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FROM THE PRESIDENT

Greetings ACS members and colleagues,

Our Society, indeed our industry, is cyclic and generational.

The current generation have and will continue to evolve 
and progress from my generation, which we also did to the 
previous group of leaders who led the way and inspired us. 
Technology has changed everything and some aspects of 
being a cinematographer have become easier, but above 
everything you cannot point and shoot, you need in an instant 
at times, to understand why you are creating a specific image 
to enhance the story and how to go about it.

This thinking applies to all genres, all cinematographers, so 
don’t ever underestimate the very gifted cinematographers 
who shoot with great care our news, current affairs and 
documentaries where in some cases they only know what they 
are shooting when they arrive on location.

This wonderful Society has played an enormous role in my life, 
not only to be part of its progress and growth. This applies 
to ACS Accreditation which has seen me bear witness to 
many highs and of course the disappointments of those not 
achieving this great honour. It is important that you try to 
understand the importance and relevance of Accreditation, as 
it represents the ultimate mark of respect and achievement 
from peers.

Within the Society there exists a legion of members and 
supporters who at every opportunity espouse the benefits of 
this truly wonderful Society.

Let’s mention ACS Cinekids, no other global Society had done 
that, AC Magazine has evolved into what we know today as 
a globally read and respected magazine, our ACS Awards 
system is constantly evolving to make certain all genres 
are catered for which no one else does, our membership 
of IMAGO brought to the fore so the ACS resonates on 
a world stage and of course we must never forget The 
Shadowcatchers, the inspirational work of Martha Ansara and 
a dedicated ACS Committee who worked tirelessly to bring 
this amazing book to a reality.

In my humble opinion our ACS and our community can look 
forward to a bright future.

Until next time.

Ron Johanson OAM ACS
National President, Australian Cinematographers Society

FROM THE EDITOR

Dear readers,

Here it is, the final issue for 2021.

We have everything from a short article about a young 
cinematographer’s first ‘real job’ as a cinematographer on the 
small independent Australian film Public Eye, to multiple pages 
covering an Academy Award-nominated cinematographer 
taking us behind the scenes on one of the biggest films in the 
world right now, Dune. These films, and the experiences of the 
cinematographers, couldn’t be more different; but they’re both 
here in the pages of Australian Cinematographer Magazine. 
We couldn’t be more proud to bring you such diverse slate of 
stories.

The wonderful Ari Wegner ACS chats to us about filming the 
amazing The Power of the Dog for legendary director Jane 
Campion. Cinematographer Marden Dean, who has been 
carving out a distinctive career in Australian television over the 
past few years, discusses his new series Fires for the ABC, 
while Dan Freene ACS talks to us about filming upcoming 
feature documentary The Portal. 

We also visit two films from this year’s Melbourne International 
Film Festival and Sydney Film Festivals, respectively. Gere Fuss 
is the cinematographer being the observational and beautiful 
Dry Winter, whilst Tim Nagle is back behind the camera on the 
blood-soaked Zombie sequel Wyrmwood Apocalypse. Plus 
everything ACS Brief has to offer, as well as Australian Shorts 
with Ben Cosgrove and a story to finish about an Australian 
television pioneer.

Lastly, a HUGE thank you to both the magazine’s financial 
controller Mylene Ludgate and associate editor Heidi Tobin 
who are leaving our magazine family. Without your friendship 
and support I would not have been able to succeed in this 
daunting task of editor and for that I thank you from the 
bottom of my heart.

Until next time everybody… peace.

James Cunningham
Editor,
Australian Cinematographer Magazine
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TRUE SPIRIT
Danny Ruhlmann ACS and David Knight ACS collaborate to use cutting edge technology  

on Netflix’ upcoming feature film True Spirit - by James Cunningham

Award-winning cinematographer Danny 
Ruhlmann ACS (In A Savage Land, 

Little Fish) is no stranger to showcasing 
seamless high-end visual effects in 
his cinematography, having only just 
wrapped on two episodes of the big-
budget science fiction series Foundation 
for Apple TV+. However it was whilst 
working on Netflix’ upcoming True 

Spirit, the story of Jessica Watson’s solo 
voyage around the world, which saw 
him need a solution to a problem.

“It’s is the story of Watson sailing 
around the world, non-stop. We 
needed to create her world of isolation 
within this huge ocean. The images 
need to be dynamic and real,” 
explains Ruhlmann. Ultimately, together 
with the visual effects team, Ruhlmann 
needed to capture seamless live-action 
background plates of the ocean to 
incorporate into his foreground effects 
and live-action sailing footage. 

Ruhlmann first considered drones, but 
as quickly realised that was not an 
option for the majority of the footage 

needed. “Unlike a drone, helicopters 
fly longer and there is more flexibility 
in what and where they can shoot,” 
says Ruhlmann. “It’s the flexibility that 
allows us to achieve the sense of scale 
that a drone can’t achieve. Drones 
certainly have their place, but we felt 
a helicopter would give us greater 
impact and also provide more plates 
and footage. We also required our 
helicopter to head out off the coast in 
excess of 26 nautical miles to capture 
our open ocean plates.”

