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FROM THE EDITOR

Dear readers,

Wow, do we have a bumper issue for you this quarter with no 
less than seven of our main features, which I think is a record. 
Even in a global pandemic, there’s an abundance of content 
being made here, and around the world, with Australian 
cinematographers behind the camera.

Winner of the Jury Award and Audience Award at Sundance 
last year, Minari is making film news at the moment and 
Lachlan Milne ACS sits down to talk to us about shooting it. 
Stefan Duscio ACS only just collected his AACTA Award for 
Best Cinematography for his work on The Invisible Man, and 
now we get to talk to him about shooting Robert Connolly’s 
The Dry (our cover shot). Then, Milli Award-winning Andrew 
Commis ACS discusses with us filming the already highly-
acclaimed High Ground. All in cinemas now!

If that’s not enough for you, we interview Toby Oliver ACS 
his work on the hilarious new comedy Barb and Star go 
to Vista Del Mar. We interview Mark Toia, director and 
cinematographer of the upcoming sci-fi epc Monsters of 
Man. We interview Malcolm Mclean about shooting Netflix 
original Òlòturé  in Nigeria. And, we interview Christian Mario 
Löhr about his work on the UK crime caper Ashens and the 
Polybius Heist.

Plus, we have for you ACS Brief articles about the 
documentary End Child Sacrifice, the 10th anniversary of ACS 
Headquarters in Sydney, and about a television campaign for 
mattresses shot in 12K. Finishing off with a great Australian 
Shorts section with Oscar Partridge and more anecdotes from 
Oscar-winner Dean Semler AM ACS ASC. 

And we’re already working on the next issue.

Until next time... peace.

James Cunningham
Editor,
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

FROM THE PRESIDENT

Warmest greetings ACS colleagues and friends,

As you will read later in the magazine our ACS National 
Headquarters is celebrating its 10 Year Anniversary. The success 
of the National HQ must go to many people, but I would like to 
mention the work of Ted Rayment ACS and David Lewis ACS, 
who are the current managment duo.

Congratulations to all those who have played a part in the 
establishing of our HQ in North Sydney and all the work that 
goes with the ongoing running of this enterprise, not unlike 
AC Magazine, they are both there for the enjoyment of all 
members, guests and sponsors.

We are preparing as best we can for the 2021 National 
Awards in Canberra at the prestigious National Gallery on 
Saturday, 1 May, hosted by the ACT Branch with Miguel 
Gallagher at the helm. The Awards program of events is 
currently being worked on, again subject to the limitations of 
Covid and we will advise in the coming weeks co you can all 
prepare. I can tell you that Ray Martin AM will again be our 
host for the evening.

Congratulations to NSW member Eirini Alligianis on her 
continued success with her brilliant short film Louie (KR ONE) 
Gasparro 5POINTZ, which has taken out awards for direction 
and cinematography at numerous festivals globally. Other 
news is Don McAlpine ACS ASC is in Queensland to shoot 
Black Site with Andrew Conder ACS SOC as operator. Try 
to see the film Minari a really beautiful movie shot by Lachlan 
Milne ACS NZCS.

The Camera Workforce Census 2021 has received great 
support and I thank everyone who has taken the time to 
respond. The results will give us a clear indication of how 
things currently stand and the progress to be made in the 
future. Deakin University have been fantastic, and thanks to 
Prof. Deb Verhoevan and Dr. Amanda Coles who led the team 
with only positive input from the ACS Committee. Once we 
receive the results we will make them available to all members.

Ron Johanson OAM ACS
National President,
Australian Cinematographers Society

-





END CHILD SACRIFICE
Australian filmmaker Nick Andrew (Wairua Spirit) films and edits  

award-winning documentary End Child Sacrifice - by Slade Phillips

8 / ACS BRIEF

Shooting ‘End Child Sacrifice’ on location in Uganda - PHOTO Nick Andrew

Australian filmmaker Nick Andrew last 
year completed his award-winning 
documentary End Child Sacrifice using 
Blackmagic Design’s Pocket Cinema 
Camera. Post-production, including 
audio and video editing, colour-
correction and visual effects work was 
done using DaVinci Resolve Studio 
at the filmmaker’s Sunshine Coast 
production studio Shot Imagery.

As a former Special Forces officer, 
Andrew has traveled the globe and has 
seen both the best and worst of many 
situations. Those experiences set him 
on a path to create artefacts in the form 
of films and photographs, documenting 
the people and places around him. His 
work has included a number of award-
winning films. One of his recent projects 
is the documentary End Child Sacrifice. 

The film tells the story behind the 
practice of child sacrifice in Central 
Africa and follows the work of the 
Kyampisi Childcare Ministries (KCM), 
a small Ugandan charity with the vision 
to see an end to child sacrifice as 
well as human trafficking in Uganda. 
Through their work, KCM aims to 
give vulnerable children physical and 

emotional support that will enable them 
to live lives that are full, productive 
and positive.

Andrew traveled alone to Uganda in 
2019 to capture the story of KCM. 
He had to travel light due to security 
concerns, carrying a single backpack 
containing the Pocket Cinema Camera 
4K, minimal lighting, audio and 
storage gear. “Being seen getting these 
shots and talking with KCM and the 
children could have been risky for all 
of us. I had to be inconspicuous, and 
the Pocket let me go unnoticed when 
I needed to,” says Andrew.

“I also had to take advantage of the 
opportunities when they happened,” 
he says. “This often meant that 
I did not have the luxury of ensuring 
lighting was good enough. I just had 
to use what was in front of me and use 
a lot of natural light. This is where 
the Pocket Cinema Camera was a life 
saver. Its low light capabilities and 
high dynamic range got me shots that 
I knew I could bring out in Resolve.”

One of the other challenges the 
filmmaker faced was that he did not 
have room for large amounts of data 

storage. Andrew could also not miss 
any chances to capture the footage 
he needed. To get the most out 
his storage, and to ensure he was 
getting the highest quality footage 
possible, Andrew chose to shoot using 
Blackmagic RAW. “We shot upwards of 
one terabyte of footage and it would 
have been a lot more without using 
Blackmagic RAW with the Pocket,” he 
says.

Post-production was done entirely 
using DaVinci Resolve Studio, with 
colour-correction and editing done 
by Shot Imagery’s Ben Knibb. “We 
needed the quality to show the story 
of these children in isolation and hold 
up a mirror to the audience. But also 
show that the rescued children are 
thriving now,” explains Knibb. “This is 
a very important film with a powerful 
story we want to share.”

Nick Andrew is a director and cinematographer 

based on the Sunshine Coast.

Slade Phillips is a writer based in Sydney.



Paying homage to Vincent Desiderio 
painting ‘Sleep’ and Kayne West’s 
‘Famous’ music video, Koala Furniture’s 
new campaign commercial shows 
a range of people (and a dog) all 
comfortably sleeping on their Koala 
Mattresses.

Koala Furniture is one of the fastest 
growing global furniture chains. To 
produce its new advertising campaign, 
Koala chose Sydney based Eight 
Productions along with Brisbane’s The 
Empire Post for post-production.

Like the ‘Famous’ music video, the 
commercial begins with a close-up of 
a single sleeping person and then slowly 
pulls out to encompass every person 
in an overhead shot. Due to Covid 
restrictions, multiple actors could not 
be shot together so each bed and its 
occupant/s had to be shot individually.

To accomplish this, director and 
cinematographer Jay Topping along 
with senior producer Nick Kelly used 
the URSA Mini Pro 12K to capture ten 
shots in 12K, and then remotely worked 
with The Empire Post to create the final 
effect. Topping and Kelly were based 
in Sydney, while The Empire Post is 
based in Brisbane and using DaVinci 
Resolve Studio.

Topping and Kelly were faced with 
having to shoot scenes that would 
usually require a crane or traditional 
motion control techniques, however, 
Covid shooting regulations forced them 
to work differently.

“Not being able to have people in such 
close proximity to one another meant 
we needed to come up with a solution 
outside of shooting it in camera,” says 
Topping. “We knew a digital approach 
was needed. The biggest hurdle was 
seamlessly pulling out from a close 
up to a full body shot of our talent. 
We knew resolution would be key 
in ensuring our image held up from 
start to finish. In the world of high 
resolution cinema cameras, nothing 
comes close to the resolution of the 
URSA 12K.”

“We knew a digital 
approach was needed.”

Using the URSA Mini Pro 12K’s high 
resolution, Topping was able to get an 
incredible amount of information for the 
entire image. This gave post-production 
the data needed for creating movement 
in post without losing any resolution, 
even when digitally zooming from 
a close-up of a much wider 12k frame.

“The first step was to plan the 
positions of talent, and then how the 
sheet would flow between them in the 
final image,” he says. “After posing 
our talent in individual plates, and 
countless hours of sheet origami, we 
were able to line each plate up with 
the next, allowing Empire Post to 
seamlessly stitch everything together. 
From there we created the final 
camera move in post.”

By shooting 12K, the production also 

saved a lot of time by pulling our stills 
directly from the vision, which were 
going to be the ongoing images used 
for Koala’s print campaign. 

“With each frame being the equivalent 
of 80megapixels, it’s the closest you’ll 
get to medium format stills from 
a cinema camera,” said Topping.

Shooting in Blackmagic RAW 
allowed footage to be quickly sent 
electronically to The Empire Post and 
then brought seamlessly into DaVinci 
Resolve to create the plates that were 
then composited.

Digby Hogan of The Empire Post adds, 
“We ended up stitching ten 12K plates 
together to create one big bed. The 
extra level of detail the 12K gave 
us was amazing, both with giving us 
plenty of data to work with to create 
the movement we needed, but also 
to get to see all of the details in the 
texture and every part of the fabric.”

The commercial campaign is currently 
running across Australian, New 
Zealand and selected Asian markets, 
as well as on Koala Furniture’s social 
media outlets.

Jay Topping is a director and cinematographer 

based in Sydney.

Slade Phillips is a writer based in Sydney.

KOALA CAMPAIGN
The latest campaign for Koala Mattresses was shot in 12K  

by director and cinematographer Jay Topping - by Slade Phillips

A frame from the Koala Mattresses campaign - DOP Jay Topping
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In December 2010 the Australian 
Cinematographers Society purchased 
the entire second floor of the old NRMA 
headquarters building at 26 Ridge 
Street, North Sydney. This purchase 
was made possible by combining the 
astute investments made by Bruce 
Hillyard ACS from the NSW branch 
with National funds at the time. This 
combination gave the ACS a sizeable 
deposit enabling us to take out a bank 
loan for the balance. By 2016 this loan 
was paid down to almost zero enabled 
by donations and levees. A large 
proportion of the loan was paid down 
through the sale of the two car parking 
spaces in adjacent West Street that 
were included in the original purchase.

Following the purchase nineteen 
dedicated members, with volunteer 
help from industry professionals, spent 
three months converting the existing 
floor layout into the great venue it is 
today. Some of these deserve a special 
mention. Designer Dee Molineux came 
up with the layout and colour scheme 
and her partner, Tony Moss, supervised 
the demolition and construction of the 
new fit out. We were also helped by 

Australian Cinematographer Magazine 
associate editor Heidi Tobin’s father, 
Tony Johnson, who installed our 
excellent communications, linked all 
our monitors and made sure everything 
worked. All this work was very ably 
overseen by our first HQ manager, 
David Lewis ACS, who kept the works 
rolling and called in many favours from 
friends and colleagues in the industry. 

It was these volunteers and the 
generous donations of many members 
to the ACS HQ ‘Wall of Can Do’ that 
enabled us to have the premises we 
enjoy today. The Headquarters was 
officially opened on 3 March 2011 
by the wives of four of our founding 
Presidents; Mary Wood, Norma Feeney, 
Nita Gardiner and Marion Leake.

The ACS HQ has no staff, but in the ten 
years since opening a small group of 
ACS members, under the leadership of 
ACS national president Ron Johanson 
OAM ACS and national treasurer 
Mylene Ludgate, has kept the place 
running and maintained. Those that 
also deserve special mention are David 
Wakeley ACS and Marianne Wakeley, 

Ted Rayment ACS, David Burr ACS, 
David Lewis ACS, Richard Wilmot, Anna 
Howard ACS, Aleksai Vanamois as well 
as members of the NSW committee 
who host our regular events that, 
unfortunately, were seriously interrupted 
by Covid-19 restrictions. 

Since opening the ACS HQ has hosted 
well over a hundred drop-in nights, 
product launches for our sponsors and 
many other events for members as 
well as providing the venue for National 
Executive meetings and awards judging. 
It is also the home of one of Australia’s 
biggest collections of cinematography 
memorabilia and a comprehensive 
library containing much of the history of 
cinematography, cinema and television 
in Australia and the rest of the world. 

The National Headquarters belongs to 
all ACS members wherever they may 
be and we encourage all members to 
get in touch and drop in whenever they 
can. We’d love to see you and show 
you around!

ACS Archives is located at  

ACS Headquarters in Sydney.

TEN YEARS
2021 will see the tenth anniversary since the opening of ACS National Headquarters in Sydney - by ACS Archives

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

ACS National Headquarters lobby - PHOTO Supplied



Cinematographer Steve Munro �lming ‘The Rabbit's Foot” on location   Photo Credit: Liam Patrick
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THE DRY
Federal agent Aaron Falk (Eric Bana) returns to his drought-stricken hometown,  

opening a decades-old wound, the unsolved death of a teenage girl.

We follow the journey of The Dry from Jane Harper’s book to Robert Connolly’s  
film adaptation with cinematographer Stefan Duscio ACS (The Invisible Man).

- by James Cunningham



Aaron (Eric Bana) in ‘The Dry’ - DOP Stefan Duscio ACS, PHOTO Ben King
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Australian Federal Police officer Aaron Falk (Eric Bana) returns 
to his home town of Kiewarra after an absence of over twenty 
years to attend the funeral of his childhood friend, Luke (Martin 
Dingle Wall), who allegedly killed his wife and child before 
taking his own life, a victim of the madness that has ravaged 
this community after more than a decade of drought. 

