground moving 
up to the leaves and then up to the sky 
through the roof. I thought this was a 
simple but effective way to combine all 
the elements of nature.

Can you talk about post-production, 

and what was your intention going 

into the grade? Who was your 

colourist?

My editing process took a long time, 
since I was working on other projects. 
But the time allowed me to find the 
rhythm and structure of the film. I would 
also shoot pickup shots according to 
the last edit, record and add sound, 
and continued to build the film bit by 
bit. Since the images were fairly minimal 
and static, I did a lot with the sound 
design to suggest more movement 
offscreen and to make the image more 
tactile, such as the sound of the plastic 
fluttering in the wind or the dripping of 
water.

My colourist was Nicholas Hower 
(Strange Colours), who really helped 
bring out colours that I didn’t even know 
were in the footage. Only in working 
through post-production did I realise 
I wanted the colours of the seasons 
to come out; murky yellow for the 
dried harvest, lush deep greens for full 
growth and an overall blue-ish hue for 
the winter. There is also a warm orange 
colour in the bedroom which contrasts 

with the blues and greens of the film. It’s 
as if each location in the film has its own 
colour and feel.

Do you have a favourite shot from 
The Plastic House? Why?

My favourite shot might be in the 
greenhouse where the fog gradually 
becomes translucent, blurring the 
image. This wasn’t intentional but 
something I utilised after it happened. 
The temperature and humidity would 
change in the greenhouse, defogging 
the cold lens, which I then reversed 
in post. This translucent, obscured 
image is a motif that recurs in variations 
throughout the film.

With the benefit of hindsight, 
what might you go back and do 
differently?

There are many little technical things I 
would have liked to do differently, even 
just framing something slightly better or 
doing another take. But looking back 
on it, it’s a film that captured a certain 
moment in time, of the weather and 
location, and how much I achieved with 
minimal means.

Allison Chhorn is a filmmaker and multi-

disciplinary artist incorporating video, 

installation, photography, painting  

and music composition.

James Cunningham is editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

A scene from ‘The Plastic House’ - DOP Allison Chhorn
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I met director Craig Lahiff on Sunday 
Too Far Away (1975) when I was 
working as second assistant director 
for first assistant Malcolm Smith. Smith 
had invited Lahiff to visit the set as he 
was interested in learning about the 
film industry. I showed him around 
and introduced him to a few people. 
I remember he mentioned that he 
enjoyed the films of Alfred Hitchcock.

My own career began working for the 
South Australian Film Corporation. 
Lahiff was around during that time and 
started making short films in the late 
seventies into the eighties. His feature 
work started with the television movie 
Coda in 1987, then his first feature film 
Fever in 1988. He kept quite busy for 
the next twenty-three years with his last 
film being Swerve (2011).

Lahiff’s producer, Helen Leake, sent 
me the script for Black and White and 
I thought it was simply terrific. The 
film dramatises the true story of Max 
Stuart, an Indigenous man arrested for 
the rape and murder of a young girl in 
1958. Wonderfully written by playwright 
Louis Nowra (Così), it really captured the 
feeling of the time. I was a kid when the 
story broke, but I certainly remember 
the discussions over dinner between my 

parents about whether Stuart was guilty 
or not.

The audience, and indeed the public, 
never really know whether or not Stuart 
committed the rape and murder. There 
were leads that the police did not 
follow up because, as far as they were 
concerned, they had found their killer. 
So many things suggested Stuart was 
a scapegoat. The police were appalling, 
they lied about his confession, bashing 
him and writing it themselves. They 
intimidated the indigenous trackers to lie 
about recognising Stuart’s footprints. 

“ The racism and class 
division surrounding this 
case is astonishing. ”

A Royal Commission in Adelaide 
dismissed the testimony from fun fare 
operator Norman Geisman, Stuart’s 
employer, who said the accused was 
elsewhere at the time of the murder. The 
racism and class division surrounding 
this case is astonishing. Even so, there 
is an uncomfortable feeling that runs 
through Black and White that maybe 
Stuart was, in fact, guilty.

The film also introduces Dr Ted 

Strehlow, an anthropologist who spoke 
fluent Arrernte, an indigenous language 
spoken in parts of the Northern Territory. 
Strehlow gave evidence suggesting 
that an Arrernte speaking man, with 
English as his second language, would 
obviously never use the English in 
Stuart’s confession. Suggesting it was 
written by the police, and not Stuart. As 
a side note, I actually met Dr Strehlow 
as a child when my father took me to 
see him at his house in Walkerville. I 
remember a very dark house, common 
in the hot Adelaide summers, with a lot 
of Indigenous artefacts on bookshelves 
lining his passage and sitting room 
walls.

Murray Picknett was Production 
Designer on Black and White and 
already working on the film when I 
arrived. One of the truly outstanding 
things about the film is the feeling of 
authenticity found through the locations, 
all discovered by Lahiff and Picknett. 
They were, apart for gaol cells, actual 
locations and not sets. A grand house 
in Adelaide called ‘Carrick Hill’ in the 
suburb of Springfield was dressed and 
stood in for prosecutor Chamberlain’s 
home. Courtroom 3 of the Supreme 
Court was actually Courtrooms 2 and 3 
in the Adelaide Supreme Court, and the 

BLACK AND WHITE
Milli Award-winning Geoffrey Simpson ACS (Shine) on shooting landmark Australian film Black and White (2002), 

recently restored and presented at Adelaide Film Festival - by Geoffrey Simpson ACS
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Actor Ben Mendelsohn playing Rupert Murdoch, with director Craig Lahiff on the  
set of ‘Black and White’ - PHOTO Brian McKenzie



North Terrace Masonic Centre interior 
stairs became the Supreme Court’s 
stairs and exterior.

It’s worth mentioning the cast we 
achieved for this film; Robert Carlyle 
OBE, playing lead defence lawyer David 
O’Sullivan, was already well known for 
starring in the television series Hamish 
Macbeth (1995-1996). Kerry Fox, who 
plays O’Sullivan’s lawyer partner Helen 
Devaney, made an impact with Jane 
Campion’s Angle at My Table (1990) 
and who two years later I worked with 
on Gillian Armstrong’s The Last Days 
of Chez Nous (1992). A young Rupert 
Murdoch is played to precision by Ben 
Mendelsohn.

Actor Charles Dance, who has seen an 
incredible career with over a-hundred-
and-fifty credits to his name, plays the 
prosecutor in the case. Colin Friel’s 
plays father Dixon, with John Gregg 
playing Rohan Rivett, editor of Adelaide 
newspaper The News. And, of course, 
the late David Ngoombujarra went on to 
win the second of his three AFI Awards 
for his outstanding performance as Max 
Stuart.

My choice of camera for this film was a 
bit of a departure for me because it was 
the only time I ever used the Moviecam 
Compact; a beautifully designed camera 
and a very quiet one. The motion 
picture camera company Moviecam 
was formed in Austria in 1975 when 
Fritz Bauer started making Moviecams, 
then later the SuperAmerica camera 
in 1984. There were only a couple of 
Moviecam SuperAmericas in Australia in 
the 1980s then owned by Yuri Sokol.

Malcolm Richards from Cameraquip 
had supplied me with the equipment 
for Celia in 1989 and Shine in 1996. 
We have known each other for a 
good while. ARRI representative Heinz 
Feldhaus knew Bauer very well, and 
he also knew Richards. Over dinner 
one evening Feldhaus started talking 
about the Moviecam Compact and 
how the Austrian Company had 
become involved with ARRI. Both 
cameras shared an identical movement 
and both cameras convert from two 
perforations-per-frame film to three and 
four perforations-per-frame with relative 
ease.

Cinematographers Nino Martinetti ACS 
and David Forman ACS both used 
Cameraquip’s Moviecams during the 
1990s. It was Richards who suggested 
the Moviecam Compact and I was very 
pleased to use it on Black and White.

My first assistant camera was Jules 
Wurm, a woman I had worked with 
quite a bit in Sydney over the years. Her 
career has rocketed up the charts and 
seen her work recently with the likes of 
Ivan Sen and Warwick Thornton. 

Our second assistant camera was 
Gerard Maher. His work now as a first 
assistant has continued to grow with 
recent credits including Ladies in Black 
(2018, cinematographer by Peter James 
ACS ASC) and Peter Rabbit 2 (2020, 
cinematography by Peter Menzies Jr 
ACS). On Black and White I operated 
the camera, as I love to do.

My gaffer Graeme Shelton is a friend 
from many films over many years. Plenty 
of films with him as best boy working 
for others before gaffer on Black and 
White. Shelton has seen an outstanding 
career as gaffer in South Australia. Key 
grip was Robbie Morgan, a friend from 
many South Australian Film Corporation 
documentaries, and my feature film 
Playing Beatie Bow, he has also worked 
with Shelton a lot over the years.

I was not involved in the original grade 
of Black and White as I was working 
at the time. While writing this article, I 
contacted producer Helen Leake and 
mentioned that I would love to have a 
digital grade opportunity and amazingly 
we did. 

I just completed a pass with colourist 
Charlie Ellis at post-production house 
Roar Digital in Melbourne. It was a basic 
pass to tidy things up, and it was done 
remotely due to Covid-19. The restored 
version of Black and White screened 
at the Adelaide Film Festival on 24 
October.

The film certainly has resonance today 
with the current Black Lives Matter 
movement, both in Australia and in the 
United States. To think that this story 
started in 1959, some sixty-one years 
ago, is disheartening to say the least. 
A truly appalling situation where racism 
seems just as bad if not worse than it 
was all those years ago.

Geoffrey Simpson ACS is one of Australia’s most 

highly regarded cinematographers known for 

work on films including Shine (1996), Oscar and 

Lucinda (1997) and Romulus, My Father (2007).

Simpson won the Milli Award for  

‘Australian Cinematographer of the Year’ in 1986.
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David Ngoombujarra as Max Stewart in ‘Black and White’  
- DOP Geoffrey Simpson ACS, PHOTO Brian McKenzie



RAISED BY WOLVES
Australian cinematographer Ross Emery ACS takes on androids,  

ideology, and foreign lands on HBO’s science-fiction drama  
Raised By Wolves, from executive producer Ridley Scott.

- by Sarah Jo Fraser

Amanda Collin as Mother in ‘Raised by Wolves’ - DOP Ross Emery ACS, PHOTO Coco Van Oppens





“Belief in the unreal can comfort the  
human mind, but it also weakens it.” 