“As I was required to shoot main unit, 
I needed someone to step in, oversee 
and execute aerial cinematography 
servicing the visual effects department, 
as well as shooting live-action aerial 
work for the second unit,” says 
Ruhlmann. Enter David Knight ACS. “I 
knew Knight was the right person for 
the job, with his extensive shooting 
background, love of flying and 
technical expertise, I was more than 
happy to hand it over to him.”

Knight was instrumental in bringing 

to the production the Hammer Head. 
“The Hammer Head array we 
utilised for the background plates 
Ruhlmann needed,” says Knight. 
“The array, which we flew attached 
to a helicopter, produces a roughly 
170-degree angle of view, stitched 
together in a 14K image,” explains 
Knight. “I was actually blown away by 
our recent test.”

For this, a three camera RED Monstro 
8K per camera solution was used, with 
20mm full-frame high-contrast prime 
lenses. “The result is an extremely 
wide 16-18K stitched plate, that 
Ruhlmann can also utilise with 
each camera angle unstitched in 
8K.”  Ruhlmann adds, “Capturing 
footage like this so quickly means our 
lighting will all match, the cameras 
perfectly stitch allowing visual effects 
complete reframing and match moving 
capacity.”

One of the main challenges for shooting 
using the Hammer Head for visual 
effects background plates is that 

The Hammer Head array about to take off - PHOTO Supplied
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Ruhlmann required the plates to be 

shot from a static platform. “If we 

were to have shot these plates from a 

boat, then there would have been a 

huge amount of movement generated 

from the ocean swell, compromising 

the usefulness of these plates,” he 

says. “By using the chopper, the 

cameras were almost completely 

static irrespective of the ocean swell, 

allowing us to capture background 

ocean plates that were of the most 

use with the highest of quality for the 

visual effects department.”

Knight has expanded the use of 

shooting virtual production material 

for start-up company Dtail. Knight adds, 

“Dtail is building 3D models from the 

array material, creating multiple uses 

and developing unique workflows, 

colour matching and mathematically 

removing lens distortion. Essentially,” 

says Knight, “we are talking capability 

of Google Earth on steroids.” One of 

the limitations of virtual production is 

the cost of shooting backgrounds for 

lower budget Australian productions. 
Dtail is planning on licensing material to 
support local production .

Knight put together his aerial live-action 
package starting with the Shootover 
K1 remote head. Ruhlmann continues, 
“The thing about the Shotover K1 is it 
can pretty much handle anything. The 
bulk of aerial second unit photography 
was shot on the ARRI Alexa LF with 
a Angenieux 12X full-frame zoom. 
There are not many gimbals that 
can take the weight of such a large 
zoom, but you also cannot achieve 
the same flexibility of shots whilst 
remaining full-frame using any other 
lens. The obvious benefit is all the 
shots intercut perfectly with the main 
unit photography which was also shot 
on the Alexa LF.”   

Knight’s system also gave Ruhlmann 
the greatest chance to capture images 
in as many weather conditions as 
possible which definitely helped 
create the sense of realism and 
drama Ruhlmann wanted. “Knight 

has a lot of drama experience and 
he was able to easily understand 
my storytelling requirements, and 
together with his technical and aerial 
experience he executed the visual 
effects plate work beautifully,” says 
Ruhlmann.

“For me, it was reassuring to have 
Knight on the team and I felt totally 
comfortable to leave it with him while 
I kept shooting the main unit work,” 
says Ruhlmann. “The footage that 
Knight provided is a vital part of this 
film. With a lovely combination of 
technical and creative experience, 
he and his camera systems has 
contributed in a huge way to bring this 
challenging story to life.”

Danny Ruhlmann ACS is known for his work  

on Sense8 (2015), Messiah (2020)  

and Jupiter’s Legacy (2021).

David Knight ACS is an award-winning 

cinematographer and Steadicam operator  

based in Sydney.

David Knight ACS operating the Hammer Head in flight - PHOTO Supplied



PANAVISION’S BIG MOVE
Panavision Sydney relocates to new, larger facilities  

purpose built for staff and cinematographers alike - by Nic Godoy
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After ten years of residence in Mowbray 

Road, Panavision Sydney and John 

Barry Sales have now moved to 

completely renovated premises in 

Mars Road, Lane Cove, receiving 

overwhelming positive feedback from 

both staff and its clients.

“This new layout offers our customers 

more space to do their work and 

allows them to be more immediately 

connected to their marketing 

representatives and pre-production 

technicians during their time in 

the building,” says Paul Jackson, 

managing director for Panavision Asia. 

“That saves time whenever questions, 

ideas or new requests arise. Inside 

and out, this new facility has been 

designed to maximise those efficiencies 

and streamline the entire customer 

experience.”

Offering almost two thousand square 

meters of space, Panavision Sydney’s 

new location is a few minutes drive 

from the company’s former space. The 

new facility includes four commercial 

test bays, plus two large feature test 

bays, each of which can be divided in 

half to accommodate up to four crews 

simultaneously. A multipurpose room 

can be quickly converted for use as 

another test room or a conference 

space. The feature test bays are more 

than large enough for Panavision 

Sydney to host workshops and 

educational sessions for students and 

industry organisations alike once health 

and safety protocols allow. 