Like many small, rural towns in Victoria, Kiewarra is dying of 
thirst and neglect. The rolling green hills Aaron left behind 
when he moved to Melbourne are now a sickly, parched 
brown. The swirling river he and Luke used to swim in has 
vanished, leaving a monstrous scar across the land. 

The journey to adapt Jane Harper’s international bestseller 
The Dry began even before the now beloved novel hit the 
bookshelves. It won the 2015 Victorian Premier’s Literary 
Award for an Unpublished Manuscript. Prolific Australian 
producer Bruna Papandrea, best known for bringing Liane 
Moriart’s popular novel Big Little Lies to the television screen, 
snapped up the film rights.

Papandrea was excited at the opportunity to take another 
Australian novelist’s story to the big screen. “It was her 
first novel,” enthuses Papandrea. “It’s an amazing story, 
and it was a story that I felt very passionate about telling, 
given how we’re seeing more and more how the climate has 
affected these towns in Australia.” 

The next step was to find the perfect director to bring Harper’s 
novel to life. The producers were thrilled that writer/director 
Robert Connolly, who was their first choice, came on board 
very early in the process. Papandrea has a long-standing 
relationship with Connolly and credits him with her first 

break as a producer, when he recommended her to produce 
Jonathan Teplitzky’s film Better Than Sex (2000), starring David 
Wenham and Susie Porter.

Connolly is full of praise for Harper’s book. “It’s a page turner. 
It’s exciting. It’s a detective mystery. It’s all of those things. 
It’s got great characters. But I think, ultimately, maybe 
what’s elevated it is that it shows a world that people want to 
see that’s authentic and visceral and real. This is Australia; 
this is regional Australia. This is a drought-afflicted, global-
warming-impacted world.”

Papandrea has been friends with Connolly for many years and 
has watched his career evolve with great successes such as 
the critically acclaimed Balibo (2009), the box-office hit Paper 

Planes (2014) and television adaptations The Slap (2011) and 
Barracuda (2016), the latter shot by cinematographer Stefan 
Duscio ACS. Connolly teamed up again with Duscio for The 

Dry.

Duscio had a wonderful time in 2015 working with Connolly 
on the ABC miniseries Barracuda. “I’d long admired his 
work, particularly the powerful Balibo, so I jumped at the 
opportunity to collaborate with him on a feature.” 

Duscio began his love of telling stories as an illustrator of 
comic books. After graduating in Media Arts at RMIT University 
in Melbourne, he found photography and film making to be 
additional ways he could make the most of his story telling 
skills. He has since shot feature films, television series, music 
videos, documentaries and countless commercials. 

Connolly’s pitch to Duscio was that he wanted to make 

Cinematographer Stefan Duscio ACS behind the camera on ‘The Dry’ - PHOTO Ben King
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a dramatic Australian thriller which would also be deeply 

personal. Connolly wanted his cinematographer to help him 

portray a naturalistic, unromantic drought-ridden Victoria as 

the backdrop. Having grown up in Cobram country in Victoria, 

Duscio was very familiar with the landscape and people in 

these communities. 

The production team were well supported by both the 

Victorian Government and the Federal Government in making 

The Dry. In particular, Film Victoria really pulled out all the 

stops to ensure that the film would be made in Victoria. It was 

important to the producers to set the film where the story is 

actually located and to achieve that level of authenticity. “I can 
honestly say, without Film Victoria and Screen Australia, the 
movie would not have happened,” says the film’s producer, 

Jodi Matterson. 

Connolly agrees. “Without Screen Australia there is no 
Australian film industry. Their work over many years now 
has been invaluable and I don’t think it’s something that any 
of us take for granted. For the Australian public too, the 
great Australian films that we flock to and enjoy have had 
such wonderful support.”

It was Duscio’s first time working with production designer 

Ruby Mathers, and he says that he really enjoyed the working 

relationship. He describes her as having “a considered eye 
for colour palette and making a space feel lived in and 
real.” Connolly, Mathers and Duscio spent much time in 

pre-production scouting locations in the northern Wimmera 

and southern Mallee districts of Victoria. Duscio explains: “We 
obviously needed the contemporary story in the film to feel 

bleached out and dry, and we were keen to highlight the 
visual difference of the past with using greens.”

For visual references, Duscio reviewed ABC News reports 
about the drought, as well as local photographers’ work. 
At times, he referred to No Country for Old Men (2007, 
cinematography by Roger Deakins CBE BSC ASC) to see how 
celluloid capture would have compared to digital colour space. 
In pre-production, a huge shared wall of printed references 
was created that Connolly, Duscio, Mathers and costume 
designer Cappi Ireland all contributed to. 

In terms of casting, Connolly had worked with the celebrated 
Eric Bana more than ten years ago as a producer on Romulus, 
My Father (2007, cinematography by Geoffrey Simpson ACS), 
and the two share an office in Melbourne where they often 
throw ideas around together. “You need someone to anchor 
the whole film together, to drive every scene,” says Connolly. 
“For us, we knew Bana would bring a capacity to play this 
muscular, visceral kind of journey that the character goes 
on, coupled with this kind of beautiful humanist quality.” 

Connolly and Duscio early on discussed shooting The Dry with 
the Panavision DXL2 after they had attended a demonstration 
of the camera by Panavision technology developer Michael 
Cioni. Says Duscio, “His presentation really hit a nerve with 
me and I was keen to break out of my ARRI Alexa ‘comfort 
zone’ and experiment with other camera systems.”

“I shot a few basic tests in Panavision before taking it out 
for a full day of intensive tests with my first assistant camera 
Chris Child and some stand-ins,” the cinematographer 
explains. “I like to shoot a visual proof-of-concept before 

Young Aaron (Joe Klocek) in a flashback scene from ‘The Dry’ - DOP Stefan Duscio ACS, PHOTO Ben King





A flashback scene from ‘The Dry’ - DOP Stefan Duscio ACS, PHOTO Ben King



every film, to try instinctively to put down some visual 
sketches of what I think the movie could look like.” 

Duscio shoots, edits and grades these images himself. It’s 
one of the only times as a cinematographer he feels ‘sole 
ownership’ and ultimate control of footage. “It’s almost like a 
photographer playing with their photos in Photoshop. This 
has become a really important part to my creative process, 
to have this time to play and experiment without the 
pressure of a full cast and crew, and to be able to play with 
these images in DaVinci Resolve.” 

Duscio recalls an unfortunate experience years ago at a post-
production house where he felt he was rushed out of a suite 
when he was testing different camera and lens packages for a 
feature. He felt he and the director had only minutes to make 
a crucial decision that actually needed intense discussion and 
analysis. Subsequently, the cinematographer learned how to 
use Resolve and so could ‘take control’ of his footage again. 
He could now analyse footage in isolation, or with a director, 
when making the decision about format.

“One of the great things about the DXL2 was its ability to 
manage multiple formats easily,” says Duscio. “Connolly 
and I spoke a lot about how to give the parallel stories and 
timelines different looks. We ended up deciding to shoot the 
contemporary scenes on the Panavision Primo Artiste large-
format lenses, and our flashbacks on Panavision C-Series 
anamorphic lenses.”

Duscio had a great experience using LiveGrain film grain 
simulation on Judy & Punch (2019) and thought it would work 
well on The Dry to help differentiate the timelines. Connolly, 

being a lover of film, was also very keen on this. “He even 
initially spoke about using 16mm film for our flashbacks,” 
says Duscio. “We ultimately decided to simulate a 35mm 
grain for our contemporary scenes, and a 16mm for 
the past. This, mixed with juxtaposing spherical and 
anamorphic, felt right.”

Connolly elaborates: “Through older lenses and the use of 
grain and handheld, we were able to make it feel rougher 
and visceral in a different way, then the present is sharper. 
We use these beautiful large format lenses, big, epic scale. 
It’s sharp to the corners, it can play in the biggest cinemas 
in the world. So, you see the detail of this world in the 
sharp, brutal honesty of it.” 

The intersecting timelines were brought together beautifully 
in the edit, as Bana explains. “There’s almost too much 
to choose from in terms of when you dip back into that 
period, when you come out and how long you’re there for. 
It’s probably one of the parts of the edit that Connolly’s 
been toying with the most, experimenting with how we use 
flashbacks earlier or later. He’s done a really great job of 
calibrating that, and what excites me is that it really has an 
emotional impact on the present.” 

The cinematographer generally operates A-camera himself. 
Justin Besser, with whom Duscio had worked on many 
television commercials, was a triple-threat Steadicam operator, 
B-camera operator and splinter unit cinematographer. Duscio 
says he did a fantastic job of collaborating with himself and 
Connolly on The Dry.

For the most part, Duscio employed a single-camera 

Grant (Matt Nable) in ‘The Dry’  - DOP Stefan Duscio ACS, PHOTO Ben King
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approach to The Dry. The first week of filming was mostly 

flashbacks with improvised handheld work, and the crew 

moved quickly. Duscio kept reminding them that once they 

reached the contemporary scenes in the following week, 

they would need to change their style into something more 

traditional. “Contemporary scenes were shot classically and 
simply, generally on a head with minimal flair. Flashbacks 
were shot very loose, and exclusively handheld. This also 
heavily influenced the blocking and way we would work with 
actors and crew.” 

Chris Child was A-camera first assistant camera on The Dry, 

with Matt Dobson as B-camera first assistant camera and 

Michael Taylor as playback operator. 

“Christopher Reig was our on-set digital intermediate 
technician (DIT) and I spent about an hour each evening 
with him going through the day’s footage,” says the 

cinematographer. “This enabled me to check my exposures 
and finesse the grade on the dailies.” Reig would apply 

the chosen LiveGrain looks to the corresponding storyline, 

meaning that the director and editor would get used to cutting 

with coloured, grain-filled footage. 

“I once heard somebody say directors suffer from ‘offline 
syndrome’ where they fall in love with the look of their 
footage, for better or worse, after months of cutting with 
it,” explains Duscio. “It then becomes very difficult to 
convince them to consider other options in the final grade. 
I consider it very important to have those discussions about 
the look during pre-production and production, and boldly 
embed those ideas into the dailies. Of course, the director 

ultimately still has raw camera files to revert to if it’s 
decided that our instincts were off the mark, but I think it’s 
important to aim high during production.”

Producer Jodi Matterson considers that the environment plays 
a very important role in the book, so when the team were 
deciding where to shoot the movie and they saw imagery of 
the Wimmera Region, it was just as they had pictured it in their 
minds. They knew they had struck gold. “The landscape is 
such an important character in this story and it’s something 
that really resonates with people in the book, so it was 
very important for us that we really went out into remote 
Australia to film this story,” Jodi says. 

Bana, who also plays Aaron Falk, agrees, and hopes the 
locations do justice for audiences who have read the book and 
pictured the landscape in their minds. He was also excited 
to showcase a different side of outback Australia on local 
screens, as well as to the rest of the world, a part of Australia 
that Australians relate to very well, in comparison to the 
desolate, red-earth outback that is seen in a lot of cinema and 
is the picture the world has of Australia.

The Dry was a thirty-four day shoot, done entirely on location. 
The first week was in Castlemaine, where they mostly filmed 
flashbacks. Then they moved to their main base in the 
Wimmera region, a small town called Warracknabeal, about 
four hours north-west of Melbourne. The crew shot locations 
within one or two hours of the main base, their last week of 
shooting being in and around Melbourne.

The production ultimately needed to sacrifice shooting time 
to accommodate a vast amount of travel time across the 

Gretchen (Genevieve O’Reilly) in ‘The Dry’ - DOP Stefan Duscio ACS, PHOTO Ben King
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schedule. The cinematographer and crew were tasked with 

nine-hour shooting days. “At first, Connolly and I were 

pretty down about this, but it ultimately ended up being 

quite exciting to work at that pace,” says Duscio. “I really 

noticed the difference in mine and the crew’s energy levels. 

We are so used to shooting ten or twelve-hour days, and 

that lethargy inevitably leaks into the atmosphere of the set. 

By capping the days at nine hours - a normal day in many 

workplaces - our crew were able to have back some personal 

time.” This also meant Connolly and Duscio had more time in 

the mornings and evenings to plan their work. 

Now, in this COVID-19 era, many producers are considering 

how to look after their crew’s health during production. 

“I think working hours should really be key to these 

discussions,” says Duscio.

Mathers and her art team went to great effort to design many 

of the interiors in The Dry, which were most often empty 

shells. “They always felt dusty, lived in, and rich with 

detail,” remarks Duscio. They used an empty pub and old 

farmhouses, and the art department were also tasked with 

de-greening locations to enhance the feeling of drought. 

Alternatively, in the flashbacks, a heavy amount of green was 

utilised to make it feel like a time before drought ravaged the 

area. 
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Colour was a key part of the process for costume designer 

Ireland as well. Apart from the big challenge of removing all 

green from the present day scenes, she says she deliberately 

avoided any high-vis, particularly for the farmers. “That’s 

something that came out in the early 2000s,” she explains. 

“The costuming is very simple, and we blocked it out a lot so 

it wasn’t too busy in present day, whereas in the 1990s, we 

could do a lot more with patterns, colours and textures.” 

The cinematographer’s approach to lighting, alongside his 

gaffer Ruru Reedy, with whom he worked on Galore (2012), is 

what he terms ‘heightened naturalism’. “We always attempted 

to shape the light beautifully, but then sometimes let the 

harsh exterior sun hit our cast, to highlight how brutal it can 

be,” says Duscio. “We didn’t always want it to be romantic, 

as it would obviously feel fake out there to have an actor 

standing under a scrim in the middle of a paddock or field.”