– ‘Mother’, Raised By Wolves

In Raised By Wolves, Kepler-22b becomes the home of two 

androids tasked with saving the human race after a war of 

religious differences destroys the Earth. Armed with only 

human embryos and some space-age technology ‘Mother’, 

a re-programmed necromancer android played by Amanda 

Collin, and ‘Father’, a re-programmed general service android 

played by Abubakar Salim, give birth to six human children 

in the pursuit of creating an atheistic, science-driven colony. 

However their mission comes into jeopardy when an ark of 

Mithraic survivors, a militaristic religious group from Earth, turn 

up unannounced.

“This was my first dive into episodic work,” explains 

cinematographer Ross Emery ACS, who shot five episodes of 

the epic ten-part series. Having previously collaborated with 

director and executive producer Ridley Scott (Alien, Gladiator) 

and fellow cinematographer Darius Wolski ASC (The Martian, 

Prometheus) who set up the series with the first two episodes, 

Emery knew he had a large task ahead of him. “In a feature 
you kind of have a single theme that you’re working with, 
and a couple of story and character arcs. On this show we 
have an evolving story with multiple character arcs and a 
story arc that is more like a roller-coaster.”

It doesn’t take long to be struck by the scenery in Raised By 

Wolves; the main settlement in the series was built on a farm in 

Lourensford, a town about an hour south-east of Cape Town 

in South Africa. Emery recalls, “Ridley Scott was the main 
decision maker about that particular location as it had a 
massive escarpment that serves as a backdrop to a lot of the 
scenes. We found the escarpment had its own personality. 
On some days we saw huge cloud waterfalls flowing down 
towards the set and some days the mist layers gave the 
location another persona. Changing light throughout the 
day also revealed more variance.” 

Emery explains it gave the visuals an ‘alien-like’ quality, which 

they learnt to use to their advantage. “We would schedule 
scenes according to the way we wanted the location to 
look. For me, tonally, I wanted to present a world that 
was foreign and strange, where we could witness the battle 
between human emotions and ideologies,” he says.

Preparation for the massive undertaking that would be 

Raised by Wolves was a key element of the process. “Pre-
production is where you really need to get the details right, 
so I spent time in Cape Town while they shot the pilot,” 

says Emery. They had to take the initial ideas and styles that 

were set up by Scott and Wolski in the pilot and use them as 

a starting point. “The settlement location where Mother and 
Father first set up was strongly established. The pilot had 
an immediate kind of feel -- an almost documentary style 
-- capturing this little family creating a life in a harsh and 
desaturated environment.”

Emery made a conscious choice to centre-frame key 

characters and off-frame minor characters, while being 
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careful also to only go tight on key characters. “Our setups 
could not look pretty or self-aware, occasionally we would 
be setting up a shot and the feeling would be that it was 
too attractive,” he says. Movement was restricted in early 

episodes to create tension, while “any movement had to be 
motivated to reveal something, or move with a character on 
their journey. In later episodes we freed things up, as the 
story started moving faster and more action began.”

Along with Wolski, Emery alternated shooting blocks with 

cinematographer Erik Messerschmidt ASC (Mindhunter, Mank) 

across the series, keeping in close contact throughout the 

shoot about different ideas that were coming through the 

scripts and the best way to tackle them. “We felt responsible 
for maintaining that visual continuity as we had five 
different directors on the show, all with subtly different 
ideas that had to be acknowledged while preserving the 
look,” he says.

“Director Luke Scott (episodes 3, 4 and 10) liked getting 
a lot of coverage,” he explains. “His episodes had a lot of 
scenes with large numbers of actors who had significant 
contributions to the story, so all of their performances 
needed to be covered. It was exciting to set up a scene 
we could cover in a few set-ups with multiple cameras. It’s 
less fatiguing on the actors and we get a lot of coverage of 
the supporting actors too, which in this story can be very 
important.”

“Director Alex Gabassi (episodes 7 and 8) preferred to 
weave the coverage into the camera movement and favoured 

less traditional coverage. The nice thing was that each 
director’s episodes suited the way they approached them. 
We did try to keep our lens choices in the range we had 
decided, and I think that helped with the visual continuity 
of the show.”

“Ridley Scott is one of the 
masters of visual storytelling 
and it was a high bar we set.”

The idea of ‘perspective’ was an important consideration for 

the series. Emery toyed with an android point-of-view but 

ultimately decided the science-fiction quality of it didn’t align 

with the tone of Raised by Wolves. “...with the fun exception 
of one scene where Mother thinks she has internal damage 
and removes an eyeball to look inside her abdomen. For this 
scene, we used a GoPro with a tub of transparent gel and 
android internals to depict what the character sees,” says 

Emery. 

“At one point in the series a character descends into 
madness, and we worked hard to support the actor’s work on 
the day showing the disturbance in his mind by shooting on 
a Panavision Super Speed T1 lens with a very narrow depth 
of field at 48fps on a Steadicam. It was very difficult to pull 
focus, but the focus drops were part of the effect and gave 
the scene an out-of-control feel,” says Emery.

Emery is a big proponent for the technology of the narrative 

Cinematographer Ross Emery ACS with camera operator Peter Becher and first assistant camera Wynard Basson on location 
with ‘Raised by Wolves’ - PHOTO Coco Van Oppens
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Marcus (Travis Fimmel) in a scene from ‘Raised by Wolves’ - DOP Ross Emery ACS, PHOTO Coco Van Oppens



world driving the lighting of the show and building practical 

sources into production design. “For example, we had scenes 
where the Mithraic soldiers hide in a cave system. What kind 
of flashlights would these soldiers have? What powers them? 
What colour light do they emit?” he asks. “Props and I 
worked hard to find the flashlight that looked correct, could 
put out the light intensity we wanted, could be dimmed and 
not flicker, and had hardware that the actors could work 
with. We had to make sure this was usable for the actors 
because it had to be part of their performance, and they 
were the ones lighting the scene. We shot those scenes with 
nothing but flashlights.”

“ We shot those scenes with 
nothing but flashlights. ”

“It means you can work faster and have a good aesthetic 
base for lighting. The interiors of the settlement had fire 
sources and light spheres which the androids brought with 
them on their spacecraft; we decided they were efficient, 
organic, light-emitting devices that recharged via solar 
power,” explains Emery. 

“The spacecraft themselves were a different idea. The 
Mithraics use a power source called a ‘dark photon’ which 
powers their ships as well as their life support and their 
androids; all are solar-based technology. The ‘dark photon’ 
system emitted a cool white or a purple glow, with some 
sections shifting to green and orange, such as in the medical 

bays. This contrasted beautifully with the warm soft light 
from the spheres in the family settlement.”

Practically, this meant Emery utilised LED lighting widely to 
have control over the colour of the lighting source. He often 
opted for a series of 4x4 LED floppies, which were flat frames 
covered with LEDs that could be used with different diffusion 
panels. “These were very easy to work with in small spaces 
and highly controllable,” recalls Emery.

Raised By Wolves also adopted a day-for-night look, 
determined by Scott himself, which involved grading bright 
exterior shots into a ‘night’ look, justified by the planet 
Kepler-22b having three moons. “We would over-light the 
foreground and actors with three 18K HMIs and under-
expose the background. When it works well it’s great, but 
sometimes we couldn’t shoot the perfect angle for the effect, 
so we did what we could and would sometimes get the visual 
effects team to help darken backgrounds where needed,” 
says Emery.

“Supplying images to stand up to a show with Ridley Scott’s 
name on it,” emphasises Emery, was what made this job 
truly unique. “World building is a fun job and we were 
consistently going over what is normal coverage and lighting 
to live up to a show that’s really pushing the limits. Ridley 
Scott is one of the masters of visual storytelling and it was a 
high bar we set.”

Raised By Wolves was shot on ARRI Alexa SXT and Alexa 
Mini cameras supplied by Panavision Cape Town, with a mix 
of Panavision Zoom Lenses, and Primo and Super Speed 

Mother, played by Amanda Collin, in ‘Raised by Wolves’ - DOP Ross Emery ACS, PHOTO Coco Van Oppens

28 / RAISED BY WOLVES



Catherine (Elle Fanning) and Orlo (Sacha Dhawan) in ‘The Great’ - PHOTO Ollie Upton

Primes, as well as a Panavision Super Speed T1 lens for select 
scenes. 

The HBO Max series is available via streaming service Binge 
in Australia and was also recently renewed for a second series.

A scene from Ridley Scott’s ‘Raised by Wolves’ - DOP Ross Emery ACS, PHOTO Coco Van Oppens
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Ross Emery ACS is an award-winning cinematographer based in Sydney 

known for his work on The Wolverine (2013) and Woman in Gold (2013).

Sarah Jo Fraser was the recipient of Screen Australia’s 2018  

‘Gender Matters’ cinematography placement program  

and is based in Melbourne.

Cinematographer Ross Emery (pointing) with camera operator Grant Appleton on location with ‘Raised by Wolves’  
- PHOTO Coco Van Oppens



A scene from the film ‘Sweet River’ - DOP Tim Tregoning ACS



SWEET RIVER
Dark secrets are laid bare in psychological thriller Sweet River,  

shot by cinematographer Tim Tregoning ACS, 
coming to Netflix later this month.

- by Slade Phillips



Sweet River is a film about two women from completely 
different worlds who are learning to deal with the grief caused 
by the loss of their children. Hanna (Lisa Kay) has a son who 
was abducted by a serial killer and is presumed dead, whilst 
Ellenor (Geneviève Lemon) had a daughter who lost her life in 
a tragic bus crash along with several other local children. 

As Hanna spends more time in the town investigating her 
son’s disappearance, and with some unexplained encounters 
after dark, it becomes clear that no one wants her here. The 
town is intent on protecting its secrets and a wound that will 
not heal.

“This is a project that had been floating around for a 
while,” says cinematographer Tim Tregoning ACS. Director 
Justin McMillan had contacted Tregoning about Sweet River 

whilst developing the idea, and eventually sent him the script. 
“Like most scripts I read, I watched this play out in my 
mind and I absolutely loved it. The backdrop was perfect, 
a small river town surrounded by sugar cane farms in far 
northern New South Wales’ Tweed Valley. It has a certain 
aesthetic that was very appealing to me. The dark, sinister 
side of the script suited the eerie visual tone of this town. A 

large sugar refinery with bellowing smoke stack as the centre 

piece.”