Just beyond the feature test rooms 

are the service departments, including 

optics and engineering, where 

Panavision’s renowned inventory of 

lenses, cameras and accessories are 

maintained to the highest standards. 

The service departments then lead 

back, full circle, to the commercial pre-

production area. With each department 

in such close proximity, everything 

cinematographers and their crews need 

is quickly accessible. 

Located inside Lane Cove Business 

Park, the new building also houses 

Panavision’s local sales division, John 
Barry Sales, who have likewise been 
afforded a significantly increased 
footprint of nearly two-and-a-half 
thousand square meters, with a much 
larger warehouse for its inventory 
of equipment and consumables. 
Panavision and John Barry Sales each 
have their own dedicated loading bay 
enabling efficient pickups and returns 
for each division and improved parking 
for clients. 

“Credit to our dedicated staff, who 
managed to execute this move in 
the midst of the pandemic and with 
no interruption in service for our 
customers,” Jackson says. “Sydney 
remains Panavision’s central hub for 
the Asia Pacific region, supporting our 
branches in Melbourne, Gold Coast 
and Auckland, as well as our agents 
across South Asia. This new facility 
has us better equipped than ever to 
meet our customers’ needs.” 

Nic Godoy works for  

Panavision Australia.

Panavison’s new facility in Lane Cove - PHOTO Supplied



AC       How did you come to be  
    involved in Public Eye?

  

LC       I originally applied to play an  
     extra! Before that I was involved 

in the Short and Sweet Festival in 
March 2020, which director Davo Hardy 
(A Silent Agreement, The Blood of God) 
was also involved in. We were both 
involved in different productions and in 
the process became friends. 

After he saw my acting application, he 
messaged me, which led to me working 
as a cameraman initially after Hardy 
found out I had those skills. Later on, he 
made me the cinematographer, which 
was really exciting. I felt like 
my hard work paid off and it was 
nice to feel acknowledged like that. It 
was really exciting to be given the 
opportunity. Hardy supported me every 
step of the way and I’m really grateful.

AC       Tell us about your background  
   in filmmaking?

 

LC     I’d studied my Certificate III in  
   Screen and Media at TAFE in 

2018. I’ve been writing, directing and 
producing predominantly my own 
content since high school; mostly I’ve 

been working on short films. But, I’ve 
also been acting since I was little in local 
plays and school, which is on of my 
passions. 
 

AC       Could you tell us what  
    Public Eye is about?

 

LC     Public Eye is about a children’s  
  entertainer who falls from grace 

when explicit content of him circulates 
online. I’m really not sure how much I 
can reveal, only that I’m sure it will get 
people talking.
 

AC       What attracted you to this  
    project?

 

LC     The content was appealing, I think  
   it’s going to turn some heads. That 

and I think Hardy’s sense of humour 
really comes out in the writing. I think it’s 
on point. 

AC      What was the most challenging  
   part of the production?

 

LC     This was the first professional film  
   set I’ve worked on and also the 

first time I’ve worked full-time hours. 
The days and sometimes the nights 
were really tiring. I had just lost my 

brother not long before production and, 
as hard as it was, I tried to just immerse 
myself in the work because it gave me 
purpose. 
 

AC     What was the biggest lesson  
   you took away from your first 

professional job?
 

LC     I think it was about gaining  
   confidence. I was really nervous 

jumping into this. I think with any job in 
the entertainment industry, just being 
able to grab hold of the first rung of the 
ladder is really daunting. Hardy believed 
in me and encouraged me to come on 
board. I guess the biggest lesson for me 
was that you can really get where you 
want to go, if you’re just willing to take 
that first step forward.
 

AC       Do you have more films  
    planned for the future?

 

LC     You only had to look to Hardy’s  
   busy schedule to see how 

complex it is if you want to produce 
something of high quality. What I need 
now is to get involved more and more in 
productions, as many as I can.

Lucas Clarke is a young filmmaker  

just starting out in the business. 

PUBLIC EYE
Cinematographer Lucas Clarke shoots his first ever feature film,  

Public Eye for director Davo Hardy - interview by Slade Philips

Dale Henderson from Fluid Motion - PHOTO Supplied
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Davo Hardy in the film ‘Public Eye’ - DOP Lucas Clarke
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Early during pre-production of my 
most recent film The Portable Door 

the director, Jeffrey Walker, discussed 
what should be the style or look that we 
impose on the production. Reference 
was made to many film and stills and 
most importantly what we felt the script 
dictated. 

Walker, a dear friend, alarmingly started 
to talk about the poetry of flaring. 
Immediately my mind flashed back to 
my first sound stage work at Disney 
Studios in Los Angeles. I think Down 

and Out in Beverly Hills (1986) was the 
production. The studio system loved 
you proportionally to the number of 
lights you used on the scene. With 
the speed of the film the aperture may 
have been F4, before the grips arrived 
with their endless flags in the effective 
attempt to eliminate any flaring. The 
stop dropped to F2.8. 