An interesting feature Duscio remembers from being a kid in 

country Victoria in the summer was that curtains and blinds 

would be closed during the hottest days. “Interiors would 

be dark and moody, and we leaned into that idea for some 

scenes, like a church interior in the beginning,” he says. 

“Mourners shelter inside the church from the blazing sun, 

and we sliced intense highlights through small gaps in the 

blinds to hint at the heat outside.”
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Duscio supervised the grade with Connolly and colourist Olivier 
Fontenay, who the cinematographer worked with previously on 
the films Backtrack (2015), Acute Misfortune (2018), and Judy 
& Punch (2019) as well as the upcoming Lunacy. “Connolly 
is a fan of ‘humble’, honest images and always reacts when 
things become too stylised or call attention to themselves,” 
says Duscio. “Fontenay and I worked hard to find a genuine 
look for the film that bleached out the contemporary scenes 
and filled the past with lush colour and enhanced contrast. 
He also polished the LiveGrain application throughout the 
film, which required a delicate touch.”

Looking back at The Dry, the cinematographer says he really 
enjoyed shooting one particular scene with actors Eric Bana 
and Genevieve O’Reilly that begins with warmth and ends 
with dread. “I worked hard to make sure the director and 
the actors had the freedom to run very long takes, and with 
the help of dolly grip Justin Sykes, we were able to hit many 
marks over approximately eight-minute takes,” he says. 
Bana and O’Reilly could then lose themselves in the scene. 
Duscio says he always feels satisfied when he can facilitate 
this without compromising the look of a scene.

Aaron Falk (Eric Bana) in ‘The Dry’ - DOP Stefan Duscio ACS, PHOTO Ben King

Greg (Keir O’Donnell) in ‘The Dry’ - DOP Stefan Duscio ACS, PHOTO Ben King
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Catherine (Elle Fanning) and Orlo (Sacha Dhawan) in ‘The Great’ - PHOTO Ollie Upton

The overwhelming consensus among the cast and crew of 
The Dry was that Connolly was the perfect director to bring 
Harper’s much loved book to life. For Bana, what stood 
out most about Connolly as a director from the start was 
that he had a very clear vision for the film as a big, genuine 
cinematic experience for the audience.“I remember the first 
conversation we had, the way he articulated how he wanted 
the film to be was exactly how I would have envisaged it, 
and why I was really excited to work with him on it,” says 
Bana. 

The crew agrees that, despite the harsh conditions on 
location, there was an amazing sense of community spirit 
among the locals, who would come up to them at lunchtime to 
say how pleased they were to have the film crew there. They 
were all delighted that the production of this film was taking 
place in their towns. 

Stefan Duscio ACS is a multi-award winning cinematographer  

who won the AACTA Award for Best Cinematography in 2020  

for his work on Leigh Whannell’s The Invisible Man.

James Cunningham is editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Actors Eric Bana and Keir O’Donnell filming ‘The Dry’, cinematographer Stafan Duscio ACS behind the camera - PHOTO Ben King

Gerry (Bruce Spence)  in a scene from ‘The Dry’ - DOP Stefan Duscio ACS, PHOTO Ben King
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David (Alan Kim) and Jacob (Steven Yeun) in ‘Minari’ - DOP Lachlan Milne ACS, PHOTO Melissa Lukenbaugh



MINARI
A tender and sweeping story about what roots us,  

Minari  follows a Korean-American family  

that moves to a tiny Arkansas farm in the 1980s,  

in search of their own American Dream.

Lachlan Milne ACS talks about shooting the new film  

for A24 Films and writer/director Lee Isaac Chung.

- by Lachlan Milne ACS



Minari is a resilient, weed like vegetable that grows in shallow 

running water and is a staple ingredient in Korean cooking.

The film Minari is a fish-out-of-water story about displacement, 

family values and a 1980s interpretation of the ‘American 

Dream’. The script was one of the best I’ve ever read. The 

characters, the landscape and the tone of the film were both 

incredibly considered and very clear throughout. What I loved 

most about it was how honest it felt. Nothing was forced 

or overwritten, every scene served a purpose but in a really 

understated way. I love thinking of how to shoot projects like 

Minari. 

What’s the best way to stay as honest as you can? A lot of it 

was based autobiographically on Isaac’s own childhood. His 

parents migrated to California from Korea in the early 1980s, 

then put all of their money and more into a modest farm in 

rural Arkansas where they grew Korean vegetables. 

Grant Illes at William Morris Agency sent me the script. I was 

on the last day of another film and he just kept ringing and 

ringing. When I called him back I don’t know if I ever heard 

it ring he picked up so fast. “Lachie, go back to the hotel as 

soon as you’re done. Don’t go to any wrap party or drinks 

or anything, go and read this script and call me as soon as 

you’ve finished!” 

Which I did. And it was fantastic.

Illes and I had met at the Sundance Film Festival when Hunt 

for the Wilderpeople (2016) premiered. He would eventually 

call me at 5:30am on Sunday morning to tell me that Minari 

had won both the Grand Jury Prize and the Audience Award 

just four years later at the same festival, which was pretty cool 

for both of us.

Isaac and I spoke for about an hour on Skype. He’s a 

genuinely lovely guy who had a clear idea of the kind of film he 

wanted to make. I try not to talk too much about specific ideas 

on the first call, I just like to meet as people and see what we 

have in common. Afterwards Isaac sent me a link to some 

films he felt had elements he was looking for in Minari. 

“I was really interested in 
controlling the pace of the  

film by being restrained  
in how we shot it.”

There were two in particular that really stood out; 

Hirokazu Koreeda’s Shoplifters (2018, cinematography by 

Haruomi Hosono) and Chang Dong Lee’s Burning (2018, 

cinematography by Hong Kyung-Pyo). Both I’d seen and both 

I absolutely love. I love the coverage in both films, particularly 

Burning. We both prefer as minimal coverage as possible and 

being a partly ensemble film we both wanted to be able to 

let performances run in a wider frame and only cover it if we 

felt the scene would benefit from it. I was really interested in 

controlling the pace of the film by being restrained in how we 

shot it.

Production designer Yong Ok Lee had begun pre-production 

a few weeks before I arrived. The story takes place in the 

mid-1980s, so everything she sourced had to be period. A 

A scene from the film ‘Minari’ - DOP Lachlan Milne ACS, PHOTO Melissa Lukenbaugh
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Monica (Yeri Han) and Jacob (Steven Yeun) 
in ‘Minari’ - DOP Lachlan Milne ACS, PHOTO 

Melissa Lukenbaugh



large percentage of the film takes place in a trailer home. The 

film’s budget didn’t allow for building on stage where we could 

oversize things a little and pull walls, so Lee had to find us a 

practical one that would serve both the interior and exterior 

work. 

We had a very similar aesthetic approach; we hit it off straight 

away. Both she and Isaac are Korean by birth, so together 

they drew from their childhoods and made fantastically 

detailed cultural and period appropriate locations. I knew I 

was going to rely on practical lighting in the trailer. I wanted to 

shoot very wide, so we were going to see both walls and the 

ceiling a lot of the time. We built in some LED fixtures that we 

coloured to look like old cool white fluorescent tubes in the 

kitchen and had a number of floor and desk lamps that we ran 

through dimmers. The interior of the trailer had a lot of wood 

panelling, so that combined with practical lights made it very 

warm. I made an interior look-up table (LUT) with more blue in 

the shadows to counteract it and shot mostly around 3000k. 

We wanted the feel of a single camera shoot, where everyone 

was focused on just the one angle and the amount and 

style of coverage was controlled. A lot of the time there’s an 

obligation to use a second camera when you have it. You can 

end up with a lensing that is made to fit, rather than what’s 

right for the scene. You also don’t need close-ups all the time, 

or even much of the time.

We shot Minari on the ARRI Alexa Mini in 3.2k ProRes 4444xq. 

It’s small enough for the tight interior work and has the internal 

neutral density needed for the belting Oklahoma summer sun.

I weighted the lenses heavily towards the wider end. One of 

the best wide ranges is in the beautiful Panavision PVintage 

set. We shot about 75-percent of the film on the 29mm, often 

just moving the camera in rather than changing the field-of-

view. The exterior farm locations were mostly flat with some 

sporadic tree lines. 

“You also don’t need  
close-ups all the time,  

or even much of the time.”
We talked about aspect ratio in pre-production and I shot 

tests in both 2:1 and 2.39:1 to see what headroom looked 

like in the trailer, and what felt better for the farm exteriors. 

I personally love spherical 2.39:1 rather than anamorphic. I 

think it’s more honest in how it represents actors and their 

backgrounds. The lens options are infinitely greater, particularly 

with wider lenses, and they tend to be much faster. We had 

a minimal lighting budget and some significant night exterior 

work to do. Faster lenses would help in a way that anamorphic 

would hurt us.

The film substituted the Ozarks of Arkansas where Isaac 

grew up for the verdant fields of east Oklahoma. We made 

the film in and around Tulsa, which is the second largest city 

in Oklahoma State. I’d never been there before we started 

shooting and I didn’t know any local crew. We didn’t have the 

money to bring people I knew from out of state, so I met with 

some local crew.

A Korean family moves to Arkansas to start a farm in the 1980s, in ‘Minari’ - PHOTO Melissa Lukenbaugh
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Jacob (Steven Yeun) in a scene from ‘Minari’ - DOP Lachlan Milne ACS, PHOTO Melissa Lukenbaugh
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My camera department was primarily made up of fantastic 

brother and sister duo, Jon and Jaimie Roman. Both were 

incredibly supportive of me and worked tirelessly in sometimes 

really difficult situations. Jon pulled focus as well as initially 

managing the digital intermediate (DIT) workflow. Jaimie was 

the machine behind us, humping gear and keeping us going 

all day. Those two were wonderful. Clay Flores came in during 

the shoot to support us on set and take over data and was 

equally solid. Matt Fleishman did some great Steadicam work 

and I operated A-camera. 

The film is 100-percent shot on location. When we were 

scouting it was really important to find a farm location that 

could give us a lot of variety. On an only twenty-five day film 

there isn’t much time to relocate, especially if your shoot day 

has to absorb any company move.

I was keen to have Jacob feel as isolated as possible when he 

was outside. It was his decision to bring his family out to the 

middle of nowhere to follow his dream. I wanted him to feel 

overwhelmed by the landscape so we shot a lot of wides, and 

when we did come in closer I used mostly wider lenses. Being 

a mid 1980s period specific film, when we went into more 

urban areas we had to be careful. The art department didn’t 

have the budget to make any serious changes so we had to 

shoot around anything built in the last thirty-five years. Frames 

were often dictated by what we couldn’t see.

We only built one set at the farm, a structure that is built during 

the story. The trailer home was a 1980s period appropriate 

practical set that we transported to and rewired on location. 

The wonderful Oklahoma gaffer Steve Mathis made it so 

all the fixtures could either be run from battery packs we 
could hide in the set, or from the practical outlets in the 
walls. To supplement the practical lamps, we used a modest 
compliment of Litemat bi-colour led sources and one or two 
HMI lamps through windows.

The exterior work I almost did nothing to. Mostly just negative 
fill in any medium or close work. It was high summer, and 
the schedule didn’t allow for both early morning and end of 
day, so based on the scene I chose when we would shoot 
it, and at what point during the week so turn around didn’t 
become an issue. I let the sun be harsh and top lit for a lot 
of the exterior work. Working the land is hard, the family are 
struggling to make their new life work. I wanted the quality of 
light to feel as brutal and relentless as possible. 

Minari is such a wonderful performance-driven film. The script 
is so personal and Isaac put together an incredible cast. 
Steven Yuen and Yeri Han are Jacob and Monica, the parents 
of Anne and her brother David who is director Isaac Chung 
as a young boy. Yuh-Jung Youn, who is a household name in 
Korea, plays David’s grandma Soonja. 

I had a meal with Isaac, the producers and the cast before we 
started shooting which is always such a nice thing to do. It’s 
a chance to learn a little about each other without the hustle 
and urgency of day one. When we get to set, I ask the cast 
how much they do or don’t want to know about the frame. Do 
they want to know the lens size, or how big or small they are 
in frame. If it’s a wide-shot and they’re moving around I like to 
give them an idea of where the edge is but not say “this is as 

far as you can go”.

David (Alan Kim) and Anne (Noel Cho) and in a scene from ‘Minari’ - DOP Lachlan Milne ACS, PHOTO Melissa Lukenbaugh
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If it’s an emotional scene, I like to work out with the director 

what coverage they see for it, so that way the actors know 

that if there’s a close-up they could hold their performance. 

If not, let it go in the wide-shot. Thinking of the scene in the 

context of the arc of the story is really important. Again, it’s a 

pacing thing for me I think. What comes directly before and 

after influences how you shoot a scene. Maybe you need an 

‘in’ to the scene to help the cut. Sometimes a scene needs 

an ‘out’ that wasn’t scripted, like a textural shot. Maybe 

because you’ve just come out of an intensely emotional scene 

that’s hand held and panning between two actors who are 

improvising a little you want to go wide and static to ground 

everything again.

We also had minors pretty much every day on set with very 

specific labour hours so they tend to inadvertently dictate 

the schedule and often we would roll between takes to steal 

little candid moments. Alan Kim put in a truly film stealing 

performance as David.

One of the biggest things operating on Minari was that it’s 

mostly in Korean. A lot of operating is reactionary and when 

you don’t understand what the actors are saying it makes that 

pretty tricky. I had my sides always printed in English so I knew 

what the tone of the scene was. We’d rehearse and I’d watch 

the actors’ body language more than I normally would. It was 

tough at first but I actually learnt a lot that way.