During pre-production on Sweet River, McMillan, along with 

Tregoning, worked extensively to develop and devise an 

approach that related to each character. The pair discussed 

at length how they wanted to photograph each actor, what 

each camera movement should be and how they wanted each 

character to come across on screen. 

“McMillan cast this film beautifully. He worked hard during 

pre-production working through scenes and developing 

character relationships as he knew he wouldn’t have time 

on set to do this,” says Tregoning. “As our hero actress, 

Lisa Kay, became more and more distressed throughout the 

film we moved in, physically closer, getting the lens right up 

in her face so we could feel her discomfort and watch the 

alcohol and drugs destroy her.”

In the lead up to filming Tregoning spent a lot of time putting 

together a visual ‘look book’ for each and every scene. The 

crew could refer to it regularly. McMillan and Tregoning had 

a very similar aesthetic for this film, “We’d been taking and 
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sharing images for about a year, refining the perfect look for 
the film,” says Tregoning.

One recent film called The Wolf Hour (2019, cinematography 
by Khalid Mohtaseb) was something the cinematographer 
loved as a reference for Sweet River, along with the acclaimed 
television miniseries The Night Of (2016, cinematography by 
Frederick Elmes ASC, Robert Elswit ASC and Igor Martinovic). 
Sweet River needed to be dark and sinister with a very low 
saturated palate to match the subtle supernatural element of 
the story.

“My camera team made  
this film happen.”

The team’s biggest focus with art direction was locations. 
McMillan searched the Tweed Valley area, high and low, and 
he found amazing houses and streets that offered up so 
much. “The initial location scout we did together was very 
exciting and we were spoilt for choice,” says Tregoning. 
“The art department and production design added their 
touches beautifully to bring our location choices to life. 

We used a lot of practical lamps and heavy shears for 

the interiors. My gaffer Matt Russell did an amazing job 

building street lights on the side of sheds and telegraph 

poles out of old enamel lamp shades we found in antique 

stores around the area.”

Tregoning’s camera package was a relatively easy choice at 

the time. Netflix’s 4K requirements led him to the Red Monstro 

8K VV. Tregoning had done a lot of work with this camera 

due to the resolution it supplies when shooting anamorphic. 

The cinematographer selected a 6.5K anamorphic codec, 

combining an older set of lenses with RED’s modern, high-

resolution sensor. 

“The Red technology in the VV camera gives a great result 

with older softer Panavision glass,” explains Tregoning. “I 

have a long standing relationship with Panavison Sydney. 

Although I had a fairly good idea of what look I was going 

for, I tested every vintage lens set that was available at the 

time. Bearing in mind I would be doing a lot of night scenes 

in low-light and needed lenses to support that.”

Being a psychological thriller, Tregoning wanted to shoot the 
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Filming a pivotal scene in ‘Sweet River’ while a sugar cane field burns in the background - PHOTO Supplied





entirety of Sweet River wide open to bring texture and grain 
to his images. “The film really leant itself to a grittier more 
naturalistic look,” he says. Rhys Nicholson, my first assistant 
camera, and I ended up selecting a mixture of G-series and 
E-series anamorphic lenses for our night scenes. We often 
had practical lights as well as harder light sources in shot, and 
these lenses were able to preserve that image quality. 

Nic Goodoy from Panavision brought in 50mm and 75mm 
high-speed anamorphic lenses for daytime exteriors and low-
light scenes at night. The high-speed lenses ended up being 
my go to lenses of choice for close-ups as well.

Colour grading is obviously 
so important to all 

cinematographers.
One of the more technically daunting scenes in Sweet River in 
terms of cinematography and planning was the filming of an 
actual sugar cane field fire at night. “Shooting a sugar cane 
fire for real was one of the major logistical challenges of 
this film,” explains Tregoning. “McMillan, along with on of 
our producers Ashley McLeod, worked tirelessly with local 
farmers to coordinate our own filming with a real burn. 
We had one go at it before the field was gone forever. That 
would have compromised our story dramatically.” 

Together, the three of them scouted and even test-shot 
multiple burns to learn as much as possible about the distance 
we could be from the flames and the time the sugar cane took 
to combust. “The crew had to really trust us on the night,” 
he says. “It was not easy and tensions were high. But our 
cast and crew were amazing.”

“I was incredibly happy with the crew I had on this film; we 
were a very tight unit,” says Tregoning. “Nicholson and I 
have been working together for a long time. The trust I have 
in him and his team is second to none. We have a short hand 
that helped us get through this film. We worked mainly in 

very low-light, and wide-open on anamorphic lenses, as well 
as very often on 100mm lenses and above, on a Steadicam. 
Time was of the essence and this crew absolutely nailed it.”

Justin Besser ran Steadicam on Sweet River as well as some 
B-camera. Again, he and Tregoning developed a great short 
hand. “He was able to suggest many awesome angles and 
ideas while I was lighting and working with the director on 
blocking scenes with the actors,” Tregoning explains. “My 
camera team made this film happen. On a film like this 
having a camera operator like Besser who can deliver is 
vital. As did all the crew.”

The cinematographer also found himself lucky to have the 
skills of key grip Michael Lesley and gaffer Matt Russell to lean 
and depend on throughout filming. “Theses guys have years 
of experience and I was fortunate enough to be able to 
draw upon this every day on set,” he says. “They’re great 
mates of mine and mentors in the film industry. To have 
them with me was a blessing.”

Due to Covid-19 restrictions Tregoning was unable to 
physically attend the colour grade. He ended up being 
involved remotely thanks to a program called Frame.io which 
meant he, along with colourist Billy Wychgel and the director, 
were all live-grading remotely. 

“It was amazing,” he says. “I could make notes related 
to specific time codes and discuss together about each 
image through a data room. Colour grading is obviously so 
important to all cinematographers. I shot the film on the 
edge and pushed the images so hard that the contrast ratios 
were very small. I believe we ended up getting a great result 
and Wychgel added so much to the process.”

One of the cinematographer’s favourite scenes in Sweet 
River is a single Steadicam shot where Hanna walks through 
a house searching for clues. “It’s incredibly suspenseful,” 
he says. “The Steadicam operating and choreography of 
actor and camera is frightening to watch. We had to light 
the entire house through the exterior windows as we saw 
every corner and room in that location.” Small light mats 
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were fixed to the ceiling in areas of minimal access. “Mirrors, 
reflections and practicals helped us immensely while we had 
a roaming paper lantern to keep exposure on our actress’ 
eyes.”

The Steadicam operating and 
choreography of actor and 

camera is frightening to watch.
“Looking back at the experience of filming I think I would 
have prepared in more detail,” says Tregoning. “I do love 
to look at what’s available to me when I walk into a scene 
and add to what’s there, but time is always against you on 

projects like this. It’s such an overwhelming experience. 
I was so lucky that I’ve spent so many years working and 
collaborating with McMillan that we were able to work at 
such a fast pace to shoot out each day.”

If the cinematographer could ask for anything else it would 
have been more shooting days, “Refining and finessing each 
scene was something I always felt I simply needed more time 
to do!”

Tim Tregoning ACS is an award-wining cinematographer  

known for his work on Buoy (2017) and Brolga (2019).
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Kodi Smit-McPhee in ‘2067’ - DOP Earle Dresner ACS, PHOTO Matt Byrne



2067
High-concept, science fiction film 2067 explores the uncertain future of humanity.

Premiering at this year’s Adelaide Film Festival, 

 we sat down with cinematographer Earle Dresner ACS  

to talk about shooting his first feature film.

- interview by Darcy Yuille



AC How would you describe 2067? 

ED 2067 is a film set in the last city on Earth in the year  
 2067. The human race is dying and we have destroyed 

the planet. There is barely any oxygen left and we rely on 
synthetic oxygen from tanks to breathe. Within this world we 
follow the story of Ethan (Kodi Smit-McPhee), an average guy 
who just wants to live his life, but who is tasked with trying to 
do something extraordinary to save mankind. 

AC How did you come to shoot the film? 

ED I came to the film quite late, only a few months before 
  the project was supposed to start shooting. Writer/

director Seth Larney and I are represented by the same 
agency, who suggested we work together. I read the script 

and put together some visual references and ideas. It quickly 

became apparent that we were a good fit. I think, this being 

only his second film as a director, we bonded over a similar 

level of experience and enthusiasm for the project. We had 

both been technicians for a long time but this represented a 

significant step forward for both of us. 

AC What attracts you to a project? 

“I love good stories,  
storytelling and filmmaking.”

ED Story is always the thing. I love good stories, storytelling 
 and filmmaking. A lot of cinematographers say this and 

it took me a long time to truly understand it. I’d read quotes 
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from filmmakers like Roger Deakins (CBE BSC ASC) and other 
cinematographers saying things like, “It’s all about the story,” 
and “it’s all about the script.” As a young cinematographer I 
thought differently. I thought it was all about the camera or the 
lighting. The more work I did the more I started to realise I was 
wrong. The films I enjoyed watching weren’t necessarily the 
fanciest productions, they were the ones with which I had an 
emotional connection. 

AC Did you have an emotional connection within the  
 story of 2067? 

ED Very much so, yes. In essence, it’s a story about family  
 and about making sacrifices for the greater good. 

Larney managed to set up the story on a grand scale about 
climate change in a dystopian world. The level of complexity 
within the story is both gripping and challenging but is 

beautifully realised by the end of the film. I thought Larney did 
a great job finding that. The relationships of the characters is 
what really resonates. 

AC What were your initial thoughts, in terms of  
 cinematography, after reading the script?

“The script was  
hugely ambitious.”

ED When I first I read the script I just sat there and I said to 
  myself, “Wow!” It’s a great story. I thought, “I’ve got 

a lot of questions, but wow!” I loved the way the story spoke 
about environmental destruction and about what we are doing 
to the planet. But, it’s also unashamedly a science fiction film.
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I wouldn’t call myself a big science fiction fan. The 
science fiction films I really love, films like Arrival (2016, 
cinematography by Bradford Young ACS), are stories that 
happen to take place in the future or deal with other worlds, 
but are all about humans and human stories on a very basic 
level. 2067 is a human story.

The script was hugely ambitious. It read like a $100 million 
dollar film, but our actual budget was a fraction of that. I 
immediately saw the enormous challenge I would face was 
going to be how to create the world and get an audience to 
believe in it and believe in these characters. 