“I approach every aspect of 
production with an eye toward an ‘in-
camera’ solution,” explains director 

Jerffrey Walker. “This extended to 

creature creation, working alongside 

the Jim Henson Creature Shop, 

building large physical sets and 

location work in busy cities. When 

it came to the camera and lenses, 

I sat down with friend and repeat 

collaborator, Don McAlpine, to discuss 

the right tools for the job. We both 

like the low-light capabilities of the 

Panasonic VariCam, so that was an 

easy one. The lenses presented more 

of a conundrum.”

“To be succint,  
I have spent the major 
part of my career in 

avoiding flares.”

To be succinct, I have spent the major 

part of my career in avoiding flares. 

There were a few exceptions but these 

were more a special effect than the 

integrated work I assumed Walker 

was talking about. Research into new 

productions which do creatively use 
flares initiated an insight into what 
my director was on about. I believe 
the underlying motivation of these 
cinematographers was to create a 
more organic, earthy result in some way 
diminishing the fantastic resolution and 
maybe even harshness of 4K digital. 

I was confronted with a very complexing 
problem. I personally do appreciate the 
precision and clarity of the digital world. 
We all did amazing things with film with 
three dials and hot and cold baths. But 
the world has moved on. Digital is a 
fantastically precise method of recording 
with a flexibility that perpetually amazes 
me. 

So what was the solution? Most 
of these effects were produced by 
using ancient lenses with inherently 
inadequate lens coatings. The concept 
of using lenses with inferior and varied 
resolution was not appealing. Parallel 
to this enquiry I was picking up more 
and more information about the Zeiss 

THE PORTABLE DOOR
Cinematographer Don McAlpine ACS ASC on experimenting with lens flaring  

on Jeffrey Walker’s upcoming The Portable Door - by Don McAlpine ACS ASC

Don McAlpine ACS ASC with director Jeffrey Walker - PHOTO Supplied



organisation investigation of this flaring 
phenomena and their answer. After 
considerable research and enquiry 
based out of a Los Angeles hire 
company their people came up with the 
concept of the Zeiss Radiance lenses. 
The answer was to take a contemporary 
production Zeiss Superior lens and 
modify it by coating the rear element so 
that it reflected some of the blue light 
back into the lens creating a blue flare 
when any relatively bright light appeared 
on the scene. In a normally lit scene this 
coating appears to have zero effect.

A ring around to all the hire companies, 
no luck. A call back from my last hope, 
Panavision, confirmed they were not 
available. I contacted Zeiss to eventually 
discover CR Kennedy handled all their 
professional photographic equipment. 
Several transfers within CR Kennedy 
resulted in a massive surprise. “Yes, I 
have a full set on the desk in front of 
me.” It was Michael Griffiths, head of 
the firm’s professional photographic 
division. The outcome of all this was 

that we were offered a deal we couldn’t 

refuse. This was four weeks prior to pre-

production. The lenses arrived in the 

final week of pre-production and my first 

assistant camera carried out extensive 

tests confirming under normal lighting 

they were a very fine set of optics 

showing no flaring. 

“I approach every 
aspect of production 

with an eye toward an 
‘in-camera’ solution.”

“I wanted to have lenses that flared 

uniquely because I felt there could be 

something magical about that look if 

used sparingly and tastefully,” says 

Walker. “Once we found the Zeiss 

Radiance lenses and we were away. A 

beautiful, fast, clean lens that flares 

magnificently only when you want it 

to, adding oodles of atmosphere to the 

film. McAlpine, gaffer Mick O’Brien 

and operator Simon Harding worked 

the lenses to their extraordinary 
limits.”

As the production proceeded, gaffer 
Mike O’Brien and I started to find how 
they worked. Any high-intensity source 
did flare but in style of the film this rarely 
happened. Most of the flaring in the film 
was done with long-snooted flashlights 
operated outside the frame. What you 
see was what you got. We normally 
attempted to be motivated by some 
brighter source in the scene. If we have 
done our job well then our audience 
shouldn’t notice. 

Don McAlpine ACS ASC earned the Milli Award 

for Cinematographer of the Year for his work 

on My Brilliant Career (1979). He’s known for 

his work on Breaker Morant (1980), Predator 

(1981), Mrs Doubtfire (1993), Clear and Present 

Danger (1994), Moulin Rouge! (2001) for which 

he earned an Academy Award nomination for 

Best Cinematography.

Jeffrey Walker is an Australian  

film and television director.
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Christoph Waltz and Sam Neill star in ‘The Portable Door’ - DOP Don McAlpine ACS ASC



The new promotional campaign for 
Chris Hemsworth’s latest training 
program on his online fitness app Centr 
is inspired by the exercise regime the 
actor uses to prepare for his on screen 
Thor appearances.

To produce the new ad campaign, 
Hemsworth chose acclaimed Sydney-
based director and cinematographer, 
Anthony Rose. Rose’s career spans 
MTV Award-winning music videos, 
commercials, fashion shoots and 
documentaries. His most recent work 
included being on the sets of Marvel 
projects crafting long form behind-the-
scenes documentaries for Disney+, as 
well as George Miller’s new film, Three 
Thousand Years of Longing.

Rose said Hemsworth was super 
collaborative to work with and had a 
vision for what he wanted for the Centr 
Power videos, that was something raw 
and authentic. The content was filmed 
using Blackmagic Design’s URSA Mini 
G2 and Video Assist 7” 12G HDR.