I am a big fan of the colouring Dave Cole at FotoKem 

Hollywood is doing. We were on a Paramount film that was still 

in editorial, so I asked if he’d be interested in finishing Minari in 

the mean time. I had made three LUTs in pre-production that 

I stuck to for the shoot. There was a day exterior, day interior 
and a night interior. I used Rec 709 for the night exterior. He 
rebuilt the look of all of them and used that as a starting point. 
He asks great questions about the tone and feel of the scene 
and goes from there.

At that time, I was on another film in Hawaii so I had to grade 
remotely. Isaac and I both really liked where the film was sitting 
already, and our colourist has great instincts, so I felt really 
comfortable that it was going to be fine. Cole would send 
TIFFs as well as lab rolls for me to comment on. I would make 
notes after shooting and he’d make the changes the next 
day. I would have loved to have been in the room with him, 
however I’m really happy with how Minari looks.

I’m incredibly proud of this film. In many ways it’s the most 
creatively rewarding project to date, and one of the best 
director/cinematographer ‘collaborationships’ I’ve had. 

The cast, as well as being professionally excellent, were 
all wonderful human beings. Steven Yeun in particular is 
outstanding in this movie. I think for the amount of money, 
time and difficulties the lack of both of those things present, 
it’s a beautiful movie. Sometimes having very little defines 
a film in a way that greater resources would not. It’s a very 
simple film, which I think is its greatest attribute.

I don’t think I’d change anything to be honest, I just love it.

Lachlan Milne ACS is an award-winning cinematographer known for his work 

on Taika Waititi’s Hunt for the Wilderpeople (2016),  

and seasons three and four of Netflix’s Stranger Things (2019-).

David (Alan Kim) in a scene from ‘Minari’ - DOP Lachlan Milne ACS, PHOTO Melissa Lukenbaugh



HIGH  
GROUND

In a bid to save his family, Gutjuk (Jacob Junior Nayninggul),  

a young Aboriginal man, teams up with ex-soldier Travis (Simon Baker) 

to track down Baywara (Sean Mununggurr), his uncle and the most 

dangerous warrior in the Territory. We chat to the award-winning  

Andrew Commis ACS (Beautiful Kate, Babyteeth)  

about shooting High Ground.

- interview by James Cunningham



Simon Baker as Travis in ‘High Ground’ - DOP Andrew Commis ACS, PHOTO Sarah Enticknap



AC How did you initially get involved with High  
 Ground? What were your thoughts when you first 

read the script? 

AC  I had worked with producer Maggie Miles on  
 Commission, the David Wenham directed chapter of 

The Turning (2013) anthology film. It was Miles who contacted 
me initially. 

I had seen director Stephen Johnson’s previous film Yolngu 

Boy (2001, cinematography by Brad Shield ACS ASC) in the 
cinema when it was released. It had such a unique perspective 
told with a great energy. I was completely intrigued about 
High Ground. I read the script and found it was exploring 
ideas that I’ve grappled with my whole adult life. I had an 
incredibly formative experience in Arnhem Land shooting a 
documentary twenty odd years ago where it dawned on me 
comprehensively that in twelve years of schooling I literally 
learnt nothing about the history of this country. I was only ever 
taught a white perspective of Australia and that large blocks of 
history were missing. I felt High Ground could intelligently and 
emotively help open that conversation. 

The script conveyed such an epic-ness in both narrative and 
visual scale, reading like a tense slow burn western so as 
a cinematographer my initial reaction was one of awe and 
excitement. 

AC What was your thinking when it came to choosing  
 camera and lenses? What did you choose, and why?

AC A strong visual theme was the sense of being with  
 characters rather than simply watching or observing 

them. We spoke of the immediacy of the hand-held camera 
that allowed freedom to respond instinctively. I also wanted the 

ability to have an elegance in the movement, especially with 

indigenous characters, so that they had a graceful connection 

to the land.

I felt the Alexa sensor was ideal for the richness and extremes 

I’d be faced with. Full-blood indigenous skin tones juxtaposed 

with white skin tones in full sun makes for intense contrast 

challenges! Obviously I was countering that as best as I could 

with staging and lighting but I needed the assurance of a 

sensor that could be complementary as possible. In an ideal 

world we would have shot large format but at the time that 

technology wasn’t quite in our reach. So the ARRI Alexa Mini 

was a logical choice

Landscape is such a pivotal element in the story and I didn’t 

want to separate characters from it. Further to that, from an 

indigenous perspective the connection to the natural world 

is intrinsic to life, everything is deeply connected. I used 

wide lenses generally, ranging from the 16mm to 27mm. The 

subject often in very close proximity so there’s a dynamic 

when we have even subtle movement. I combined that with 

a very deep stop of T11 / T16 so everything is in focus. 

Everything is connected.

Adding to that idea, we chose the 1.66:1 aspect ratio to 

accentuate the connection to earth and sky. Coincidentally, 

it’s also the original aspect ratio of VistaVision (a widescreen 

variant of the 35mm motion picture film format) and Johnson 

loved the idea that it helps pull you into the frame.

I also wanted to represent this landscape in as pristine 

condition as possible, nothing effectively has changed in tens 

of thousands of years. I wasn’t looking for period glass even 

though it’s a period film. I wanted it to look as fresh to the eye 

Behind the scenes on ‘High Ground’ - PHOTO Supplied
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as it would have if you stood there a thousand years ago. I 

was looking for a lens that would be truthful to that and also 

be able to resolve the wider selection of lenses. In the end I 

didn’t really do much lens testing as I knew the Master Primes 

were the right fit.

AC What was your collaboration like with production  
 designer Ross Wallace and his design team, early on? 

AC Wallace and his team did such a fantastic job in really  
 tricky circumstances. His enthusiasm and ‘never 

say no’ attitude was completely inspiring; sourcing building 

materials, transportation and construction in crocodile infested 

waters were only some of the hurdles! The attention to detail 

in creating authentic and period correct design, along with Erin 

Roche our costume designer, was phenomenal.

Our main focus was building the settlement, so choosing how 

to locate where the police station outpost was, where the 

missionary house would be along with the church’s particular 

orientation were all key for sight lines and staging. Finding the 

piece of land itself was something that Johnson had his eye on 

for many years prior, which is just a phenomenally picturesque 

location, and also underwater generally for four months of the 

year. There were definitely saltwater crocodiles around, that’s 

just the way of life near water up there. Each day getting to 

and from set was guaranteed to see either a few, or a lot.

We also had the station that gets burnt down which was a 

huge undertaking for everyone. We laid it out specifically to 

the lens really, both for the blocking of action and for lighting 

as the buildings would became the light sources when they 

were on fire. I’m not sure I really augmented it much, a couple 

of tungsten units going through flicker boxes on the rock face, 

and perhaps a flame bar for face fill. So positioning buildings in 

the right spot in pre-production was effectively me positioning 

my lights in a pre-light. We also had to make sure the horses 

and cattle featured prominently in their positioning and that 

there was room for the cattle to be let out of their holding 

pens. This all had to be visible in the single drone shot. The 

whole sequence is a symphony of many people’s efforts.

AC Did you have any filmic or cinematic references  
 when developing the look of High Ground?

AC I think a film like The Revenant (2015, cinematography  
 by Emmanuel Lubezki AMC ASC) is always going to 

be some form of benchmark film reference when you have 

such a large amount of nature that’s at the forefront of the 

storytelling. But you also know you don’t have anywhere near 

the resources that sort of film does. At a certain point you have 

to switch that off and develop your own language in response 

to ideas of the script. The country we are on is its own point 

of reference in many ways, it really does inspire you in ways 

you don’t imagine. There is nothing better than just sitting at a 

location where all you can see or hear is the natural world.

AC Can you tell us more about that… how might an  
 outdoor landscape dictate how you shoot a scene?

AC Johnson had pretty much scouted the film for more  
 than ten years during the course of many trips through 

Arnhem Land. He had lots of specific locations already in 

mind. I did a trip months before pre-production started that 

gave me a solid sense of what was before us which, to be 

honest, was awe-inspiring. Being shown land by traditional 

custodians and in some cases taken to sites that literally no 

one has ever shot before. 

A scene from the film ‘High Ground’ - DOP Andrew Commis ACS
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As a director, Johnson is also a very respectful collaborator. He 

was always running by me ideas of where he thought scenes or 

sequences might exist, then obviously we also had to find some 

new ones. Locations really are everything on a film like this. 

We also had the ability to essentially have 360° degree views 

because so much of the land is untouched by human hands.

We definitely were after a variety of landscape and the script 

demanded it. Obviously the land is rich with variation and jaw 

dropping beauty, so it was working out how to best maximise 

the locations for the best dramatic effect rather than just 

finding a postcard image. That idea doesn’t interest me at all.

We weren’t shooting at the ideal time of year for light, or 

temperature, for reasons well out of our control but that also 

kind of becomes an influence too. It roughs up the world a 

little and the film suited that. It helps take the polish off.

AC Were you shooting mostly doing location work?  
 Were any sets built? How did you approach lighting?

AC Ninety-nine percent of High Ground is exterior, with  
 literally one physical room made within the construction 

of the settlement, which is the police station.

In reality that interior was open air, and while the windows 

were designed with shutters, visually it made more sense for 

them to be open rather than closed, so it essentially became 

an exterior set anyway.

My gaffer, Ruru Reedy, had the Light Bridge Cine Reflect 
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Lighting System (CLRS) system, which is a fascinating 
reflector system co-designed by Austrian cinematographer 
Christian Berger AAC, so it was a great opportunity to utilise 
those which I hadn’t used before.

We also had a couple of night scenes that had fire as 
motivation but the main lighting consideration was really the 
faces of our characters in exteriors.

I really tried to avoid direct light, especially on darker 
skin tones which respond so beautifully to reflected light. 
Sometimes that was simply positioning out of the sun, and 
then being period I was lucky that most characters tended to 
wear hats.

We had an array of bedsheets and unbleached muslins as well 

as negative fill but in the end I tended not to light the faces 
with physical units for the day exterior scenes.

AC How do you plan for managing the camera  
 department, as well as your own workload?

AC The workload for a cinematographer on a feature film  
 goes well beyond just managing a camera department. 

Obviously you have amazing heads of departments in your 
grip, gaffer and first assistant camera, but it’s also a huge pre-
production process with locations and schedules well before that. 

I find this a critical and creative part of the process that really 
determines the look of a film. The process is often not finished 
when the film starts shooting either, you’re always engaging with 
the myriad of challenges that come up. You have to be prepared.

Director Stephen Johnson and cinematographer Andrew Commis ACS on location - PHOTO Sarah Enticknap
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I love the pre-production process. It becomes such a tight 
triangle with yourself, the director and first assistant director. 
Even though so much is planned prior to the day, you have to 
be open to what’s happening in the moment whether that be 
performance, weather, animals or anything else. You just have 
to be prepared to be flexible on a film like this. 

AC Who was in your camera department? 

AC  I’m incredibly thankful that I had two extremely brilliant  
 focus pullers in Gerard Maher, and then Ron Coe when 

Gerard had to depart. Both great storytellers with their creative 
decisions in situations that were not always predictable. I 
hadn’t worked with either of them before but they came so 
highly regarded and it was a real treat to have them.

It wasn’t just with their focus pulling, but their coordinating of 
the department allowed me to have a particular freedom to 
concentrate on many of the other aspects the film required. 
Special acknowledgment too of Kristi Gilligan who was our 
second assistant camera throughout. Gilligan ran a tight, 
efficient ship and was bulletproof in the intense conditions.

AC Did you operate the camera yourself?

AC I operated the camera myself, as I love to do. I find  
 it sympathetic to how I work as a cinematographer, 

especially on a film like this because I can be so instinctive. 
Working with Johnson, who had trained in news camera early 
in his career and also shot many music videos in his former 
career as a cinematographer, meant that I really was a conduit 
for him. He wanted a visceral energy to the camera and he 
loves hand-held, so I could be his interpreter.

I also had Glenn Clayton come and have a crack at the 

ARRI Trinity hybrid camera stabilizer. Clayton is a Steadicam 

operator from Melbourne and while we did use that too, it 

was a challenge I suggested. In many ways it’s a very different 

beast from the Steadicam as it’s working on a few different 

axis, and you can literally make it as complex as you want. I 

tried to not complicate it and use some of its unique features 

as icing on a more traditional Steadicam move. I really thank 

Clayton for his dedication and commitment to try and get to 

grips with a complex new tool without having the chance to 

really spend huge amounts of time with it prior. Also to Brett 

Smith and the team at ARRI Sydney for making that happen.

AC How did you shoot the more ‘performance driven’  
 scenes in the film, and how did you approach 

coverage?

AC We had a wide range of actors, literally from cast that  
 have never been on a film set before to others that have 

spent a lifetime acting. High Ground is a performance driven film, 

of course, but that shouldn’t work in isolation to the landscape 

and the cinema of what we’re trying to make as a film.

I completely respect performance as sacred. It’s something 

I have the upmost respect for. I know how difficult and 

challenging it can be and the film eventually will be judged by 

the effectiveness of those performances. It’s about trying to 

respond to what’s required. Sometimes it’s encouragement; 

I’m the first point of response at the camera. Other times 

it’s trying to stay invisible and not interrupt the process and 

keeping adjustments and direction to a minimum.

Generally on High Ground I kept it very loose in terms of hitting 

a mark or pre-designated action. Having a visual language that 

Gutjuk (Jacob Nayinggul) and Travis (Simon Baker) in ‘High Ground’ - DOP Andrew Commis ACS, PHOTO Sarah Enticknap
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embodied wider lenses and the epic scope of our locations 

meant I could cover and flex with it. In essence, I tried to 

sustain a take and shoot as long as I could. That’s where the 

freedom of hand-held really assists this.  

Coverage was fluid, naturally some was heavily pre-

determined but more often than not simply became a road 

map that allowed for detours.

AC How involved were you in post-production on  
 High Ground? 

AC I wasn’t specifically involved in post-production  
 however I did watch a number of edits throughout the 

process. Naturally I love to be present throughout the grade, 

and do everything I can to be available

AC Who was the colourist, and what was the approach  
 to colour and contrast in your images?