I watched a lot of high-concept science fiction films like Moon 
(2009, cinematography by Gary Shaw) and The Road (2009, 
cinematography by Javier Aguirresarobe ACS AEC) along with 
pretty much every science fiction film ever made in Australia 
to better understand how I might be able to achieve this with 
very little money. It’s all good to think Bladerunner 2049 (2017, 
cinematography by Roger Deakins), but we were never going 
to have that budget. Mostly I was looking for insights into how 
to tell a story in a particular world. 

Maybe it’s because I got into drama late or that I still spend a 
lot of my time shooting commercials, but when I start a project 
I tend go in all guns blazing. I dive in really deep and don’t 
emerge till the end. I find it really difficult if I don’t have that 
very deep connection with the project, or the story.

AC What did you pick up on from those film  
 references? 

ED I wanted to get ideas; to be inspired. To see what I  
 liked and what I didn’t like, but I wanted to make sure 

I was making authentic choices, responding to the script and 
responding to the story. 

“I wanted to get ideas;  
to be inspired.”

One important thing was practical lighting in sets and using 
light and colour to portray a world of the future. Little things 
that can feel ‘hi-tech’. We knew we couldn’t be outside where, 
in the story, there was a massive layer of smog and no nature, 

A scene from Seth Larney’s ‘2067’ - DOP Earle Dresner ACS
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so I picked up on some good techniques to show the world 

sparingly. The plan was to use a couple of key frames to ‘go 

big’ and then keep the rest of the film quite intimate. 

Something we wanted to do was make the world feel 

grounded, believable and relatable to people now. Even 

though the film is set fifty years in the future and there’s flying 

delivery trucks and lots of artificial intelligence, it’s still a gritty 

place where things feel familiar. 

There are two time periods in the film; one in the year 2067 

where there’s no nature and no oxygen, and then another 

even further into the future where nature has reclaimed the 

earth. We wanted to make a really strong distinction between 

the two time periods so we talked a lot about colour, contrast, 

light and focal lengths. The major conclusion we came to was 

that we wanted the part of the film set in 2067 to feel artificial. 

Everything about it was claustrophobic and we wanted that 

jungle future world to feel open. Suffocating versus filled with 

air. 

AC What camera and lens package did you choose? 

ED Larney and I were very keen to shoot on anamorphic  
 lenses mainly for their edge distortion and artefacts to 

help depict a world in decline. I set up a test at Panavision with 

the older C-series and B-series lenses because I love their 

softness and warm organic flares. Larney fell in love with the 

look. We shot ARRIRAW on an Alexa Mini and used a Ronin 2 

for gimbal and remote head work.

AC Where was the shoot? 

ED We shot the film at Adelaide Studios and a few exterior  
 locations. Then also a few days on the Gold Coast in a 

place called Ardina, twenty minutes south of Tweed Heads, for 

the jungle.  

AC Did you have a choice of crew? 
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ED You get a chance to look at local crews while shooting  
 in South Australia. My grip Matt Richardson was really 

experienced and he did a fantastic job. The schedule was only 

twenty-five days. As I said there wasn’t a lot of money. I took 

an approach to choose crew members who would know how 

to get me out of a bad situation and who would know how to 

do their role without having to micromanage, but also have a 

passion and really want to be there. Want to help me push the 

project forward. 

Storm Ashwood was my gaffer. He has directed a couple of 

features himself (The School, Escape and Evasion) and I liked 

that even more once I found out. I loved the idea that he was 

looking at lighting from a story perspective and that he did 

that really well. He brought a lot of great ideas to the film. First 

assistant camera was Bryn Whittie from Melbourne, and we 

hired Adelaide local Claire Bishop as second assistant. Whittie 

and Bishop were both greatly invested in the film and excellent 

at what they do. Michael Gojic was my on-set digital imaging 

techincian and did a great job managing rushes and tweaking 

the look-up tables as required.

AC Twenty-five days to shoot a science fiction film is  
 pretty tight. What were your biggest challenges? 

ED There were constant challenges. First of all, working  
 with the art and production departments about how 

to fit everything in. There were a couple of big action scenes 

in the original script and we had to let one go. But, with his 

unwavering enthusiasm and ability to find solutions, Larney 

rewrote the scene so it was achievable and still served it’s 

purpose in the story.

“The schedule was 
 only twenty-five days.”

It was difficult, but I very much enjoyed the challenge of sitting 

down with Larney, production designer Jacinta Leong and 

the visual effects team. We managed to come up with some 

amazing ideas. In the end it was just the sheer volume of work 

that became a challenge. It was every single day and there 

were no easy days on this film. 

A scene from ‘2067’ - DOP Earle Dresner ACS
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We were creating cities overgrown with nature, night scenes 

in an alleyway dressed as a shanty town and lightning storms 

in a forest at night. The biggest challenge, if I’m completely 

honest, was working out between production design, camera 

and visual effects who would be responsible for what, how 

much we could capture in camera and where the visual effects 

team would take over. Luckily, we were all collaborating for six 

weeks of pre-production. We went through every scene, back-

and-forth, to work out how to do it.

AC Was there an example of how this worked? 

ED Yes. We had one main set that was a science  
 laboratory. The set was something like twenty metres 

by fifteen metres and about six metres high. I was determined 

to use as much practical lighting as possible so we could 

move the camera freely and get through as much coverage as 

possible. 

I got really lucky when the production designer told me that 

her art department runner had some experience with LED 

strip lighting. I immediately contacted David Musch, director at 

Mapped Design in Adelaide, and discovered he could run LED 

strips to his laptop and control every pixel remotely; changing 

colours and creating patterns. He was promptly transferred to 

the lighting department and we ran over two-hundred metres 

of LED strip throughout the set. 

“Every lighting cue  
was planned.”

We built light panels out of strips and even made an electronic 

sign that could display words and count down numbers. The 

only way we could do that was because the art department 

helped and took from their budget to make it work. 

Every lighting cue was planned. We rigged it all back to 

Musch’s laptop and we could control everything. About thirty-

percent of the movie was filmed on that set so it saved a huge 

amount of time as well as looking amazing. I had two Sky 

Panels on wheeled stands and a few smaller LEDs, and they 



could be patched through the Digital Multiplex to Musch’s 
system so he controlled them also. If we needed to move from 
a close-up to a wide-shot, we could do it very easily. 

AC You described the story element of 2067 as  
 important, but the special effects and visual effects 

are equally important, yes?

ED If the visual effects aren’t seamless, the audience will  
 be less engaged. People have to believe in the world 

that we are creating. A lot of my work with the visual effects 
department was working out where physical sets end and 
where visual effects would take over. There are also things like 
holograms and holographic screens we had to incorporate.

In the script, we had scientists that were supposed to have 
these new-age iPad type devices, all holographic. Even these 
became a long conversation about how we could achieve 
something that looked believable. We created Perspex panels, 
portable ones and ones on desks, then we rigged LED strip 
lighting around the edges so they would glow. We even put 
drill holes in the corners, which acted as tracking markers. 

They caught the light and still looked good so we could 
photograph them. 

AC How did the special effect inform what you did in  
 the grade? 

“If the visual effects aren’t 
seamless, the audience  

will be less engaged.”
ED The final grade was done at Spectrum Films in Sydney  

 with colourist Ben Eagleton. I knew we needed a 
colourist who would not only engage with the look and world 
we had created but also have the experience and ability to 
help integrate our visual effects. Ben Eagleton delivered in 
spades and really took the images to another level. After two 
weeks at Spectrum we finished the grade on a projected 
cinema screen at Definition Films.

A scene from ‘2067’ - DOP Earle Dresner ACS
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AC What was the most rewarding aspect about  
 shooting 2067? 

ED A crucial role for any cinematographer is to get inside  
 the director’s head to interpret their vision, but still bring 

yourself and your ideas to the project. Larney and I spent so 
much time together drilling deep into the story and finding the 
language and tone of the film. No matter what compromises 
and challenges we had to deal with or when we were told, 
“we don’t have time for that” or “we can’t do this,” we knew 
what the end goal was. We knew where we wanted to go and 
we were able to find our way there. Even if we had to take a 
slightly different, meandering road. 

“Shooting 2067  is an experience 
that I will never forget.”

Shooting 2067 is an experience that I will never forget. 
Not only because it’s my first feature film, but because of 
the relationships I built with Larney, Leong and producers 
Lisa Shaunessy and Kate Croser. The way we worked so 

passionately with the entire crew trying to create something 
really big and bold with limited resources was so special. I also 
loved working with our incredibly talented and committed cast 
led by Kodi Smit McPhee and Ryan Kwanten.

Earle Dresner ACS is an award-winning cinematographer who won two  

Gold Awards at the Victoria and Tasmania ACS Awards for his work on 

television series Sisters and Glitch in 2017.

Darcy Yuille is experienced in all facets of film production,  

from loading to directing and everything in between.  

He runs Rooftop Film Company in Melbourne.
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A scene from the film ‘Paper Champions’ - DOP Rudi Siira



PAPER CHAMPIONS
A comedy about a man looking for love despite having lost his ‘mana’, 

screening at this year’s Melbourne International Film Festival (MIFF) 

and starring Luke Saliba, Gary Sweet and John Tui, Paper Champions  

has been beautifully filmed by cinematographer Rudi Siira (Insomnia City).

- by Sue Jeffery



Melbourne-based cinematographer Rudi Siira was initially 
approached out of the blue by actor, producer and writer 
Luke Saliba. He had seen some of Siira’s previous work and 
was wondering if the cinematographer would be interested in 
reading a script. “I thought it was really funny and full of 
heart,” says Siira. “I was drawn to the story immediately.” 
Siira met with director Jo-Anne Brechin soon after and the 
pair found they had a very similar sensibility in how they might 
approach the filming of Paper Champions.

In Polynesian cultures, ‘mana’ refers to strength, confidence 
and an ability to influence situations for one’s gain. It is a 
spiritual life force energy or healing power in Polynesian and 
Melanesian cultures. Unfortunately for Rey, a reserved and 
routine-loving photocopier salesman played by Saliba, he 
seems to have lost his mana. With the help of his big-hearted 
best friend Wade, played by John Tui, the film celebrates 
Polynesian culture as Rey attempts go get his manna back. 
Set in and entirely shot in Geelong, Paper Champions is 
a playful Australian romantic comedy featuring a cast that 
includes Gary Sweet as a former wrestler.