Mirroring the authenticity of previous 

Centr campaigns, the commercial 

follows Hemsworth during a workout 

with his personal trainer. It accentuates 

the raw nature of building a physique 

similar to the Thor star, while offering 

followers the chance to take part in 

the physical challenges Hemsworth 

undertakes prior to filming.

“Whilst Hemsworth talked, I rapidly 
rigged my Blackmagic G2 into 
handheld mode and rolled the dice on 
my 35mm Xeen CF prime lens,” says 

Rose. “The boys opened the gym door 
and the light looked perfect on the 
rugged stone wall behind, but light was 
fading fast.” Hemsworth, alongside 

personal trainer Luke Zocchi, picked up 

weights and started training hard and 

without a word the shoot was on.

Rose used the URSA Mini Pro 4.6K 

G2 to capture shots in 4.6K, before 

viewing and approving them on a 

Blackmagic Design Video Assist 7” 12G 

HDR monitor and recorder to create 

the final desired effect of the campaign. 

The quality of the final shots were able 

to highlight the authenticity of the new 
Centr Power campaign, which was 
desired for the campaign.

“With the pair giving it everything 
they had, I kept rolling from shot to 
shot trusting in the G2’s high dynamic 
range, depth in the shadows and 
ability to hold onto the highlights. 
With the Blackmagic LUT dialled in, I 
knew that whatever I was seeing in the 
eyepiece was exactly what I wanted,” 
says Rose.

“I know that the dynamic range will 
handle direct sun, deep shadows 
or heavy backlighting and always 
look better than I’d hoped in post-
production,” he says. “In a world 
of 4K deliveries, having the added 
resolution gives me the option to 
stabilise shots or re-frame in post-
production without digging past the 
4K frame.”

Anthony Rose is an award-winning  

director and cinematographer.

Slade Phillips is s write based in Sydney.

THOR’S WORKOUT
Promotional campaign for Chris Hemsworth’s fitness app Centr filmed by  

award-winning Australian cinematographer Anthony Rose - by Slade Philips
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Chris Hemsworth for the Centr app - DOP Anthony Rose



CELEBRATING SHORT FILMS 
SHOT ON SONY

To learn more about the Film Festival in 2022 and to register 
your interest, visit sony.com.au/filmfestival

STREAM THE 2021 
FINALIST AND 
SHORTLISTED 
FILMS NOW



Timothée Chalamet as Paul Atreides in ‘Dune’ - DOP Greig Fraser ACS ASC, PHOTO Chiabella James



DUNE
Denis Villeneuve’s long-awaited adaptation of  

Frank Herbert’s novel, Dune finally hit cinemas  
this month. Academy Award-nominated  

cinematographer Greig Fraser ACS ASC talks  
to us about the science ficition epic.

- by Darcy Yuille
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Dune (2021) is the most recent film to tackle the revered Frank 
Herbert science fiction novel of the same name. Published 
in 1965, the much loved story is a sprawling narrative set in 
a feudalistic interstellar society about the fall of a venerated 
family and the rise of a messianic figure. 

Previously filmed versions have failed to fire, including a 
famously flawed attempt by influential filmmaker Alejandro 
Jodorowsky in the 1970s, David Lynch’s space opera vision 
shot by Freddie Francis BSC in the 1980s, and a made for 
television series for the SYFY Channel in the early 2000s. 

Cinematographer Greig Fraser ACS ASC is no stranger to 
working on holy ground. Starting his creative career as a stills 
photographer before stepping into cinematography, Fraser has 
tackled many projects that cover well loved material. Let Me 

In (2010) was an English language version of an enormously 
successful Swedish book Let The Right One In. 

Lion (2016), for which he was nominated for the Academy 
Award for Best Cinematography, was an adaptation of the 
New York Times best-selling book A Long Way Home. Fraser 
has also worked in the Star Wars universe, shooting the gritty 
prequel Rogue One: A Star Wars Story (2016), before being an 
integral piece of the emergence in virtual set technology with 
his work on the television series The Mandalorian (2019). He 
has experience handling sensitive stories that hold a strong fan 
base who deeply care about how the projects look and feel. 

When asked about the book, he confessed he had never read 
it. He also hasn’t seen the Lynch film since its release and 
had deliberately avoided all previous versions. “I didn’t feel 

like that was useful to me, because we were making a movie 
based on a script, and I didn’t want to be unduly influenced 
by my own opinion about what it should look like, without 
first getting into Villeneuve’s head,” says Fraser. He watched 
Lawrence of Arabia (1962, cinematography by Frederick 
Young OBE BSC) as much for the story similarities as for the 
look, and pulled out every single desert image he could find to 
delve into the world and create a visual language. 

Initial conversations between the cinematographer and 
director were about what they wanted the audience to feel 
in each place, and Fraser made it a priority to tune into the 
director’s vision. “I just let Villeneuve download. The biggest 
thing that I took away was that he had been thinking about 
this film since he read the book. It wasn’t like he got the 
script six months ago and had suddenly developed a working 
methodology. He’d been working on this for forty years. He 
knew how he wanted each scene to feel to a fine level of 
detail,” explains Fraser.