AC CJ Dobson was colourist on the film. We tried to push  
 for a heightened naturalism of sorts, it wasn’t so much 

going for a heavy ‘look’. I didn’t want to cheat the landscape 

as I wanted the elders to be able to watch this film and feel 

we had honoured the landscape, at least in the sense of a two 

dimensional image. So too the wide array of skin tones.

Arnhem Land and Kakadu have a certain pop to them and 

they give lots of clues. Colours really do leap off the screen, 

the greens are vivid and the blue in the sky is almost electric at 

times. Making that accurate but also feeling authentic was a 

balance. It was my first time working with Dobson and it was a 

really satisfying experience, as she has a really wonderful eye. 

AC Looking back at the film, would you change  
 anything or what might you have done differently?

AC If the technology was readily available at the time,  
 shooting in large format would have been fantastic. 

Aside from that, there’s the forever request of time and 
resources. Of course techniques can always be refined and 
explored further but at the end of the day you have what you 
have and plan as best as you can.

That’s the thing with films, and films you care about it. There’s 
no chance to come back and make improvements. It’s there 
forever and hopefully can stand the test of time. No matter if a 
film has taken two years to come to fruition, or twenty years as 
is the case with High Ground, you have to put everything into it.

There’s never enough time and you don’t ever get paid for 
all your time, but that’s where the love of your art has to take 
over! That’s why I can only make films I wholeheartedly believe 
in, it just takes so much energy to make one.

The film had many challenges and I’m immensely proud that 
we physically made it to the best of our abilities as a collective. 
Most of all it was such a unique privilege and absolute honour 
to be invited by the traditional elders and community onto 
country. They were very much a part of the film making 
process, effectively lending us the keys to the kingdom to 
make this film entirely with their collaboration.

I sincerely hope High Ground helps open a conversation 
towards an educated Australia that can understand, respect 
and truly appreciate the vast cultural richness of our traditional 
custodians … the world’s oldest living civilization.

Andrew Commis ACS is a three-time AACTA Award nominee for films  

The Rocket (2013), Girl Asleep (2015) and Babyteeth (2019).  

He received the Milli Award for Australian Cinematographer of the  

Year in 2010 for his work on the film Beautiful Kate (2009).

James Cunningham is editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Jack Thompson as Moran in ‘High Ground’ - DOP Andrew Commis ACS, PHOTO Sarah Enticknap
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A scene from the film ‘Monsters of Man’ - DOP Mark Toia

MONSTERS 
OF MAN

Director and cinematographer Mark Toia shoots killer robots  

on an indie budget, with Monsters of Men.

- by Darcy Yuille
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The new Australian shot and produced science fiction epic 

Monsters of Man starts with shady CIA Agent Major, played by 

Neal McDonough (Captain America, Minority Report), plotting 

from his Pentagon office, while a sleek black chopper swoops 

over the New York City skyline at dusk. A mysterious arms 

dealer descends from the chopper into his luxurious town 

car. Not the way most independent films begin. But this is no 

ordinary independent film.

Pretty soon we are connected to all the elements of the story, 

a taut thriller about CIA funded killer robots going rogue on 

an unsolicited military test in the Golden Triangle. In the midst 

of a massacre, the robots stumble across a group of US Aid 

Workers, and are directed to leave no survivors.

Sounds expensive! But these and many other high value 

images were captured on the fly, with a team of dedicated 

collaborators, according to a well designed plan, all with the 

end goal of making a calling card for Hollywood. 

The brainchild of Mark Toia, who juggled the roles of writer, 

producer, director, cinematographer and editor, Monsters of 

Man sets a high bar for independent film production values. It 

looks like a forty-million dollar film, think the recent Netflix film 

Extraction (2020) but with CGI robots and produced for under 

two-million dollars.  

If you’re hearing Toia’s name for the first time, don’t be 

surprised. The filmmaker has built his craft through more than 

twenty years of high-end commercial production, much of it 

overseas, which means he is often less well known in Australia. 

It’s worth your time to look up his name and check out some 

of his many videos available online, including those that 

document his long time collaboration with RED Digital Cinema. 

These long term international relationships were integral in 

Mason (Brett Tutor) in ‘Monsters of Man’ - DOP Mark Toia
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producing the film across three continents, but it’s also Toia’s 
ethos as a filmmaker that drew the team together to make 
this film on a minimal budget. He’s a somewhat beloved figure 
with Queensland crew, where he has based his operations for 
many years, and has a track record for looking after his team 
and having a good time. All while achieving world class levels 
of storytelling.

“I started by pulling together a small, multi-talented, 
commando style crew that were more than happy to shoot 
in a minimalistic way,” Toia says. “I promised them no 
overtime, no crazy hours, no late night shoots, and that we 
would finish on time with a cold beer at the end of the day”. 

Principal photography on Monsters of Man took place in 
Cambodia with smaller shoots in New York City, Vancouver 
and Brisbane. To avoid the long delays that often come 
with high-end productions, Toia shot most scenes with four 
cameras, three RED Dragons and an early prototype of the 
RED Helium, one of the first available anywhere in the world. 
The film was acquired in both 6K and 8K, with a simple 
workflow through Apple Final Cut Pro X for a 4K delivery. 
This workflow was designed to again ease the load on post-
production, working with 4:2:2 proxies. 

The Cambodian shoot contained most of the action, including 
explosions, intense gunplay, bullet wounds and of course those 
CGI killer robots. Everything in Cambodia was shot on location, 
using predominantly available light. Yes, you read that right. 

This was a clear decision, which enabled Toia to move quickly 
and use multiple cameras for almost all his set-ups. The multi-
camera coverage helped with continuity, and the cast found 
freedom in the approach, knowing their performance would be 
captured from multiple angles. 

“Traditionally, you might have four hours to get a scene,” 
explains Toia. “It takes three hours with all the logistics, the 
lighting and slating and stuffing around, and then you shoot 

for one hour. I wanted to cut the logistics down to one hour 
and get the three hours to shoot all I needed.” 

Minimal additional lighting was used, either from existing 
practicals or cheap LEDs bouncing off a surface in the location. 
The chief reason for this was Toia’s understanding of the 
capabilities of his RED sensors and a firm belief that he wanted 
as much of the budget to appear on screen as possible; in the 
CGI, special effects and cast. With eighteen stops of dynamic 
range and low noise in the image, he knew he could remove 
annoying highlights and track the image easily with the high 
resolution. It also made for a simpler workflow. 

“Because we were shooting on REDs, we weren’t worried 
about colour space on set,” says Toia. “If we were shooting 
in daylight, we left it at 5600k, left the tint at zero, 
because with the RED, you can change all your metadata 
afterwards. When we got back, the editor colour balanced 
one shot, and the rest of them fell into place.”

The lens package was made up of Canon stills glass, each 
operator using the F2.8 24mm to 70mm or the F2.8 70mm 
to 200mm, and some entry level Rokinons for some wider 
angles. The conditions were such that operators were working 
in the rain, in the smoke, in the humidity, and Toia knew 
expensive glass would more than likely become irreparably 
damaged in the process. The stills lenses held up, and it’s 
hard to tell the difference. 

The REDs were mounted on Miller compass heads and solo 
tripods, a lightweight sturdy tripod that had excellent versatility 
and was easily moved by an operator. No need for grips. The 
Millers also enabled the operator to go from hi-hat height to 
over two meters, and the articulating legs meant they could 
mount the tripod safely and effectively anywhere, on rocks, in 
a river or down the side of a hill. 

Toia had a strong idea of the coverage he wanted and there 
were no storyboards for the film. He created a system for his 

Jordan (Paul Haapiniemi) in ‘Monsters of Man’ - DOP Mark Toia
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operators that allowed them to respond to the emotion that 

the coverage needed. Before each scene, he would brief each 

operator and go through the coverage he wanted from each 

camera, which gave him more time to work with the cast. 

“We had four styles of photography, and I used to call them 
out to the operators,” he says. “The first one was locked 
off, don’t move the head, purely locked. The second was 
still locked off, but you were allowed to pan and tilt, and 
the third was hand-held, soft hand-held or on the shoulder, 
it had to be fluid and nice. Then the fourth one was ‘fuck it’ 
you know? When shit was blowing up, you could go nuts but 
I didn’t want any rocking.”

Toia would call those numbers out, from one to four, in the 

middle of a scene or tell the operator to change on a specific 

line, knowing that there were many elements to come in CGI 

for the cast and the camera to react to. 

The operators pulled their own focus, again keeping the 

production costs and crew down, and slates were made 

unnecessary by all cameras running jammed timecode from 

the sound recordist and also recording sound to all cameras. 

Toia started by operating A-camera, but after seeing Tony 

O’Loughlin ACS SOC was nailing the dialogue coverage, he 

quickly gave O’Loughlin the reins. 

This collaborative style meant the schedule was always in the 

can on time, but it also meant they were able to experiment. 

One of the most arresting scenes revolves around the 

A scene from the film ‘Monsters of Man’ - DOP Mark Toia
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initially unlikeable character of student doctor Jordan (Paul 

Haapaniemi). In the scene, Jordan has bravely led a killer robot 

away from his injured friends. Faced with certain death, he 

debates on whether to end his own life. The scene was only 

meant to show the character hiding, but while blocking, the 

idea came up, and it provides an emotional shift in the film and 

a platform for the character to evolve. The lo-fi approach gave 

the team extra time and allowed them to be creative in the field. 

Years of experience filming around the world meant Toia had 

a good handle on the conditions of the light in the different 

locations. He allowed the natural light in the separate locations 

to define the look of the contrasting scenes. The ‘equator/

asian’ lighting situation had a lower contrast and a greener 

tinge due to smog, whereas the North American ‘corporate 

look’ was much cooler and uses higher contrast. His 

commercial experience in grading and compositing much of 

his own work enabled him to know that this would work. An 

early discussion with colourist Warren Eagles also led to them 

creating a look to emulate 35mm film.  

“We graded it to look like 35mm,” says Toia “When I 

started shooting digital, I started to grade so you could see 

everything, but then I realised, just because digital is giving 

you more information, doesn’t mean you need to keep it. I 

liked 35mm back in those early days, if it was a bit crushed, 

fine! I wanted the focus of the viewer to be on what I 

wanted them to look at.”
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Eagles ran the initial pass on the grade. As previous 

collaborators, he and Toia had a shorthand. The end result is a 

dark film with deep blacks, nothing too bright or colourful and 

dark corners to direct the eye to the action. Toia continued to 

fine tune elements in his spare time. His skill with compositing 

came in handy. In a scene where the group are hiding in a 

cave from marauding robots, they wake up to early morning 

light streaming down on them. In an earlier rehearsal, the crew 

walking around had shifted motes of dust to create rays of 

light, but when shooting the scene, everyone was still and the 

light rays disappeared. Rather than go for a digital effect, Toia 

composited in light rays from a previous shoot, and the result 

is seamless and a stand out. 

Production Design was minimal, relying on existing fixtures and 

locations, with minimal additions such as a map or a picture. 

For the Vancouver set, which was used to film the Pentagon 

offices, Toia hired an existing space and composited in all of 

the relevant artwork for the carpet and walls. He also gave the 

CIA agent a RED Hydrogen smartphone. Toia had one in his 

bag on the day, and was surprised himself when he noticed 

it on the big screen. The largest element however was the 

integration of the title characters, the robots. 

To manage the workload of over two-thousand visual effects 

shots, Toia brought on Raoul Teague to supervise the visual 

effects and keep the standards to the level required. The 

robots were co-designed by Tioa with Eduard Pronin, a 

Russian-based concept designer. It then went to a texture 

technician in Melbourne, followed by a local rigger in Brisbane. 

A scene from the film ‘Monsters of Man’ - DOP Mark Toia
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Once the initial design was approved, they then had to make 
twelve different versions of the robot, to chart the different level 
of destruction and wear brought about by the onscreen action. 
These then had to be rendered to look photographically real 
in the environments, the dirt, the fingerprints, all the scratches 
and reflections. Finishing in 4K meant the textures had to be 
spot on. 

While the original plan was for a subscription video-on-demand 
(SVOD) release, Toia made his own digital cinema package 
(DCP) and, at a cast and crew screening held at the IMAX 
Brisbane in late 2020, a projectionist commented that the 
image and effects were seamless and held up better than many 
of the action films that had been through the cinema lately. 

The end result is a smart, commercial film that has connected 

with audiences on SVOD platforms, achieving its target of 
a global audience, and multiple offers from international 
Producers. People want to work with Toia, but he’s unsure 
if it’s the right path at this stage. He would definitely want to 
fill both director and cinematography roles again, unless of 
course, he says, Greig Frasier ACS ASC was available. 

Until then, it’s more commercials and maybe, if the right film 
comes along, he’ll be up for it. 

Mark Toia, a filmmaker and cinematographer based in Brisbane,  

is one of the most sought after directors in the advertising world.

Darcy Yuille is experienced in all facets of film production,  

from loading to directing and everything in between.  

He runs a production company in Melbourne.
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BARB AND STAR  
GO TO VISTA DEL MAR

Toby Oliver ACS (Get Out) films the hilarious new comedy  

Barb and Star go to Vista Del Mar,  the story of Barb (Annie Mumolo)  

and Star (Kristen Wiig), who leave their small town to travel on  

vacation only to find themselves tangled up in love, adventure  

and a plot by an evil villain to kill everyone in town.

- by Toby Oliver ACS



A scene from ‘Barb and Star go to Vista Del Mar’ - DOP Toby Oliver ACS, PHOTO Cate Cameron
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Barb and Star go to Vista Del Mar came to me through my 

agent at Intrinsic, Dana Salston. I had expressed to her a 

desire to expand into genres other than horror and thrillers, 

and this project came up at Lionsgate. I didn’t know director 

Josh Greenbaum or the producers at Will Ferrell’s production 

company, Gary Sanchez Productions, but I went in for a 

meeting along with a few other cinematographers. 