The creative team discussed together many film references. 
They were drawn to the comedic style of Taika Waititi’s films, 
a single-camera television comedy series called Detectorists 
(2014-2017, cinematography by Jamie Cairney) as well as the 
film Lars and the Real Girl (2007, cinematography by Adam 
Kimmel ASC) which for Siira captured the loneliness of the 
film’s main character quite beautifully.

Paper Champions was shot on an ARRI Alexa Mini with a set 
of Cooke Panchro Classic lenses. “The Alexa is a camera 
I’ve always been comfortable shooting with and I love the 
way it renders images, in particular that lovely natural 
rolloff in the highlights. I’m able to light by eye and trust my 

meter,” explains Siira. “Also, the Mini being a lighter camera 
is a plus with handheld work.”

Siira has always been a fan of the ‘Cooke look’, and shooting 
Paper Champions with the Panchro Classic lenses fitted 
well with the retro aesthetic Siira was trying to achieve. The 
modern housing also made life easier for focus pulling. The 
cinematographer did find the lenses a little too soft when 
shooting wide-open, so he kept things around T2.8 to T4.

Production design was pivotal to the aesthetic of Paper 
Champions. “I had a great time collaborating with our 
production designer Bianca Milani,” says Siira. “The 
mustardy colour palette and design she brought to the film 
really complemented the story. She really nailed the retro 
look and although technically set in present day, it drew 
from 1980s, 1990s and 2000s. It made the world of Paper 
Champions feel like a real lived in place.”

“The 32mm became our go to lens for most of the film,” 
says Siira. “It has a certain intimacy about it, and worked 
great for the comedy. A lot of Rey’s world is quite rigid 
and static towards the start of the film, but we start getting 
looser with camera movement as Rey steps outside his 
comfort zone and his world starts falling apart.”

Siira is a planner who likes to work out most things during pre-
production, and director Jo-Anne Brechin felt the same way. 
Months prior to filming the pair worked over Skype and email 
mapping out the cinematic language of Paper Champions. 
Once in Geelong, both Siira and Brechin took a great number 
of stills, creating a photo-board of the whole film. “Brechin 
has such a strong understanding of story and was an 
absolute joy to work with,” says Siira.

Each night during production they would talk through their 
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Actor John Tui between takes on ‘Paper Champions’ - PHOTO Levi Ingram



Tilda Cobham-Hervey as Helen Reddy in ‘I Am Woman’ - DOP Dion Beebe ACS ASC, PHOTO Lisa Tomasetti

Cinematographer Rudi Siira on location with ‘Paper Champions’ - PHOTO Jontee Langton



Filming ‘Paper Champions’ on location in Geelong - PHOTO Timothy Marriage





plan for the next day, and rushes were viewed each morning 
on the way to set. This way, Siira and Brechin were able to 
keep a consistent look through the whole film. After the first 
few days of filming, Siira’s camera department got a good 
sense of how the cinematographer likes to work and where to 
place the camera. It became second nature quite quickly.

“ I operated the camera for most 
of the film, which I do prefer.“

“I had worked with my first assistant camera Drew Collins 
on a few projects before Paper Champions,” says Siira. “He 
works quick and runs a tight ship, so it was a no-brainer 
to get him on board.” Collins introduced Siira to second 
assistant Austin Gilbert and to data wrangler Sarah Jo Fraser.

“We had such a tight shooting schedule it was great to be 
able to rely on the camera department almost running itself. 
That way I could spend more time working with the director 
and lighting team. I operated the camera for most of the 
film, which I do prefer. I feel more connected with the 
actors in the scene, and able to intuitively react and move 
with them in the moment.”

Paper Champions was shot entirely on location, filmed through 
the colder and shorter months of the year. This meant chasing 
light at the end of the day was always a challenge for the 
cinematographer. “I worked closely with our gaffer, Joshua 
Potts,” says Siira. “During pre-production we put together 
detailed lighting plans, for the most part taking a naturalist 
approach.” 

The film’s tight schedule meant finding the quickest and 
most efficient way to doing things and also try to maximise 
the amount of time Brechin could spend with the actors. 
“Skypanels are a versatile light that allowed us to move 
around very quickly. When shooting interiors, I would often 
use tungsten lamps in Jem Balls or Chimera Pancakes. The 
sides would be skirted to control spill and I would sometimes 

add some subtle straw gel to give an even further warmth to 
the skin tones,” says Siira.

Siira worked closely with colourist Justin Tran during post-
production. “We kept things fairly naturalist but tended to 
move things to the warmer side, especially in the highlights,” 
he explains. The film Ladybird (2017, cinematography by Sam 
Levy) became a reference that cinematographer and colourist 
discussed. Both enjoyed and tried to evoke the film’s warmer 
tones. “I think a lot of films tend to pull out the saturation 
but that approach didn’t feel right on this one, really it’s 
about complementing what was shot on the day. I also like 
to add a subtle layer of grain which gives a nice texture.”

There are a number of frames in Paper Champions that Siira 
is quite fond of, generally the more subtle moments of the film 
like when Rey’s mother Morine (Kaarin Fairfax) is gazing out a 
window or when Rey is eating his breakfast in the kitchen. 

That kitchen scene in set during the opening sequence of 
the film and features no dialogue whatsoever. “It was about 
setting a mood and establishing the lonely nature of this 
character,” says Siira. “An M18 was placed outside the 
window providing the main motivation for light, mostly 
providing highlights in the background to sell the morning 
look, while I used a Skypanel in a chimera as a main soft 
key. From there we shaped with floppies and cutters to 
create contrast.”

“We found a lovely frame of Morine gazing out the window 
when I got up tight and close on the 25mm,” says Siira. 
“We used HMIs through the window and achieved a lovely 
soft diffusion with 6x6 frames. I liked the light fall-off on 
her face, it felt quite natural. From there it was accenting 
the background elements like Terry (Gary Sweet) and parts 
of the room. This was another good example of shooting 
down the line to make the scene work in a simple way 
without relying on excessive coverage and saving time by not 
needing to relight for the reverse direction. The more time I 
can give to the director to nail performances, the better.”

The dance hall scenes were shot over two days and were a 
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Rey (Luke Saliba) in scene from ‘Paper Champions’ - DOP Rudi Siira



lot of fun for the cinematographer to shoot. “The Skypanels 
gave us a wonderful disco light effect built into them, which 
we used,” Siira says. “The hall was blacked out and filled 
with haze. We also had a spinning disco ball rigged up in the 
ceiling, with Dedolights shooting into it for that effect.”

“We also had our Jem Ball rigged on a boom arm that we 
moved around with us for a really soft wrap around key, this 
was generally exposed a little under key. There were 650 or 
1K fresnels rigged up with some 1/4 colour temperature blue 
gel which is mostly used as backlight. The dance sequence 
was also a lot of fun to shoot,” says Siira. “I got quite 
adventurous with colour in that scene, and really pushed 
that 1980s vibe.”

Another stand out scene is a wrestling match during the 

climax of the film. The filmmakers found an amazing location 

within Geelong Town Hall, which was big enough to fit the ring 

and where the lighting team rigged a giant soft box with four 

Blondies. 

Initially, Siira wanted SpaceLights but this was a more 
economic solution that freed up budget elsewhere to allow the 
crew things like Steadicam. Having a large, even soft source 
allowed the cinematographer to operate handheld in the ring 
in a 360-degree manner. 

Whilst Siira says that every shoot has its challenges, and that a 
cinematographer can always find something to improve upon 
in hindsight, finding clever ways to make a scene work in a 
‘one-er’ was something that he perhaps wanted to experiment 
with and explore further. “Perhaps more of that,” he 
concludes, “but I’m proud of what we achieved and I learnt 
a lot on this film.”    

Rudi Siira is an Australian cinematographer with a love and passion  

for long-form narrative and documentary film.  

Siira’s work on Paper Champions just earned the cinematographer a  

Silver Award at the Victorian ACS Awards for Cinematography.

Sue Jeffrey is a freelance writer based in Adelaide.
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Wade (John Tui) and Terry (Gary Sweet) in ‘Paper Champions’ - DOP Rudi Siira

Behind the scenes on ‘Paper Champions’ - PHOTO Jontee Langton





LOVE, GUNS 
AND LEVEL UPS
Adelaide cinematographer David Gregan shoots  

web-series Love, Guns and Level Ups,  
a thrilling and heartfelt love story infused  

with adventure and pop culture comedy,  

thanks to some welcome funding from  

Screen Australia, Google and YouTube.

- by James Cunningham

Actor Eduard Geyl between takes while filming ‘Love, Guns and Level Ups’ - PHOTO Anders Wotzke



Love, Guns and Level Ups is a joint venture from production 
company Fury Fingers Films who is  made up of director and 
producer team Nicholas Cleary and Andrew Shanks, along 
with producer and editor Dan Vink. Adelaide-based David 
Gregan is considered the essential ‘Player 4’ in his role as 
cinematographer. “It’s a production company making films 
that are mostly based on video games,” says Gregan. “The 
team are big gamers, so they are passionate about this world 
and understand their niche market.”

Furry Fingers Films were selected in 2019 to take part in Skip 
Ahead, a production grant provided by Screen Australia, 
Google and YouTube. The initiative supports Australian 
online content creators who have YouTube channels with a 
substantial existing subscriber base, and content which has 
reached significant viewership. Love, Guns and Level Ups is a 
product of the Skip Ahead initiative.

Gregan first met Cleary and Vink at film school, and was 
introduced to Shanks shortly after. “We’ve been making films 
together for a long time,” Gregan explains. “I first read the 
scripts for this project about a year ago. Thoughts on style 
and look immediately started racing around my head.” The 
series contains a variety of different video game worlds that 
characters exist in. This provided Gregan with license to create 
a variety of different worlds through cinematography.

Very early on, prior to pre-production, Gregan created a 
moodboard with his initial thoughts for the overall look and feel 
of the series. “I broke down the series into each different 
world using colour, style and lighting descriptions for each,” 
he says. “I included screen grabs from a variety of different 
films for reference. I took my moodboard to the directors to 

discuss, and we tweaked from there.”

It’s clear Love, Guns and Level Ups is heavy on production 

and costume design, and Gregan wanted to get in early, 

talking to both departments ensuring everybody was on the 

same page. “Each world is different in terms of its look and 
colour palette,” says Gregan. “I wanted to experiment with 
some rather bold looks in the colour grade. This meant that 
every choice with design had to be extensively pre-planned.”