The cinematographer initially figured to film Dune on 35mm, 
and 65mm for the larger set pieces. Early tests involved 
shooting 35mm anamorphic and spherical, IMAX and digital. 
In consultation with the director, the feeling was that film 
was too nostalgic and felt like it was from a distant era. The 
world of the film existed in a space where computers have 
been banned, so the production design had a feel that was 
traditional and yet modern, and the look of shooting on film 
rendered the sets in a historical light. The decision was made 
to go with digital, but the digital image was judged a bit ‘too 
digital’. 

Cinematographer Greig Fraser ACS ASC (seated on dolly), actor Timothée Chalamet and crew of ‘Dune’ -  
PHOTO Chiabella James
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It’s here that Fraser called on a previous experience from the 
film Vice (2018), when he had tested but not filmed with a 
process of shooting on digital, then transferring the edited 
image to film before scanning the film back into digital. Fraser 
believes this gives the image an analog feel, the life of the 
35mm film is transferred to the digital image and contributes to 
a different look. 

“It’s not just the silver halide grain, it’s the emulsion 
layers, it’s the infrared characteristics, it’s the dust, it’s 
the scratches, whatever it is, it’s emotional, it has an 
emotionality,” says Fraser. “There’s a lot of great things that 
digital has given us like high ISOs, as well as now a super 
reliable work flow, but by not having that film component, 
we lose the ability to chemically push and pull, use different 
film stocks, and flash the film or bleach bypass, and having 
film in the chain gives us back those options.”   

It’s a process that is less expensive than working with film 
previously, with the majority of the grading and effects 
completed in digital. While the process added an extra step 
to the post workflow, post-production house Fotokem were 
able to handle it easily by having a laboratory onsite. This also 
enabled for innovation in other areas. In one dream sequence, 
an image captured at high-speed using a Phantom camera 
was transferred to 35mm, 16mm and 8mm film to allow the 
editors the choice of different looks for the sequence, with 
stunning results. The decision to follow this process was 
locked in early during pre-production as Fraser had to make 
choices about the sharpness of the lenses to use, considering 
the image would lose some sharpness through the process. 

Another happy consequence is there now exists a negative of 
the film. “From an archival standpoint, in fifty years, people 
will be laughing about how terrible the 4K looks from 2021, 
but this movie exists on film for evermore,” he says. 

Fraser chose to shoot Dune on the Alexa LF with the 
Panavision Ultra Vistas, lenses he pulled from the research and 
development division of Panavision for The Mandalorian. The 
lenses have a 1.65 squeeze which fits the LF sensor perfectly, 
to create a final 2.40 ratio. They also shot digitally on IMAX 
using the Panavision H series lenses. 

A challenge for the film was to stay aligned to the characters 
throughout their journey whilst maintaining the scale and 
grandeur of a story that takes place across multiple planets of 
different environments. “Villeneuve was very particular that 
we make the characters front and centre and communicate 
the journey,” says Fraser. “This is the director’s leadership, 
not letting the characters fail, it’s all about the characters 
and the world is built around them.” 

A key scene early in the film sees the hero, Paul Atreides 
(Timothée Chalamet) awakened from a dream and thrown into 
a brutal test for his life. Villeneuve wanted the scene to be like 
awakening to a nightmare. They discussed how to get that 
mood, knowing they had three immensely talented actors, 
Chalamet, Rebecca Ferguson and Charlotte Rampling, on the 
set delivering intense characterisations that would need to be 
seen. 

Fraser trialled using a practical ‘glowglobe’, a suspended 
light that follows characters around on the sets as a personal 

Timothée Chalamet (back to camera), cinematographer Greig Fraser ACS ASC (operating camera), director Denis VIilleneuve 
(white shirt) and crew filming ‘Dune’ - PHOTO Chiabella James



lighting device. The scene looked too lovely and safe, and he 
removed the practicals and created a sourceless ambience 
from the top of the room that allowed the emotional feel of the 
scene to be conveyed without necessarily explaining where 
the light was coming from. 

“It’s about wrangling the mood,” he says. “Sometimes, as 
cinematographers, we can kill the mood as quickly as we 
can create it. For that particular scene, it was important 
that we had the detail of the eyes without having anything 
too warm and fuzzy.” 

From the lush, green home world of Caladan to the harsh 
and sunbaked heat of Arrakis, it was important to maintain a 
consistent look to the film as a whole. While the environments 
of the different planets were dramatically opposite, using 
similar lenses and compositions for the cast enabled the team 
to ground the locations in the same world. The light for much 
of the film almost seems sourceless, it’s bouncing around from 
a distant window behind a character or bouncing off the floor. 
It’s subtle and has some direction, but allows Caladan to look 
different to Arrakis but with a similar look. The dreams which 

Paul experiences throughout the film sit in a hyperreal colour, 

looking almost like cross processed film, and it’s here you can 

see the film out process at its best. 

Fraser likes to use Digital Sputniks, Creamsource and Hudson 

Spiders - the latter two being Australian companies - for most 

of his films for the consistent quality and colour rendition they 

give. “I’m a very fussy colour person when it comes to on 

set lighting. With some LED lighting, you don’t get the full 

range of colour on cameras,” says Fraser. 