The script, written by Kristen Wiig and Annie Mumolo, was 

light and funny, crazy and pretty wacky, which appealed to 

me after a few years of jump scares and blood and guts in the 

horror arena. The first meeting was, as it often is these days, 

over Skype. I also sent through a ‘look book’ with ideas for 

visuals in the film. It worked and I got the job.

Greenbaum and I discussed many filmic references during 

pre-production such as Tim Burton’s Big Eyes (2014, 

cinematography by Bruno Delbonnel AFC ASC) and the 

aesthetic of Wes Anderson, and found we were usually on the 

same page creatively during the shoot.

This was my first comedy feature, however I have shot 

comedy for television in the past such as Australian series 

Stupid, Stupid Man in 2008. A comedy can have dramatic 

moments and doesn’t necessarily need to be super high-key 

or flat bright lighting, but it is quite different to horror lighting to 

say the least. In a comedy you usually need to see everything, 

whereas in horror often it’s what you don’t see that is scary 

and effective. Darkness is a great tool for the cinematographer. 

I lit Barb and Star go to Vista Del Mar much more high-key 

and used more saturated colour. It was a stylised look, not ‘in 

reality’ at all and that definitely speaks to the comedy style of 

the film and absurd situations in the script. It’s this adventurous 

and quite pushed stylistic take on the cinematography that I 

was really excited about with this film. 

Greenbaum was always very keen from the beginning to shoot 

Anamorphic, and I agreed it would be a great choice for the 

scope of the film and our tropical beach exteriors. We were 

originally looking at shooting on an ARRI Alexa Mini, and in 

fact the first round of anamorphic lens tests were done with 

the Alexa, testing Hawk V-lite vs Cooke Anamorphic lenses. 

Part way through pre-production we got a memo from 

Lionsgate specifying that we needed to capture in native 4K 

and in fact adhere to the Netflix official technical shooting 

requirements, including approved camera systems. This ruled 

out the standard Alexa Mini, and at the time the Mini LF was 

not available. To achieve native 4K capture in full Anamorphic 

mode meant we were limited to either the Sony Venice or Red 

Monstro cameras. 

I had successfully used the Monstro previously on Netflix 

original film The Dirt (2019), but I did want to try out the 

Venice, and pushed for that. Greenbaum and I liked the 

slightly less image distortion in the Cooke lenses compared 

to the Hawks, particularly on the wider focal lengths, but still 

producing plenty of anamorphic character with the SF ‘Special 

Flair’ range. I also combined the Cookes with Schneider 

‘Radiant Soft’ filters for a flattering diffusion and subtle glow. 

Something interesting and technical we discovered was the 

Sony Venice does not have a very robust power management 

system, compared to the Alexa for example, and the power 

drain from multiple accessories in certain configurations can 

Kristen Wig as Star and Annie Mumolo as Barb in ‘Barb and Star Go to Vista Del Mar’  
- DOP Toby Olicer ACS, PHOTO Cate Cameron
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cause fuses to blow and the camera to fail. Careful use of 

proper power distribution boxes and cages can eliminate the 

problem so long as the crew are trained to setup and build the 

camera correctly. Unfortunately, it is not as straightforward as 

it should be.

“It’s this adventurous and quite 
pushed stylistic take on the 

cinematography that I was really 
excited about with this film.”

Lionsgate were initially very much against us using the Sony 

Venice as another production also shooting in Mexico around 

the same time had experienced multiple Venice camera 

failures due to ongoing power issues. But Joe Lomba from 

our equipment supplier, Alternative Rentals in Los Angeles, 

was aware of the potential problems and he made sure our 

rigs were rock solid and my Mexican assistant cameras were 

trained and well-versed in avoiding these power issues. 

I had great collaboration with the production design team early 

on. Steve Saklad is a wonderful designer with a boundless 

supply of energy and enthusiasm for the project. I found him 

to be a great inspiration and he also really appreciated my 

ideas, particularly with integrating lighting built into his sets. 

We worked together very well. 

Early on in pre-production he took me on a tour of the art 

department and we went through all his drawings and a 

large number of set models. Barb and Star go to Vista 

Del Mar was a big job for the art department. They were 
usually working through weekends to turn around sets and 
locations in time for us to shoot. These amazing sets ranged 
from an underwater submarine-like glass-bottomed boat to 
tropical themed 5-star hotel rooms and bars, to the colossal 
underground lair of the evil super-villian. It was most likely the 
largest set build I have ever shot and lit as a cinematographer, 
taking up the entire Sound Stage 7 at Studios Churubusco in 
Mexico City. 

We had solid storyboards for many sequences that were 
developed in Mexico during our pre-production, and I wrote 
up a shotlist for many of the scenes without boards. Some 
of the dialog-based scenes in the hotel rooms, for example, 
were less pre-ordained. Greenbaum and I developed the 
coverage on the day after blocking with the actors. Of course 
the dialogue is scripted, but with a comedy of this nature, and 
especially with Wiig and Mumolo as the writers, there is always 
space allowed for improvisation. Usually after the scripted 
takes are completed. Greenbaum or Wiig would suggest ad-
lib lines and we would continue to do takes. We would often 
keep rolling between takes so not to break up the actor’s flow. 

Having a decent roll time was critical. With the Venice we had 
about 40 minutes of X-OCN Raw recording time per 512 GB 
card, which was good. We also rolled two cameras on every 
scene, often in a ‘cross-shooting’ arrangement covering both 
sides of a conversation simultaneously, which of course the 
actors preferred particularly for improvisation.

Most of the film is shot in Mexico, and the producers’ intention 
was to use local crew from heads of department down rather 
than bring people in from the United States, mostly for budget 

Kristen Wig as Star and Annie Mumolo as Barb in ‘Barb and Star Go to Vista Del Mar’  
- DOP Toby Oliver ACS, PHOTO Cate Cameron



reasons. My initial full camera crew was from Mexico, including 
two operators, first and second assistants camera, camera 
utilities and an on-set digital imaging technician (DIT.) I had 
not shot in Mexico before, so one of my main tasks in pre-
production was researching, interviewing and selecting my 
crew, along with the gaffer and key grip, using advice from the 
local facilitating production company. 

Largely the crew was great, and I ended up making some 
good friends. But sometimes when you have to work with a 
completely new crew from the ground up, some of the choices 
may not work out when you get on set. Unfortunately, I had 
to let one of the operators go after a week or so of shooting, 
which is never an easy task. Given the timeframe of the 
situation, the producers let me choose a replacement operator 
from anywhere in the world as long as they were not from Los 
Angeles, which were too expensive.

I suggested my old colleague Scott Dolan, who was able to 
come over from Australia at incredibly short notice and step 
into the B-camera operator’s shoes with great skill and a 
relaxed Aussie demeanour that was welcomed by the Mexican 
crew alongside him. 

We had some issues with the stunt cameras that we used for 
capturing our heroes riding on a jetski in Cancun. I chose the 
Blackmagic Pocket 4K to rig onto the jetskis with a two shot 
of Barb (Mumolo) and Star (Wiig). It’s a great little compact 
camera but we didn’t spend the necessary time testing and 
rigging before-hand. On the first day we used it the camera 
constantly quit recording after ten seconds. Possibly because 
of the high heat and humidity in the splash bag. Due to it being 
rigged on a floating jet ski in bouncy ocean conditions with 

the crew in separate boats there was no way of knowing if 

the camera was actually running or checking the footage until 

much later. 

I found that when dealing with extra stunt or point-of-view 

cameras beyond the main unit cameras the camera crew on 

this kind of production tend to struggle a little coping with 

them in addition to their usual duties, especially when were 

out on the water, which is totally understandable. It seems the 

best way to ensure that additional cameras – often DSLRs, 

Blackmagics, GoPros, Phantoms etc. – are tested, working 

and rigged properly to work in a splash bag is to do the testing 

yourself and assign the camera to another crew member as 

their exclusive job on the day. 

We did the jetski shot again as a second unit pick-up on the 

last day in Cancun and with a modified rig and different splash 

bag the camera had no problems and it worked great. All in 

all, we probably should have had a dedicated full second unit 

team for a number of days in Cancun, especially for the on 

water shooting which always takes much, much longer than 

anyone wants to admit!  

There was about 50/50 percent of location work versus stage 

sets. We started the shoot with three weeks location work in 

Cancun, Mexico, standing in for Florida’s ‘Vista Del Mar’. We 

filmed mostly at the Hyatt Cancun, plus the marina, beaches 

and an offshore island for a cliff sequence. 

We experienced tropical summer conditions, very hot and 

humid, and the cameras performed very well except for a 

hotel pool sequence where we were shooting hand-held inside 

heavy black rubber splash bags for long takes. At least one 

Annie Mumolo as Barb and Kristen Wig as Star in ‘Barb and Star Go to Vista Del Mar’  
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camera decided to shut down for a while until it cooled off. 

After Cancun, we travelled to Mexico City for the four weeks of 
stage work, plus a couple of practical locations like a furniture 
store interior. We finished up with a week in Albuquerque, New 
Mexico, for exteriors and some interiors of Barb and Star’s 
hometown of ‘Soft Rock, Nebraska’. 

Given this was a stylised comedy that should look and feel 
somewhat larger than life, the lighting was a big part of 
creating and enhancing that world. While avoiding an overly 
theatrical feel I didn’t shy away from colour and backlight, and 
in keeping with the wish for a ‘big movie’ scope there would 
not have been many scenes, including day exteriors, without 
a bunch of ‘big guns’ like 18Ks blazing away to provide 
appropriate fill or backlight or warmth to our cast. Also, with 
a standard 12-hour shooting day we always seemed to run 
out of daylight on location and I would often be called upon 
to extend our shooting time into the early evening by lighting 
night-for-day, more often than I would like really as it’s usually a 
compromise in one way or another. 

Without a doubt your job is to achieve the director’s vision for 
the movie using the tools of cinematography at your disposal. 
At the same time, it is also your job to help and advise the 
director to best visually express the concerns of the story and 
themes in the project and apply your own natural aesthetic to 
those visuals as you see fit, so long as your aesthetic works 
in sync with the director’s vision. Usually this is the case, it is 
probably the reason you were hired in the first place. 

Sometimes there will be differences of opinion, of course, and 
these should be ideally discussed beforehand rather than in 
drawn out arguments on set. None the less, sometimes a bit 

of creative friction can spark good ideas! Ultimately the final 
call on a creative decision rests with the director. It’s their 
movie. If you don’t agree with a director’s decision, and no 
amount of calm suggestions of alternative ideas will sway 
them from that path then as the cinematographer you need to 
find a way to make it work for the film, and ideally for you also. 

An early sequence in the film is one of my favourites, it’s 
where we first meet our villain in her giant underground lair. 
The scope of Saklad’s huge sci-fi James Bond-esque set was 
wonderful and the use of strong coloured backlight from 20Ks 
and 10Ks high in the grid, along with hundreds of LED tubes 
creating accents through the set, looked great. Saklad also 
had a series of shallow pools along each side, rimmed with 
multi-coloured RGB LED ribbon which could be changed to 
various tints depending on the mood of the scene. I was also 
able to bounce watery ripple effects from M40s onto the walls 
and actors. It was a lot of fun to play with and such a shame 
we were only on that fabulous set for three days!

Barb and Star go to Vista Del Mar was originally scheduled 
to open in theatres in July 2020, but Lionsgate shifted 
release plans amid the pandemic. Whilst it is disappointing 
as a cinematographer that the movie will no longer be seen 
in cinemas on the big screen, it will still ultimately reach 
a wide audience via PVOD and streaming. Talking about 
streaming, my next project looks to be a major Netflix original 
movie shooting in Atlanta in first half of 2021, and an exciting 
step up for me. 

Toby Oliver ACS is a two-time Gold Tripod winner known  

for his work on Beneath Hill 60 (2010), Get Out (2017),  

and the season two of Netflix’s Dead to Me (2020).
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Cinematographer Malcolm Mclean (blue shirt) shooting ‘Òlòturé’ on location in Lagos - PHOTO Supplied-

-ÒLÒTURÉ
In Netflix original film Òlòturé a journalist in Lagos goes undercover  

as a prostitute to expose human trafficking and finds  

a world of exploited women and ruthless violence.

Australian cinematographer Malcolm J McLean discusses  

the decisions, challenges and journey that had him gamble  

on a more verite style for the project.

- by Audrey van Ryn, with Shan Bartley
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Òlòturé, an EbonyLife Production, is not for everyone. The 
subject matter of human trafficking in Nigeria is gut wrenching 
and deep dives into a grimy, dangerous world. While human 
trafficking is not new, the social spotlighting of the #metoo 
movement and Black Lives Matter places Òlòturé front and 
centre of our ‘must watch’ zeitgeist. 

The film follows a young woman, an undercover journalist, 
who infiltrates the world of prostitution, sex slavery and 
trafficking in Lagos. It is loosely based on a real story. It has 
been described in these words: heavy, gritty, unflinching, 
grotesque, harsh, and ghastly, as well as achingly honest with 
detached brutality. The cinematography has been noted as 
impressive with no distracting glamour. Not bad for a movie 
released on Netflix on October 2, 2020. 

Cinematographer Malcolm Mclean is very proud of his movie. 
He says there has been much buzz about it on social media, 
especially in Nigeria. The film has reached number 1 in parts of 
Africa, and was number 10 streamed worldwide in the second 
week of October. Ten-million people worldwide have now 
watched it. 

Mo Abudu, executive producer, had set out to highlight the 
plight of girls trafficked in Nigeria so that the issue would be 
talked about throughout the world. Her view is that if the movie 
can shock people out of their apathy towards trafficking, then 
the film will have served its purpose.