As most of the web-series is an homage to other films and 

video games, there is an unending amount of visual references 

in which Gregan and the team could use. “I’m not really a 
gamer, but like any cinematographer I watch a lot of films,” 

he says. “Nowadays video games are so cinematic, usually 
borrowing looks from films. We didn’t want to copy any 
particular style of shooting, or particular shots from films. 
They were merely referenced from a look and colour point-
of-view.”

The overall look of Love, Guns and Level Ups is bright and 

colourful. Gregan began by referencing the film Scott Pilgrim 

vs. the World (2010, cinematography by Bill Pope ASC) along 

with Netflix series Stranger Things (2016, cinematography by 

Tim Ives ASC and Lachlan Milne ACS, et al) as an overall and 

overarching reference for the series. He then had seperate 

references for each of the individual gaming worlds within the 

series.

The series’ ‘Egyptian world’ called for hot and sandy exteriors. 

Gregan referenced Lawrence of Arabia (1962, cinematography 

by Frederick Young OBE BSC) and the three original Indiana 

Jones films (1981-1989, cinematography by Douglas 

60 / LOVE, GUNS AND LEVEL UPS

Cinematographer David Gregan behind the lens on ‘Love, Guns and Level Ups’, first assistant camera Jake Cooper on left 
- PHOTO Morris Abraham



Slocombe OBE BSC ASC). The ‘wild wild west world’ however 
needed hard lighting, deep shadows and slits of light hitting 
character’s faces. Gregan mainly referenced Once Upon a 
Time in the West (1968, cinematography by Tonino Delli Colli 
AIC) for the basis of his planning here.

For Gregan’s ‘medieval world’ he referenced the dark fantasy 
drama Willow (1988, cinematography by Adrian Biddle BSC) 
and of course the Lord of the Rings trilogy (2001-2003, 
cinematography by Andrew Lesnie ACS ASC) for its lush 
greens, browns and earthy tones. ‘Zombie world’ referenced 
the classic horror Dawn of the Dead (1978, cinematography 
by Michael Gornick), a very popular video game called The 
Last of Us as well as lighting and colour references from Blade 
Runner (1982, Jordan Cronenweth ASC).

“All these references were based on what initially came to 
mind without asking Cleary or Shanks,” says Gregan. “This 
worked well as it meant we didn’t have any preconceived 
ideas of what the series would look like. The directors took 
many of my visual references on board, but also others. 
I really like working with them. They are very open to 
collaboration.”

When it came to camera choice Gregan was tossing up 
between using the ARRI Alexa Mini and the Red Gemini. “A 
majority of my work is shot on the Alexa, so I was fairly 
keen to try the Gemini,” he says. “I find the Red has a bit 
more contrast in its look, whereas skin tones on the Alexa 
are more natural and creamy. I just wanted to try a different 
look with this series compared to what I was used to.” 

The choice of the Red Gemini came down to the fact the 
cinematographer wanting to shoot parts of the series at 100 

frames-per-second without dropping resolution. The Alexa 
Mini only shoots at 60 frames-per-second in 3.2K and the 
filmmakers weren’t keen to drop down to 2K.

Lens wise, Gregan chose a set of Zeiss CP.2 prime lenses. 
“This was partially down to budget. There was a lot of 
handheld work and quick focus pulls. I wanted lenses that 
had proper focus gears as well as consistent colour matching 
throughout the set,” he explains. “The image circle on these 
lenses are larger than the Ultra Primes or other older lenses. 
This meant we occasionally had to switch to filming 5K if 
we needed to get a wider field-of-view in a small space so 
we wouldn’t run into vignetting issues.” The series sourced 
all their gear from camera rental house Picture Hire Australia in 
Adelaide.

Gregan paired the Zeiss lenses with Tiffen Black Glimmer 
Glass filters. Fellow cinematographer Maxx Corkindale 
recommended the filters and Gregan tested them against 
standard Glimmer Glass. He found the black held contrast 
better whilst still softening skin tones. “They also give a nice 
bloom to highlights,” he says.

When shooting previous projects with Fury Fingers Films, the 
cinematographer had always been on zoom lenses. “Both 
directors [Cleary and Shanks] love their crash zooms and 
variable framing within shots,” says Gregan. On Love, Guns 

and Level Ups, however, he wanted to stray from what we had 
done before. He also wanted to be more considered with lens 
and framing choices. “When I told the directors I wanted 
to use prime lenses only, they were nervous. They like to 
work fast and were worried that lens changes would slow 
us down.” The team used the Artemis Director’s Viewfinder 
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Second unit cinematographer and B-camera operator Viv Madigan adjusts the Red Gemini on ‘Love, Guns and Level Ups’  
- PHOTO Anders Wotzke



app when deciding and selecting shots, so in the end weren’t 
slowed down too much.

During pre-reproduction Gregan used a number of apps. As 
he found himself shooting a lot of day exteriors in the full-
blown heat of summer, he used an app called Helios which 
features a sun tracker allowing the cinematographer to plan 
where he would be shooting, in what direction and in what 
locations.

“For interior scenes I made lighting diagram plans using 
the Shot Designer app. I then gave these plans to my gaffer 
Hugh Freytag so he knew what was needed on specific 
days,” says Gregan. “I also gave these plans to second unit 
cinematographer and B-camera operator Viv Madigan. 
When Madigan had to go off and shoot second unit without 
me, he had a rough plan of attack. Shot Designer also 
allows the user to name what lights you want to use. This 

was a huge help in keeping on top of gear lists.”

The ambitious web-series called for a lot of two-camera 

coverage, drones and gimbal work. Gregan created 

spreadsheets for each shooting day which listed extra or 

specialised equipment he needed. The cinematographer is 

generally very organised when it comes to pre-production in 

any project. He shares his time between freelance work as a 

cinematographer and his role as rental manager at Picture Hire 

Australia.

“I have to be on top of stuff both technically and 

practically,” he says. “I also spent many years in the 

lighting department, as well as working as an assistant 

camera.” Love, Guns and Level Ups was entirely filmed on 

location, and luckily for Gregan saw only a few small insert 

shots on green screen. 

Elliot (Eduard Geyl) in a real world scene from ‘Love, Guns and Level Ups’ - DOP David Gregan

Bree (Lisa Fanto) in a real world scene from ‘Love, Guns and Level Ups’ - DOP David Gregan
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“My approach to lighting the exteriors was mostly to use the 

sun as a back or side light,” he explains. “If having to scrim 

we would use an eight-by-eight frame with a light diffusion 

material so we weren’t softening the hard sun too much. 

For bounce we often used a material called ‘holey bounce’ 

which has tiny perforated holes to help spread the light. For 

some of the desert or wild west scenes we used unbleached 

muslin bounce to warm the skin tones.”

There are some very colourful arcade scenes which meant 

Gregan could play a lot with coloured gels, as well as flickering 

effects of the gaming screens. “For this we used a mixture of 

ARRI L7’-Cs, two-foot Kino Flo Diva LEDs and Astera Titan 

tubes,” he says.

Gregan’s crew was relatively small due to budget constraints. 

Jake Cooper was first assistant camera, Cherie Luk was 

clapper loader and Hugh Freytag acted as a combined 

gaffer/grip. Rebecca Taylor was first assistant to Madigan on 

B-camera. “I had worked with most of them before so it was 

easy to collaborate as the schedule was tight,” he says.

“I always operated A-camera unless it was gimbal work,” 

he explains. “Then I would be on the joystick and someone 

else would operate the Ronin. A good portion of the series is 

handheld, with Cooper pulling focus wirelessly on an ARRI 

SXU 1, which is a single channel wireless unit. He did a 

great job considering how frantic the camera work is.”

Special effects work was mainly done by director Nick Cleary 

and editor Dan Vink. “The effects are very cartoonish and 

colourful which works well for the feel we were going for,” 

says Gregan. “I also find that if you rely too heavily on 

special effects without the budget to back it up it can look 

Elliot (Eduard Geyl) and Bree (Lisa Fanto) in a zombie world scene from ‘Love, Guns and Level Ups’ - DOP David Gregan

Elliot (Eduard Geyl) in a zombie world scene from ‘Love, Guns and Level Ups’ - DOP David Gregan
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cheap. I didn’t have a lot to do with the actual effects 
during post-production, simply approving scenes as they 
went along. The team have done effects for all their films, so 
I trusted them.”

The colour grade was a different story where the 
cinematographer was heavily involved. Early on, when 
costume tests were being done, Gregan shot footage and 
took it into a DaVinci Resolve suite. “I had a play with look-
up tables, just to make sure we were in the right ballpark,” 
he explains. From here, Gregan created custom look-up tables 
for each world. He ended up using a Red Dragon look-up 
table on the Red Gemini which was good as an overall series 
go-to. 

The series was filmed 4K at 800 ISO with a 6:1 compression 
ratio for most of the shoot, only changing ratio to 3:1 for 
specific visual effect scenes. Source footage was R3D, a Red 
file format, and then ProRes for viewing rushes. 

Colourist was Caleb De Leon, who is based in Queensland, 
and who had been in discussions with the directors early on. 
Due to Covid-19 they couldn’t do any grading face-to-face, 
meaning the pair had numerous Skype calls. Gregan also 
sent De Leon his moodboards.  Once Gregan had discussed 
with De Leon how he wanted each world to look, the 
cinematographer would send back screen grabs of different 
versions of varying intensities of the look-up tables and the 
pair would then pick and choose which path was best. 

“In the wild west and zombie worlds we used a heavier film 
grain, whereas in the medieval world and the arcade scenes 
world grain was a lot finer,” he says. “We also wanted to 
differentiate the fantasy world with the real world. The real 
world had a much softer ‘Alexa look’ to it with less contrast 
and no grain, whereas the fantasy worlds had a lot more 

contrast in the images and added grain.”

“My favourite scene in the series is in episode four where 
the cast are battling zombies in an old, dilapidated house 
and trying to board the place up whilst trying to resolve 
their own relationship issues,” says Gregan. “As it was a 
particularly tense scene I was able to play with rays of light 
coming in through the window generated by a couple of 
M18s and a hazer. This also allowed me to keep the location 
very dark with lots of black in the frame.“

“There is dialogue between our two protagonists, where 
secrets are being revealed. The main character Bree (played 
by Lisa Fanto) is set against a heavily backlit window, and I 
played some of her dialogue in complete silhouette to mirror 
the secrets being kept. She then moves forward into the light 
as the two characters become more honest with each other.” 
Gregan says he was also very lucky that day as the weather 
was overcast and this helped to sell the bleak look of the 
zombie world. 