The challenges of shooting Arrakis were split between studio 

work and locations in Jordan and Abu Dhabi, with most of the 

sand dune work taking place in Abu Dhabi and sand, desert 

and rock formation work taking place in Jordan. 

For the interiors, there is an overwhelming feeling that the 

heat and sunlight outside the walls is hammering down on 

the planet. Windows were minimal in production design. 

Production designer Patrice Vermette devised wells of light to 

create the feeling of light filtering through distant apertures. It 

picks up the dust and texture of the space. Grit is everywhere 
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Paul Artriedes (Timothée Chalamet) escaping a giant sand worm in ‘Dune’ - DOP Greig Fraser ACS ASC



and in stark contrast to the clean halls of Caladan. 

Moving to the desert, the camera remains fixed on the 

characters, the classic lingering shots of the landscape often 

found in desert films withheld to stay with the focus of the 

story. For crucial night scenes of battle, the choice was made 

to shoot night-for-night, however most of the desert scenes 

that took place at night were shot dusk for night to eliminate 

harsh shadows but provide a deeper range of exposure.

In a scene where Paul and his mother Lady Jessica (Ferguson) 

are on the run from a rampant Sandworm and run into local 

tribesmen, shooting at night would have meant an impossibly 

big lighting setup to achieve the desired effect. Most of the 

day-for-night work was shot in the late afternoon and dusk. 

“It needed to be dark enough that it looked like they were 

travelling from where they just were, and dark enough that 

you can believably understand that these guys are blending 

into the background, but with enough light that you can 

make out detail in the distance,” explains Fraser. “We 

could have done big softboxes to light up the night, but it 

would have been a different look and I didn’t think it was 

appropriate for the desert stuff.” 

The scene is fascinating and leads directly to the climax of 

the film as dawn breaks through and the sun rises. It’s an 

incredibly difficult look to maintain  continuity as the light 

changes rapidly within the scene. Much of this was done with 

grading in post and shooting in a canyon that fell into shade 

around 3pm in the afternoon. 

As with many science fiction films, there was a huge amount 

of computer-generated imagery needed, with around two-

thousand visual effects shots involved. They used very little 

blue screen, with Paul Lambert the visual effects supervisor 

asking the crew to use sand coloured screens. Fraser found 

this amazing, as the blue screens would create blue bounce 

light to make his lighting much more difficult. 

“More often than not, it’s me as the cinematographer 

going on about how the lighting is not going to be right, 

I’m normally the voice of lighting reason,” says Fraser. “It 

was Lambert in the meetings who would comment that blue 
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screen was not going to work for lighting. He knew it was 
going to be difficult for post-production too, and having an 
ally in that realm was massive.” Lamberts’ thinking was the 
negative of yellow is blue, so by keying the negative of the 
screen he was able to allow the lighting team to have the right 
tones in the bounce. 

A lot of screens were used to hide trees and structure on 
backlots and location, but also to build the scale of the sets. 
Some sets only reached twenty feet height, so they used 
screens to allow for digital extensions.

“Sometimes,  
as cinematographers,  

we can kill the mood as 
quickly as we can create it.”
Fraser doesn’t have favourite scenes, as he feels the film 
needs to be presented as a whole, but there are elements of 
the shoot that do stand out for him. Working on a book with 
actor Josh Brolin has been a highlight. Fraser shot film stills of 
set ups and verité moments and Brolin provided poetry and 
words. Shooting with a small crew of fifteen as a splinter unit 
at the end of production to gather specific desert scenes in 
Abu Dhabi was also a highlight. 

The nexus research laboratory scenes which come towards 
the end of the film created challenges around the blocking of 
the scene and some large wide shots. Paul and Lady Jessica 
have escaped and are on the run, and find respite with a 
group of Fremen and Paul’s friend and teacher Duncan (Jason 

Momoa). The scene begins with an interior wide-shot in a 
cavernous space. Harsh sun falls in patterns on the sand while 
Fremen rest in the foreground. The scene was shot on a set 
built between two studios in Hungary, with the architecture of 
the space created with visual effects, but the light hitting the 
ground and the pattern of the shape devised by using a gobo 
one fifth the size of the real thing and direct sunlight. 

“You can’t replicate the real sun,” says Fraser. “As much as 
we would like to think we can place a heap of 18Ks up there 
and create sun, we simply can’t create it on that scale. We 
had a very small window of opportunity to shoot this thing, 
and then we decided, between 10:30am and 11:15am we 
did the wides, and then we went in and did the close-ups 
and moved the actors around.”

Fraser is eager to return to the world and realise the film 
through to its conclusion, “The exciting part is, how do we 
improve upon what we did already? I believe there is plenty 
of scope to improve.” 

Winding up his work on the latest iteration of another film 
franchise with a die hard audience, The Batman with director 
Matt Reeves, Fraser hopes to explore more of his experiments 
with the integrated digital and film workflow. 

Darcy Yuille is experienced in all facets of film production,  

from loading to directing and everything in between.  

He runs a production company, Rooftop Film Co. in Melbourne.

Greig Fraser ACS ASC earned the Milli Award for  

Australian Cinematographer of the Year for his work  

on the Jane Campion film Bright Star (2009).