How did a cinematographer from Australia, based in London, 
get involved in a movie about prostitution and trafficking in 
Lagos? McLean explains that Nigeria, and Africa as a whole, 
is not new for him. Òlòturé is his fifth Nigerian film, and fourth 
with EbonyLife and Abudu. For Abudu, and for director 
Kenneth Gyang, it was a passion project, and McLean says he 
has always had a huge interest in films about and by women 
as well as about womens’ issues, and that he also saw this 
film as an opportunity to “do some good at the same time.” 

What was McLean’s experience like, filming such a sensitive 
subject matter in Nigeria? As he explains, ‘Nollywood’ is a big 
deal, especially for Africa, but it tends to deal with comedy and 
safer subjects. “On this film, the producers, writer, director 
and actors were very willing to try new things and break 
through social barriers and taboos to get this story out 
there,” says the cinematographer.

However, the budget was small, and the film was shot over 
only twenty-one days. McLean says that having a smaller 
crew and budget worked to his advantage, as he wanted to 
shoot it in vérité style and give Òlòturé a documentary feel. 
“Right from the get-go,” he said, “I realised we could either 
go traditional or go with a vérité style using small cameras 
in close. I wanted to put the audience front and centre in 
the middle of the action, a little like an immersive theatre 
experience.” He first proposed this idea to Heidi Uys, the 
producer, explaining that using smaller hand-held cameras 
would allow him to be the ‘third person’ in the room and get 
the cameras in very close and into unusual positions. 

Kenneth Gyang, the director, immediately liked the idea. Being 
from a documentary making background, he knew where 
McLean was coming from. They talked the idea through with 
Abudu, who agreed with the approach. McLean says, “By 
shooting with two small cameras in very close, at times the 
audience become the ‘4th prostitute’ in the room, hopefully 
investing them in the world of our girls.”

The film opens with an ambitious seven-minute single take, 
reminiscent of that Copacabana tracking shot from Goodfellas 
(1990, cinematography by Michael Ballhaus ASC). “The scene 
starts with prostitutes outside in the street going into a club, 
dancing, and then going with a client. From the get-go, the 
camera is with the girls trailing along with them. You can 
almost feel the handbag on your own shoulder. The camera 
takes the girls into the nightclub and is in close as punters 
arrive and the girls argue. The camera puts you right in the 

Cinematographer Malcolm Mclean behind the camera shooting ‘Òlòturé’ in Lagos - PHOTO Supplied
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middle of the action,” explains McLean.

The opening scene was roughed out on the first day and 
shot the next night, over nineteen takes. “It took time,” 
says McLean. “I had to ‘dance’ with the actors. I shot on 
autofocus, so I had to learn how to get the camera to focus 
where I wanted the audience to focus on. After some tests, 
I learned to set the autofocus weighted so just by flicking 
the camera to right or left, and then panning over slightly, I 
could have the focus fall to where I wanted it.”

Filming on a small camera gives a very immediate way of 
storytelling. McLean says that being able to shoot a whole 
scene in one shot while being so closely related to the actors 
was “very refreshing.” He would love to bring this vérité 
style to more films because it engages the audience more. 
He wants to use this style for one of his own projects he is 
currently working on.

The cinematographer’s favourite sequence in the film, apart 
from the opening scene, is when a pimp catches up with our 
hero and assaults her on the bonnet of his car. He says that 
originally the actress had quite a few lines in this particular 
scene. “But I suggested to the director that perhaps it would 
have more power and terror if she did not manage to get 
anything out and that the pimp just attacks her. I also wanted 
it done in one shot so that the audience was completely 
involved in the assault. I really like it for shock value.” 

The film crew shot in many different parts of Lagos over three 
weeks in very real situations. Using small cameras enabled 
them to shoot very fast, whether it was a close-up scene, in 
a car or nightclub, or out on the street at night. The cameras 
also meant that the crew did not attract attention while filming 
in real-life red-light areas.

McLean’s camera team was small. There was Idowu 
Adedapo, an operator who had worked with him on a previous 
film, two camera assistants / focus pullers and a trainee. 

McLean operated A-camera with Adedapo on B-camera. 
The crew’s entire camera kit fitted into two camera bags. The 
focus pullers set up the cameras and made sure the camera 
operators’ batteries were available and charged. They were 
not needed to pull focus, as most of the shooting was actually 
done on auto focus. “I think they all found the style a little 
baffling,” laughs McLean. This adds to the films vérité and 
documentary feel.

In hindsight McLean might have used a follow focus, but when 
shooting, the small follow focus units did not work very well on 
the small cameras. In the end, he didn’t mind that the focus 
sometimes fell out, as he finds it visually interesting and it 
certainly adds to the feel and look of Òlòturé. 

Most locations were the real thing, but the main house where 
the girls lived was completely designed inside by Victor 
Akpan, the film’s production designer. It was an old colonial 
rule station master’s house and completely derelict. They 
had to dig three inches of dirt off the floors. McLean really 
appreciated the efforts that Akpan and his team went to.  

All of the interior scenes were shot on the first floor. The house 
was completely ringed by windows with shutters. McLean 
describes how he shot 2500 ISO and opened and closed 
shutters for the day scenes, letting the light drift through the 
house horizontally. “It is a beautiful look. I only had four 
12-inch LEDs the entire time for any modelling or edge,” 
says McLean.

“At night, I asked the production designer to ring the house 
outside with industrial street bulbs. I told him to surprise 
me with the colour.” McLean wanted the night scenes to use 
a similar style of lighting to the day scenes, with the ambient 
outside light filtering through the house. He said that Akpan 
produced some lamps with a green hue. The designer then 
bought plastic baskets of different colours and put them 
over the bulbs outside to act as home-made shades. The 

Omowunmi Dada who plays Linda on location with ‘Òlòturé’ - PHOTO Supplied
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cinematographer loved it.

Akpan’s other ‘big build’ was the border crossing, says 
McLean. “We ordered up as many trucks as he could afford 
and we shuffled what we had around for the different angles 
so that the queue looked much larger than what we actually 
had available,” explains McLean. 

McLean acknowledges that the subject matter could be 
very sensitive. Regarding the nude, semi-nude and violent 
scenes, he says, “We checked with the actresses if they were 
comfortable, and if they wanted to stop. Uys was at every 
shoot day, as was Temidayo Abudu, another producer. We 
had closed sets and the actresses always knew that all they 
had to do was raise a hand, or say ‘Stop,’ and we’d close it 
down, without a second thought.”

The cinematographer observes that Òlòturé is a very ‘female 
centric’ film and says that the women working on the film 
formed strong bonds with each other. He imagines they had 

good experiences while working on the film. He does comment 
that the actors were very brave in all of the violent and nude 
scenes, especially during one forest scene. “That scene was 
difficult because culturally, voodoo is very intimidating.” 
Nigeria is a religious society and Nigerian actresses just don’t 
take off their clothes. For the forest scene, body doubles were 
used for all the leading actors. “Even so,” says McLean, “it 
was still a terrifying scene for all of the actresses involved, 
and they were very game and very professional. With 
the violence, nudity and voodoo, we asked a lot of the 
actresses.” He said it helped that the director was always alert 
to potential issues with the cast. He describes Kenneth Gyang 
as having “a lovely quiet manner about him” and says his 
concern for the cast always shone through.  

McLean says he was lucky to be able to colour the film before 
the editing was finished and to have full decision on the look 
of Òlòturé. Due to some upcoming festival deadlines, the 
grading of the film was left to the cinematographer and Ross 
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A scene from the film ‘Òlòturé’ - DOP Malcolm Mclean

58 / ÒLÒTURÉ

-

-
-

-



Baker at Halo Post in London, and they managed the work 
within seven days. McLean sent back daily frame grabs to 
Abudu, Gyang and Uys, who were happy with what was being 
achieved.  

Has McLean been back to Nigeria again since 2018? He says 
he hopes to get back there soon. He has some practical advice 
for anyone considering filming in an African country like Nigeria. 
He cautions that filmmakers need to consider the limitations of 
what’s available with regard to crew, equipment and attitude. 

“You need to understand that things may be less efficient 
and that you sometimes need to be patient. You really need 
to learn about the cultural differences of the people both 
between you and them and between them themselves,” says 
McLean. There are different religions to consider and different 
tribal histories. He recommends that anyone who is going to 
shoot in Africa reads up about the history and the people of a 
particular country or region. 

The cinematographer says he always packs a comprehensive 
first aid kit along with his light meters when working in Africa. 
For the more dangerous areas or when out in the countryside, 
he tends to carry a small satellite tracker. He adds the useful 
tip that linen shirts and trousers are recommended wear, as 
linen wicks away moisture in humid countries and helps keep 
one cool. And a good hat is a must!

Nigeria aside, what McLean would really like to do is shoot in 
Australia again. He started out as a gaffer on Flying Doctors a 
long time back, and, while he has been many different places 
recently and filmed in most corners of the world, he has rarely 
shot in Australia. He is very keen to do some Australia-centric 
projects.

Malcolm J McLean is an award-winning  

Australian cinematographer based in London

Shan Bartley is a film buff and writer, specialising in media and PR.

Audrey van Ryn is a writer based in New Zealand.
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ASHENS AND THE 
POLYBIUS HEIST

A motley crew of misfits hunt down an infamous 1980s arcade game that 

can supposedly control people’s minds. Ashens and the Polybius Heist is 

a British heist comedy shot by cinematographer Christian Mario Löhr.

- by Christian Mario Löhr and Riyad Barmania

The Polybius in ‘Ashens and Polybius Heist’ - DOP Christian Mario  Löhr



Ashens and the Polybius Heist is about a heist like no other, 
as a crew of misfits hunt down a 1980s arcade game. Can 
our no-confidence crew complete their mission before it’s too 
late? And what do lawnmowers have to do with it? The clock 
is ticking.

I’ve known the film’s writer and director Riyad Barmania for 
about fifteen years. We met at the APA International Film 
School in Sydney back in 2006. From there we developed a 
great friendship and I’ve worked with Barmania on various 
projects over the years, including shooting a documentary in 
Kenya (featured in Issue #42 of Australian Cinematographer 
Magazine), as well as being gaffer on his first feature film 
Ashens and the Quest for the Gamechild (2013). 

Before we shot Ashens and the Polybius Heist, Barmania and 
I worked together on short horror film Another Game (2017) 
which was accepted into multiple film festivals worldwide and 
earned number of awards. Another Game was the first film 
I collaborated on as cinematographer alongside production 
designer Carys Beard, costume designer Keeley Scothern, 
makeup and hair designer Katie King, actor and producer 
Stuart Ashen, editor Linton Davies and technicolor colourist 
Alex Gascoigne. All of whom worked on Ashens and the 
Polybius Heist.

When I first read the script it immediately felt like a slick film; 
lots of locations, energy, movement and all with a large cast. 
It needed to be stylised while still serving the story, and all 
this on a very tight budget. As the film was a comedy we 
needed to strike a balance between humour and the feel of a 
traditional heist caper. We were ambitious in our approach and 
wanted to showcase what we could accomplish on a small 
budget and a tight schedule.

From the beginning, Barmania had a very clear vision for the 
film. He is very collaborative and we worked together closely 
to define our look for the film. I’m based in Germany and we 
shot the film in London, so we did most of our pre-production 
work remotely. We shared ideas, concepts and references 
either through email, Google Drive or by phone. We worked 

through colour palettes, discussed studio and location 
setups and generally found a creative and positive working 
relationship despite the distance.

A couple of months prior to filming I flew to London for a few 
days to scout locations, and then arrived ten days before 
shooting began to make some last minute adjustments. Beard 
did a great job as production designer and it was a great 
pleasure working with her. The speed at which she and her 
team built and dressed sets without sacrificing quality was 
amazing.

Barmania and I worked to define the look and we had a 
couple of films in particular that we used as visual references. 
The main one was the great Ocean’s Eleven (2001, direction 
and cinematography by Steven Soderbergh). We loved the 
use of colour and the way light was used to create real depth 
in the shots, as well as how it frames the ensemble cast. 
For some of the action sequences we referenced similar 
sequences in films such as Rififi (1955, cinematography by 
Philippe Agostini), Reservoir Dogs (1992, cinematography 
by Andrzej Sekuła) and Mission: Impossible (1996, 
cinematography by Stephen Burum ASC).

To help us achieve our vision we shot the film in 2.39:1 aspect 
ratio in ProRes HQ 422 4K, mostly at ISO 1280 at T2, in order 
to create as much depth, separation and texture as possible 
even in small locations.

We had lengthy discussions about what camera to use as 
there were a few factors to consider other than atheistic 
factors. Resolution now makes a difference in marketing 
terms, being able to say your film was shot in 4K, as well 
as the amount of data generated at that resolution was 
something we had to consider. Partly for these reasons we 
decided not to shoot on RED and ended up instead on my 
own ARRI Alexa SXT, which I purchased shortly before the 
shoot. The Alexa was perfect for this film. Its low noise floor, 
dynamic range and sensitivity allowed us to push the ISO 
without losing any image quality. This was important when 
considering our small lighting package and often having to 

Vocal (Katia Kvinge), Yiannis (Yiannis Vassilakis) and Daniel Hardcastle) Cube in ‘Ashens and the Polybius Heist’  
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work with available light at night. Over a quarter of the film was 
shot at night.

I’d originally wanted to shoot on Summilux-C lenses as I felt 
they would have been perfect for the look we were going for, 
but in the end we couldn’t source an affordable set. I decided 
to go with Cooke S4 Prime Lenses instead. These gave us 
a more creamy image than I originally wanted however in 
retrospect worked out really well. Sometimes things work out 
that way.