Gregan says as with most of his projects there was never 
enough budget. “Even though I thought the Zeiss Compact 
Primes were a good choice it would have been nice to play 
with a range of different lenses, and even shoot Anamorphic 
for some worlds,” he says. “But overall I am pretty happy 
with the end result… and we had a hell of a lot of fun 
making it!”

David Gregan won a SA & WA ACS Silver Award in 2019 for the short film 

37 Things. He was additional camera operator on the feature Hotel Mumbai 

(2018, cinematography by Nick Remy Matthews ACS), second unit and 

B-camera on the film Never Too Late (2020, cinematography by  

Peter Falk ACS) and recently wrapped on ABC television series  

Aftertaste (2020, cinematography by Anna Howard ACS).

James Cunningham is editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Second unit cinematographer and B-camera operator Viv Madigan filming Elliot (Eduard Geyl) in ‘Love, Guns and Level Ups’, 
Leah Mckeown on sound - PHOTO Anders Wotzke
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Second unit cinematographer and B-camera operator Viv Madigan operates the camera for a scene in ‘Love, Guns and Level Ups’  
- PHOTO Anders Wotzke



AUSTRALIAN SHORTS
We’re featuring a selection of shorts from South Australia, part of the 

‘Made in SA’ program from this year’s Adelaide Film Festival - by Vanessa Abbott
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SYSTEM ERROR - Every day, 
a robotic service unit called George 
(voiced by Nick Nemeroff) works a job 
at a dingy convenience store, hoping 
desperately for a friend. But robotic 
service units don’t have friends. When 
human customer Sid (David Quirk) 
tries to tell George a joke, the robot is 
baffled, so, it sets about editing its own 
code to learn how to laugh. Meddling 

with one’s code, however, can have 
unexpected consequences.

Short film System Error, from writer and 
director Matt Vesely, is a curiosity on 
many levels. It’s a film about friendship, 
and being okay with being broken. 

Cinematographer Bryan Mason 
(Animals) opens the film with a 

cockroach on a wall followed by the 
juxtaposition of a clever little homage 
to Stanly Kubrick’s 2001: A Space 
Odyssey (1968, cinematography by 
Geoffrey Unsworth OBE BSC). There 
is a long history of on-screen robots 
exploring the intricacies and absurdities 
of being human.

“Mason’s lighting and 
cinematography is simple 

yet highly effective.”

For a film that effectively takes place in 
a single location, a lot of ideas and raw 
creativity have gone into the production 
of System Error. Art direction is 
ambitious and funny. Even a digital blue 
front chosen for the opening credits is 
perfect. 

Mason’s lighting and cinematography is 
simple yet highly effective.

Miriam (Shabana Azeez) in ‘Aquaphobe’ - DOP Claire Bishop

Sid (David Quirk) in ‘System Error’ - DOP Bryan Mason

AQUAPHOBE - Short film 

Aquaphobe tells the story of Miriam 
Shabana Azeez), a young woman who 
used to be a cat. After unexpectedly 
turning into a human one night. Miriam 
is suddenly faced with the challenges of 
the human world. When she embarks 
on a romance with Alex (Stanley 
Browning), her former owner and an 
aspiring professional swimmer, she is 
forced to confront her paralysing fear of 

water or risk losing her relationship.

The underwater photography is clear 
and crisp, and scenes in and around 
the swimming pool are beautiful in their 
planning and execution. Colours are 
washed out, evoking an almost 1970s 
aesthetic. Shots of the cat are dark and 
mysterious; a clever way of distilling a 
somewhat supernatural element without 
seeming too distant from reality. 

“I’ve always had an affinity for films 
that incorporate an element of fantasy 
or science fiction into what would 

otherwise be a typical drama,” says 
director Melanie Easton. 

The cat also, it must be said, delivers a 
great performance.

“Colours are washed 
out, evoking an almost 

1970s aesthetic.”
Cinematographer Claire Bishop 
(Observer, Konya) utilises soft filters 
and focusing in some of the bedrooms 
scenes between Miriam and Alex, which 
delivers subtle results well-fitted for the 
moment. 

While some of Bishop’s hand-held 
work is a bit shaky in parts, the 
cinematographer paints the world of 
Aquaphobe in a manner far exceeding 
her years of experience. 

With Bishop receiving the John Leake 
OAM ACS Emerging Cinematographer 
Award in 2019 she is one young artist 
to watch. 

A must see from the Adelaide Film 
Festival this year.
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A VERY LOCKDOWN 
BIRTHDAY - Here is a short stop-

motion animation film that depicts 

planning a birthday during the Covid-19 

pandemic. 

In whimsically hand-made style, it 

shows how the plan evolves from a 

huge festival, to a big party, to going 

camping, to further compromises as 

restrictions increas. Filmmaker Lucy 

Gale created A Very Lockdown Birthday 

as a response to a callout from the 

Helpmann Academy’s Home Alone Film 

Festival, and the film ended up taking 

out the main prize in that competition.

The project was assisted by the South 

Australian Government through a grants 

program. This enable Gale to purchase 

and learn how to use Dragonframe 
Stopmotion Software and to purchase 
a Sony 90mm FE Macro G OSS Lens 
as well as minatures to compliment her 
own models and sets.

“A Very Lockdown 
Birthday is both 

colourful and quirky, as 
well as being timely.” 

A Very Lockdown Birthday is both 
colourful and quirky, as well as being 
timely. While all the shots are locked 
off, Gale does play with focus in the 
first frames of the film. There are also 
some beautiful lighting effects which the 
filmmaker found, including one moment 
where light is bounced off a miniature 
disco ball within the tiny set. Cute!

Vanessa Abbott is a writer based in Melbourne.

THE RECORDIST - Sound 

recordist Andrew (Brendan Rock) 

operates from the fringes of film sets, 

unseen and often forgotten. Using his 

sound equipment, he regularly listens 

to and records private conversations 

between crew and cast members. 

When Andrew tunes into a young 

actress (Jordan Cowan) having an affair 

with a film director (Nathan O’Keefe), he 

uses the recording to blackmail her into 

submitting to his perverted desires.

Sam Twidale is a photographer and 
cinematographer born in Oklahoma, 
and currently living in South Australia. 
He is part of a filmmaking collective 
based in Adelaide which produced 
The Recordist. Whilst obviously sound 
design plays an important role in making 
The Recordist, so too does Twidale’s 
rich, world-building cinematography.

The Recordist is a dark film, visually, 

with dark themes. A particularly well 
shot restaurant scene reminds the 
viewer of cinematographer Elliot Davis’ 
lighting in Steven Soderbergh’s 1998 
film Out of Sight. Slow pan-ins are 
cleverly used throughout the film to add 
to already tense scenes. Ultimately, 
The Recordist feels like a chapter in a 
larger story about a man with no morals 
in a position of surprising power. This 
is a short that should be turned into a 
feature. And Twidale should shoot it.

A scene from ‘A Very Lockdown Birthday’ - DOP Lucy Gale

Andrew (Brendan Rock) and Amy (Jordan Cowan) in ‘The Recordist’ - DOP Sam Twidale



SPOTLIGHT ON BRAZIL
Cinematographer Inti Briones ACC DFP brings the world of iconic Brazilian star Hebe Camargo  

to life in feature film Hebe: A Estrela do Brasil – by James Cunningham

Considered the ‘Queen of Brazilian 
television’, the late Hebe Camargo 
(1929-2012) was a television host, 
singer and actress, and became 
a hugely influential political icon 
opposing censorship in Brazil during an 
oppressive, military dictatorship in the 
1980s.

It was 2018 when director Mauricio 
Farías telephoned cinematographer 
Inti Briones ACC DFP (Too Late to 
Die Young, The Loneliest Planet) 
proposing that he might shoot a biopic 
of Camargo that the director was 
preparing. “It was a great surprise 
because we did not know each other,” 
says Briones.

“Reading the script was a great 
opportunity to get to know a more 
everyday side of Brazil,” explains 
the cinematographer. “It was an 
opportunity to enter people’s living 
rooms. In those days, that’s where 
television was; shared amongst 
families. Meeting such a characteristic 
and emblematic character gave me 
the opportunity to get closer to a 
country that I admire very much for its 
richness and cultural diversity.”

Briones had worked with producer 
Clara Ramos and her team from Loma 
Films, shooting sequences for the film 
Guerrero (2018), which mainly filmed 
in Peru but also had essential parts 
of the story set in Rio de Janeiro. 
The cinematographer also knew 
Andrea Beltrão, the actress set to play 

Camargo, whilst filming in Uruguay.

A period specific film set in the 1980s, 
the first step was to find - in a very 
short time - a common language 
with production designer Luciane 
Niccolino. Briones named the George 
Clooney film Good Night and Good 
Luck (2005, cinematography by Robert 
Elswit ASC) as a cinematic reference 
mainly because of the television studio 
sequences. 

“It is worth mentioning that Farías 
knew these old television sets like the 
back of his hand from his experience 
working in Brazilian television,” 
he says. “This was fundamental to 
design our camera movements and 
points-of-view. We also referenced 
stage sequences in the film La Vie en 
Rose (2007, cinematography by Tetsuo 
Nagata), in which backlight was very 
predominant.”

Briones watched emblematic films 
from what he calls the ‘colourful 
cinematographic years’, to better 
remember the visual flavour of the 
emulsions of Kodak, Agfa and 
Fuji. Films like The Shinning (1980, 
cinematography by John Alcott BSC), 
The Karate Kid (1984, cinematography 
by James Crabe ASC), Betty Blue 
(1986, cinematography by Jean-
François Robin AFC), Blue Velvet 
(1986, cinematography by Frederick 
Elmes ASC) and The Big Blue (1988, 
cinematography by Carlo Varini AFC). 

“I saw several times, due to its 
camera movements, frames, colours 
and atmosphere, the Australian film 
The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen 
of the Desert (1994, cinematography 
by Brian Breheny ACS) which isn’t 
from the 1980s, but which was highly 
inspiring,” he says.

For such a ‘period specific’ film it was 
important for Briones to find a common 
language with production designer 
Luciane Niccolino. “She has a great 
knowledge of Brazilian history and 
architecture, and listening to her 
helped me a lot to understand better 
the city of São Paulo,” says Briones. 
“For reasons of time, we had to visit 
locations during pre-production and 
solve a lot of issues. We were finding 
our way on the road and I had to be 
the new boy in town who brought and 
contributed with a different look.”

Briones didn’t create a lookbook, but 
instead used a video that the director 
had filmed in Camargo’s original home. 
This became as important as any visual 
reference. “In this video,” he explains, 
“there was a spirit of Super 8 which 
captured the imprint of the famous star 
with an intimacy, and where glitter and 
sequins were not lost.” The crew were 
lucky enough to be allowed to film many 
scenes in Carmargo’s home, which 
lends a sense of authenticity to the film. 

Inspired by Farías’ video, Briones 
sought to further blur the border 
between reality and fiction. “We talked 
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Hebe (Andrea Beltrão) in a scene from ‘Hebe; A Estrela do Brasil’ - DOP Inti Briones ACC DFP



about how difficult it was for Carmago 
to separate her personal and public 
life, and how in certain ways they 
merged,” he says. “That point was 
essential to find our look.”

“We wanted an image which didn’t 
look vintage, because the intention 
was not about illustrating a bygone 
era,” says Briones. “We imagined that 
the atmosphere of the film should be 
complemented by a certain realism or 
naturalism, which insists on appearing 
like the memory of a childhood.” 

Briones imagined an onscreen 
Carmargo who was constantly looking 
for a spectacular life, but who on the 
other hand felt seduced by a family life 
that collided with a very masculine and 
patriarchal environment. For this he 
chose Cooke Panchro lenses, which 
Alexandre Fuchigami from Monstercam 
immediately offered to the film when he 
heard about the project.

“The Panchro lenses are robust lenses 
that, from our point-of-view, were on 
a good border between defined and 
uncoated lenses,” says Briones. “When 
used with the Gemini sensor of the 
RED Dragon W, they combined very 
well, creating a smooth and leaning 
curve but with enough clipping that 
kept us at a safe distance from the 
vintage image.”

The camera crew composed of what 
Briones called his ‘circle of fire’; first 
assistant camera  Betina Guimarães, 
second assistant camera Giovanna 
Giordano and video assist Bruna Duarte. 
The crew was composed, if not mostly, 
at least equally in number, by women. 

“Guimarães was my assistant camera 
in previous projects we did together,” 
he says. “The experience with her on 
this film was fantastic because she 
added to the technical and artistic 
risks with a Móvi that moved freely 
over a scene. Her camera movements 
were not completely blocked, and 
changed constantly according to the 
improvisation of the actors.”

Briones has operated the camera 
on most of his films, and this was no 
different. His ‘circle of fire’ became 
essential in the filming process because 
a percentage of the film was shot on 
a Móvi rig. “With my team I knew 
that I could dedicate myself more to 
communication with the director and 
actors, in order to facilitate a staging 

that would release improvisation and 
freshness for each take, and without 
worrying a single moment about the 
best solutions in framing,” explains 
Briones. “At the end of the project, 
I could express my gratitude to 
them, explaining that they had been 
responsible for turning this process 
into a moment of deep joy and 
freedom.”

Most of the sets in the film are real 
locations adapted to the story, in which 
the original architecture of the time has 
been used very well. Those spaces, in 
their larger structure, belong to the times 
of the real Hebe Camargo in such a way 
that the intervention focused much more 
on the psychology of history.

“ When it’s not possible 
to be present during 

colour-grading,  
I feel as if I were with 

one arm tied. ”

“With Luciane Nicolino (art director) 
and his wonderful team, we worked 
collaboratively in the television studios 
sets.” he says. “The studios were mostly 
rebuilt, looking for a narrative similarity 
to the originals. Throughout the film 
we tried to create an atmosphere 
impregnated by the memory of someone 
who looks to the past, but due to its 
spectacle loses the border between the 
real and the imaginary… but which is 
not a ‘fantasy’.”

The production constantly sought a 
balance between naturalistic lights 
and that from the sequins. It became 
very important for Briones to preserve 
the contradictions of everyday living 
immersed in that artificial world. 
“That’s why we chose a camera that 
did not stop moving, like a silent 
spectator,” he says. “In this sense, 
what corresponded was to listen and 
maintain attention in the dialogue 
between the actors and the director, 
between the director and the story, 
between the story and the actors.”

Alongside costume designer Antonio 
Medeiros and makeup designer 
Simone Batata, the cinematographer 
enjoyed surprises every day, with 
actors constantly entering the set so 
wonderfully characterised. Marcos 
Ricca, who plays Camargo’s husband, 

constantly offered a subtlety to his body 
that constantly shifted between humour 
and drama. The actor’s dialogues would 
always be accompanied by gestures, 
often unique, that would not be 
repeated in the next shot. This forced 
Briones to maintain constant attention. 
“Every day was fascinating with them 
because we did not know how they 
would surprise us,” he says.

In one of the cinematographer’s 
favourite scenes, after fit of jealous rage, 
Camargo’s husband is separated from 
her by a glass door which is preventing 
the situation from escalating to physical 
violence. “It is something that the 
female gender has suffered throughout 
the history of humanity,” says the 
cinematographer. “It’s a sequence that 
seems both representative and subtle 
at the same time.”

During post-production, the 
cinematographer was heavily involved 
in the grade. “When it’s not possible 
to be present during colour-grading, 
I feel as if I were with one arm tied,” 
he says. “For me, colour-correction 
is an essential part of photography 
and cinematography.” Colourist Fabio 
Souza had worked with Briones many 
times before and the pair have reached 
great levels of creative communication. 

“We felt it important to maintain 
areas with dynamic colour and density 
trends,” explains Briones. “Alongside 
subtle movements of the camera, with 
colour we contributed to the feeling 
of a constant state of transformation 
in Camargo’s life. A certain entropy 
imperceptible to the rational gaze 
of the viewer, but sensitive to their 
intuition.” The characteristic imbalance 
of the crazy and fluorescent colours of 
the 1980s within a surface that claimed 
stability and balance.

“I hope to have another opportunity 
to put all my creative spirit into 
experiences like this one,” says 
Briones. “That is the great adventure 
of filmmaking!”

Hebe: A Estrela do Brasil was this 
year nominated for Best Picture at the 
Cinema Brazil Grand Prize.

Inti Briones ACC DFP is known for his work on 

the acclaimed international films The Loneliest 

Planet (2011) and Too Late to Die Young (2018).

James Cunningham is editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.
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They call New Mexico the ‘Land of 
Enchantment’. It was 1987 and I was 
shooting the first Young Guns film 
with the brat pack boys of the day; 
Charlie Sheen, Kiefer Sutherland, Emilio 
Estevez  and Lou Diamond Phillips.

All our assistant directors on the film 
were members of the Hells Angels, 
headquartered in Oakland, California. 
Leather, chains, knives, the works; really 
serious dudes. Led by first assistant 
director Charles ‘Chuck’ Myers who 
was a formidable character with a great 
laugh and sense of humour.

One morning on set Myers asked me 
what films I had shot in Australia. I listed 
a few, Mad Max 2 (1981), The Coca-
Cola Kid (1983), Mad Max Beyond 
Thunderdome (1984) and of course 
Razorback (1985). He stopped me, 
“You shot Razorback? That’s our 
favourite movie!” He called out to his 
team of Hells Angels, “Hey boys, this 
guy shot Razorback… we must have 
a screening.” So we did. On a Sunday 
at our hotel, plenty of beer and pickled 
pigs feet.

Two days later after a night of shooting 
I went to put my light meters away. It 
was dark and I felt something wet in my 
canvas bag. On with the light to reveal 
a freshly killed pig’s head. No joke. Its 

lifeless eyes staring up at me. Yikes! It 
was a ‘gift’ from the Hells Angels saying 
thanks for the Razorback screening. 
Myers later said he wanted to put the 
head in my bed, but he thought my 
wife might get upset. I told him if he 
did, Hells Angel or not, he would have 
met his match with my wife Annie. True 
story.

“Its lifeless eyes  
staring up at me.  

Yikes!”

Another amusing anecdote comes from 
thirty years earlier.

Indigenous Australian Kevin Gilbert, 
was born in Condobolin a small country 
town 450 kilometres west of Sydney. He 
had a pretty tough life, was raised by his 
older sisters, left school at an early age, 
picked up some seasonal work and 
short term itinerant jobs.

He married a European woman when 
he was 23-years-old and they had two 
kids. But in a marriage filled with fights, 
poverty and jealousy he shot her to 
death on a lonely country road a year 
or so later. The year was 1957. Gilbert 
was committed to life in prison but was 
released on parole in 1971. During his 
years in prison he became a poet, a 

playwright and an artist.

I was shooting current affairs at the ABC 
with the very accomplished reporter 
and good friend Peter Luck. We were 
given the assignment to film Gilbert 
after his release as he began his new 
life in Sydney, to photograph his art and 
then take him back to his home town 
in the country to film his and the town’s 
reactions after so many years.

The producers also wanted us to go 
rabbit shooting with Gilbert, a common 
practice in rural Australia at that time. 

We headed out to a well known hunting 
area and while the others were quietly 
scanning the area I was squatting down 
reloading my camera. I heard a voice 
near me whisper, “Hair in the Gate.” 
I checked and there was no hair in the 
gate, however about thirty meters away, 
standing between the gate posts on a 
dirt track into a paddock, was a big old 
hare with his long floppy ears twitching 
in the wind. “Hare in the Gate,” indeed 
I said!

Gilbert continued to write many books 
and poems and kept on painting. He 
was the first Indigenous playwright and 
printmaker and an active human rights 
defender receiving several awards for 
both his literary works and human rights 
activity.

Although Gilbert but got several rabbits 
that day, we definitely didn’t shoot the 
hare in the gate.

Dean Semler AM ACS ASC was awarded an AM 

(Member of the Order of Australia) in the 2002 

Queen’s New Years Honours List for his services 

to the arts as an Australian and internationally 

acclaimed cinematographer. 

Anecdotes is an ongoing  

contribution from Semler.

ANECDOTES
Oscar-winning cinematographer Dean Semler AM ACS ASC (Dances with Wolves)  

shares stories from an illustrious career - by Dean Semler AM ACS ASC
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Cinematographer Dean Semler AM ACS ASC with first assistant camera  
Lyn Lockwood on location filming ‘Razorback’ in 1984 - PHOTO Supplied
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