Camera tests were difficult due to time and budget 
constraints. The only proper test I managed to do was for 
my look-up tables (LUTs). After talking with the team at 
Technicolor, our colourist Alex Gascoigne sent me a few LUTs 
which we experimented with during our kit test. I picked two 
different LUTs that fitted our visual requirements best; one for 
present day and another for the film’s flashback sequences.

Most of the film was shot on location. It’s something that 
the director prefers and on a low-budget film can really add 
production value. The reality of low-budget filmmaking is that 
you mostly have very little time and are always on the move. 
As a result we had very little time for pre-lighting so we had to 
base the lighting on what each location had to offer. That was 
always the starting point from which I built the look. If we had 
windows in shot I based my exposure off that, using neutral 
density to get to my working aperture and then would light the 
rest of the set accordingly. 

To create additional depth we brought in practicals, often with 
different colour balances which provided good motivation for 
the lighting. My go to lights on this film were the Astera Titan 
Tubes as well as a Skypanel and Aladdin BI-FLEX 1. The 
flexibility and versatility of the Titan Tubes are truly amazing. 
I love the light they produce and the ability to control every 
aspect from tint to colour balance to effects and the fact they 
run off batteries. You can stick them in a Kino Flo casing with 
Depron or hang a naked tube from the ceiling within minutes. 
Without them we would not have been able to achieve the 
results we got in the time we had.

In one warehouse location, where we shot about a quarter of 
the film, there were a lot of large windows which production 
design covered with newspaper. Some with a dark solid 
background that we put in front of the windows to be able to 
control how much light would be coming from which window 
and also to give the windows in shot more structure.

There were also several locations that we doubled up on and 
redressed or relit in order to serve separate scenes. There is 
even one scene towards the end of the film that we shot in our 
catering room, as we couldn’t find a decent location in time. 
It worked well and one of my favourite shots in the film is from 
that scene. It just goes to show the benefit of keeping an open 
mind.

The only proper studio day we had were interior scenes for 
our ‘heist van’ location, a high-tech mobile command centre. 
Beard and her team built us a beautiful set in next to no 
time. I believe they actually did the entire build on the day we 
started shooting. As the van was full of monitors, as well as a 
few practicals, I used this as my least controllable factor and 
lit accordingly. I wanted to make sure that there wouldn’t be 
an atheistic break between the van and everything else we’d 
shot.

I had an amazing crew in both my camera and lighting 
department. My gaffer, Julius Dommer, who I’ve worked 
with numerous times before, really understood the look we 
were trying to achieve. He’s got a great energy on set, works 
well under pressure and has lot of ideas and suggestions. 
Dommer’s lighting team worked exceptionally hard to realise 
our vision. 

Our focus puller Bradley Thomas and digital intermediate 
technician (DIT) Daniel Salter also did an amazing job running 
the camera department, helped by the very motivated camera 
trainee Clarice Henry. I hadn’t worked with them previously but 
felt immediately very at ease and trusted Thomas and Slater 
completely. This was the first time I had a camera trainee on a 
shoot and have to say it was a great experience, something I 
would love to do again.

A Casino scene in ‘Ashens and the Polybius Heist’ - DOP Christian Mario Löhr
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In terms of operating the camera, I always try to operate 
myself as I feel more connected to the actors and to the story. 

Gascoigne was involved from pre-production all the way 
through to post-production. He even came to visit us on set. 
That really made things easier once we went into the grade 
at Technicolor. Barmania, Gascoigne and myself were already 
on the same page the moment we started grading thanks to 
everybody’s involvement from the beginning and meant that 
the grading process was a collaborative effort between the 
three of us. 

Skin tone matching became very important in the grade as 
there are some instances on set where I had to work with 
what was there and trust to be able to correct them in the 
grade. It’s not something I would normally do but sometimes 
there is no way around it. Apart from that it was mostly about 
matching contrast and colour, pushing more warmth into the 
mid-tones and amplifying the look we had created.

Overall, considering the time pressure and restrictions we were 
working under I am really very happy with the end result. There 
are scenes I would go back and light differently, or that I feel 
are perhaps slightly too flat, or where I could have been more 
adventurous in terms of lighting with stronger backlights, or 
keeping the protagonists more in silhouette. These are mostly 
night exterior scenes and the occasional corridor shot where 
my control over the overall lighting was limited. I would also 
have liked to have been able to move the camera more to 
emphasise emotions and help the overall flow and energy, but 
as always, you have to work with the time available.

Ashens and the Polybius Heist has a really nice, strong 
aesthetic, helping create a really exciting and fun film watch. 

Christian Mario Löhr was raised in Tanzania and Kenya, and is based in 

Cologne, Germany. He earned an Advanced Diploma of Screen at  

APA International Film School Sydney, Australia.

Riyad Barmania is a producer and director, known for The Proxy (2012), 

Another Game (2017) and Knighthood and Decoy (2012).

Actor Jarred Christmas between takes on ‘Ashens and the Polybius Heist’ - PHOTO Ryan Livermore

Ashens (Stuart Ashen) in ‘Ashens and the Polybius Heist’ - DOP Christian Mario Löhr
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AUSTRALIAN SHORTS
Directed by Ben Allen ACS CSI, and filmed by Oscar Partridge,  

we look at short film The Foreigner - interview with Oscar Patridge
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AC What is The Foreigner? Can  
 you describe the project a little, 

in your own words?

OP The Foreigner is a gay socio- 
 political drama set in the near 

future, following a British man fleeing a 
broken Europe and seeking asylum on 
the Turkish border. The film is a quiet 
drama and is delivered in a mixture of 
translated and untranslated Turkish, 
which drives a lot of the tension and 
emotion throughout. 

I think the film speaks to the great 
deal of anxiety that is felt in the current 
political climate, and is in many ways 
a response to the way asylum seekers 
are treated on our own borders in the 
UK and abroad. Seeing the journey of 
the film so far has been an incredible 
privilege, but none more so that being in 
consideration for Best Live Action Short 
Film at the 93rd Academy Awards!

AC How did you get involved  
 with this production? How did 

Ben Allen ACS CSI pitch the film 

to you, and what were your initial 

discussions in terms of ‘look’?

OP I was fortunate enough to meet  
 Allen on an online filmmakers 

forum and we hit it off straight away. He 
pitched me The Foreigner over coffee 
the very next week and ask me to 
attach the same day. I connected with 
the story from the get-go and loved the 
script. It was incredibly dialogue-heavy, 
as well as being dual language, so a lot 
of our initial conversation was how we 
could maintain interest and keep the 
audience captive whilst also building 
suspense; letting the scope of the 
conversation play out in full.

In terms of look, there was one key 
reference that Allen kept coming 
back to which was the initial three-
hander interrogation sequence in 
season one of Killing Eve (2018, 
cinematography by Julian Court 
BSC). From there we expanded our 

palette pulling on a range of quiet but 
intense dialogue scenes from Fargo 
(2014-2020, cinematography by Dana 
Gonzales ASC, et al), Sicario (2015, 
cinematography by Roger Deakins CBE 
BSC ASC) and Mindhunter (2017-2019, 
cinematography by Erik Messerschmidt 
ASC, et al). 

“I connected with the 
story from the get-go 
and loved the script.”

AC What was your collaboration  
 like with the production design 

team during pre-production? 

OP Izzet Ers was our incredible  
 production designer. He and I 

worked quite closely on ensuring Allen’s 
vision came off realistically in-camera; 
cold, monotonal and claustrophobic. 
The brief was to keep the world very 
close and very small. This was partly to 
help with the fact that we were shooting 
Britain for Turkey, but also because 
Allen wanted the audience to feel as 
cold, uncomfortable and anxious as the 
protagonist throughout the entire film.

AC What factors did you take into 
  consideration when choosing 

what cameras and lenses to shoot 

The Foreigner?

OP The choice to shoot on the  
 ARRI Alexa Mini was simple. 

After discussing extensively with Allen 

about aspect ratio, mood and tone, we 

both felt that the Cooke Anamorphic/I 

lenses were the perfect fit. They 

softened the sharpness and contrast 

of the Alexa’s sensor, without us losing 

or compromising detail overall. We 

were fortunate not to have any financial 

considerations when choosing camera, 

lenses and grip thanks to the incredible 

sponsorship from Procam Take 2.

AC Can you talk about your  
 approaches to coverage, and 

framing? Did you operate the camera 

yourself?

OP Coverage was the most  
 important part of our pre-

production process. Allen and I 

worked very closely with our brilliant 

first assistant director to ensure we 

did justice to the primary dialogue 

A scene from ‘The Foreigner’ - DOP Oscar Partridge

A scene from ‘The Foreigner’ - DOP Oscar Partridge
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sequences in the film. As the 

interrogation makes up the bulk of the 

film overall, we wanted to ensure we 

had ample coverage on all characters 

throughout. 

We were particularly interested in 

nodality and symmetry - having shots 

that were centred and evenly spaced 

to help focus attention and cement 

the dominant hierarchy present in the 

scene. I always operate the camera 

myself and, in the case of The Foreigner, 

the whole film was shot hand-held.

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

department?

OP  I first worked with my first  
 assistant camera Callum Tunmore 

on a Gucci campaign in early 2018. 

He is a consummate professional and 

tremendously hard-working, and as a 

focus-puller he is incredibly sensitive not 

only to my needs in terms of camera 

movement but also to the needs of the 

narrative. This was particularly evident 

on The Foreigner as a great deal of the 

film was delivered in Turkish and thus 

we were all working off body language 

and vocal inflection in order to gauge 

the mood in the scene.

AC What was your approach to  
 lighting on location?

“I think the film  
speaks to the great  
deal of anxiety that 
is felt in the current 
political climate...”

OP Allen had made the decision  
 during pre-production that we 

would shoot for an entirely in-camera 

world. I wanted the lighting in the 

world to be as realistic and as soft 

as possible, with exclusively external 

sources providing illumination. We 

shot heavily towards windows that 

we diffused and key-lit with large 

HMI fixtures. I increased the general 

ambience in the world with a fine 

particulate haze and introduced a lot of 

negative on the camera side/fill side to 

increase contrast when needed.

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

What was your approach colour-
grading? 

OP I was very hands-on in post- 
 production, along with Charlotte 

Howley our incredible producer. It was a 
truly consultative process, with Robbie 
Gibbon doing a masterful job on the 
edit. 

For the colour grade we teamed up 
with an exceptional colourist, Tom 
Clarke from Molinare, who did a really 
lovely job across the board. We worked 
with him extensively on building a look 
that expanded on Allen’s vision for the 
world whilst also remaining subtle and 
cinematic. 

AC Do you have a favourite shot or 
  sequence in the film? 

OP There is a three-quarter profile  
 shot of the female antagonist 

Elif (played by Özay Fecht) that was 
easily my favourite shot. I particularly 
loved this angle as it helped play out 
the tension dynamic between the two 
Turkish language characters beautifully, 
and told a lot of the story through body 
language and eye contact.

AC Looking back with the benefit  
 of hindsight, what might you 

have done differently?

OP I would have loved to have shot  
 the film in Turkey, simply so we 

could step outside and see the world 
that Graham (played by Allen) enters 
as he leaves the interrogation room 
at the end of the film. Of course, with 
budgetary constraints in mind that was 
a pipe dream for the most part, but I still 
imagine shooting pickups in Edirne one 
day!

Oscar Partridge is a London-based and award-

winning cinematographer working within the field of 

commercials, music videos and narrative film.
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Back in 1998 I was in the great city 
of Montreal about to shoot The Bone 
Collector with director Phillip Noyce. 
Starring Denzel Washington and Ed 
O’Neill, this was my first film working with 
the stunningly beautiful Angelina Jolie.

The office needed to know this day 
what film stock to order but as yet I 
hadn’t decided. Noyce preferred Fuji 
while I had mostly used Kodak on my 
films. It was a beautiful clear, sunny day 
as I drove to the production office when 
suddenly a giant black shadow swept 
across the road in front of me. What 
the? I looked up to see the cause and 
there it was, a huge green and white 
Fuji blimp soaring overhead on its way 
to cover a golf tournament. I needed 
a sign but not one that gigantic! The 
director got his way and we shot The 
Bone Collector on Fuji film stock. It 
looked damned good, too.

Before moving to location work on the 
film, we were shooting in a studio for 
about six weeks. Day after day and 

I was telling O’Neill - of Married With 
Children and Modern Family fame - how 
tired I was shooting in the one room and 
couldn’t wait to move out. He laughed, 
looked me in the eye and said “Dino, 
I sat on that friggin’ sofa, in that one 
friggin’ room, for eleven years making 
Married With Children.” I laughed. 
“Okay Ed, you win,” I said. I guess the 
royalty cheques that keep rolling in even 
today makes it all worth while.

Many years prior to those anecdotes, 
even before colour, I found myself in 
Queensland shooting a sad current 
affairs story. Drought was the angle and 
we were covering rural station owners 
who were just surviving, losing livestock 
every day. Back then I used three 
black and white film stocks: Plus-X for 
daylight, Tri-X for interiors and 4-X for 
night sports or when it got very dark.

It was very late afternoon while the 
owner of this sheep station, a large man 
covered in dust and sweat, was driving 
a huge caterpillar tractor gouging out 

a new dam in the hope that he may 
catch some rain from a passing storm. 
A desperate attempt, as he had already 
lost a lot of his livestock and the drought 
was threatening his livelihood.

The sun had set and it was getting dark. 
As I held up my Western light meter for 
a reading he called out, “Hey, mate, 
you look like you need some 4-X.“ 
What the hell did this Aussie farmer 
know about film stocks, I thought? He 
called out again, “There‘s a few in the 
Esky, under the tree!“

Well, he was right. I found some in the 
Esky. But it wasn‘t film stock, it was 
XXXX (pronounced four-ex), that now 
iconic Queensland beer! We cracked a 
few and talked about the things we had 
in common.

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
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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Dean Semler AM ACS ASC on the set of ‘The Bone Collector’ - PHOTO Supplied
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