Josh Brolin as Gurney in ‘Dune’ - DOP Greig Fraser ACS ASC, PHOTO Chiabella James



Timothée Chalamet  as Paul Atreides and Rebecca Ferguson as Lady Jessica Atreides in ‘Dune’ -  
DOP Greig Fraser ACS ASC, PHOTO Chiabella James



Benedict Cumberbatch as Phil Burbank in ‘The Power of the Dog’ - DOP Ari Wegner ACS, PHOTO Kirsty Griffin



THE POWER  
OF THE DOG
Dame Jane Campion DZNM (The Piano)  

directs a stellar cast in the highly-anticipated  

The Power of the Dog, filmed in New Zealand  

by cinematographer Ari Wegner ACS. 

- by Sarah Jo Fraser
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Set against the harsh Montana plains, The Power of the 
Dog is a tale of misdirected masculinity and a sibling bond 
gone awry. Nestled on a cattle ranch in 1925, brothers Phil 
Burbank (Benedict Cumberbatch) and George Burbank (Jesse 
Plemons) are brought to conflict when George brings home his 
new wife and her son, Rose (Kirsten Dunst) and Peter (Kodi 
Smit-McPhee), from the neighbouring town of Beech. Faced 
with the reality of his own loneliness and the perceived loss of 
his closest companion, Phil sets off a chain of events with dire 
consequences.

“It’s a film about first impressions,” Wegner explains, “and 
most of those impressions turn out to be only partially 
correct, or completely wrong. It’s also a film about loss 
and longing. The book puts it beautifully, about ‘someone 
for whom everything that mattered happened in the past.’ 
It’s only when Peter arrives at the ranch that the past is 
reinvigorated in a living form rather than just in memories 
and in nostalgia.”

Legendary director Jane Campion DZNM and award-winning 
cinematographer Ari Wegner ACS had previously worked 
together on an advertising campaign for ANZ bank so were no 
strangers. 

“I was doing Christmas grocery shopping in Brunswick, I 
looked down at my phone and Jane Campion was calling 
me,” says Wegner. “She said that she’d read a book that 
she wanted to adapt into a screenplay, and would I be 
interested in talking to her about it.” And with that, their pre-
production began. 

“Campion knew she wanted to be shooting in the South 
Island of New Zealand in Summer, so we needed to go there 

as soon as possible to scout because the fields in winter 
turn really green, like something you’d see in a butter 
commercial. As the summer goes on, the grass gets dry and 
then it goes silver. A month or so later we were scouting.” 

The first port of call was to find their Montana, to find the 
mountain range and a suitable space for the ranch, and start 
building the whole jigsaw of how the rest of it would fall into 
place. 

“The challenge was  
that we needed visual 
effects that would be 
completely hidden.”

“One thing I really learnt from Campion is that whatever 
she’s most nervous about, that’s where she starts, she goes 
straight for the bit that stings the most,” says Wegner. They 
ended up settling on a property large enough to handle both 
the cattle ranch and the fictional town of Beech, where George 
and Phil first meet Rose and Peter.

Campion and Wegner decided to utilise storyboards to ensure 
they had a foundation for shooting in the harsh winds of the 
South Island. “We really wanted it to be an elegant and 
considered film,” 

Wegner adds. “It became clear to us even from the very 
early location scouts that the environments were so exposed 
and at the mercy of the elements, that when you’re in those 
environments it’s a bit like an extreme sport. It’s hard to 

Ari Wegner ACS with director Jane Campion on the set of ‘The Power of the Dog’ - PHOTO Supplied
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think creatively when the wind is so intense you can hardly 
open your eyes. We knew we had to go there with a really 
good plan, or a plan ‘A’ as I would say, because the plan 
more often than not morphs to some extent. You can make 
some good adrenalin decisions, but If you don’t arrive with 
a plan when the weather is extreme it is a lot harder to think 
creatively.”

To ensure they were going into the shoot with a solid 
foundation, Campion and Wegner spent a month 
storyboarding one-on-one, leaving the routine of the 
production office and immersing themselves in the world of 
the film. 

“We’d storyboard and then go out to the location and test 
whether the plans worked or go to a place we knew we 

Benedict Cumberbatch as Phil Burbank in ‘The Power of rthe Dog’ - DOP Ari Wegner ACS

A scene from ‘The Power of rthe Dog’ - DOP Ari Wegner ACS



Director Jane Campion AO and First Assistant Director Phil Jones on location, filming ‘The Power of the Dog’ - PHOTO Kirsty Griffin





we’re going to shoot and see how it looked on say, a slightly 
overcast dusk, or the hour after sunset on a really sunny 
day. We really got to know the location, and by that stage 
they’d started doing the set build, so we could stand in the 
barn as the frame was starting to be built or see what the 
view was from a particular window,” says Wegner.

Wegner describes the pre-production process with a 
refreshing fondness; It’s not often a cinematographer gets to 
scout so long before the main unit shoot. “Having a long pre-
production really allowed me to plan well and be responsive 
in the moment because I knew the script so well.”

The Power of the Dog was shot on the ARRI Alexa LF with 
a Panavision Ultra Panatar 1.25x Anamorphic lens. On 
choosing a lens package Wegner explains, “When we started 
storyboarding we realised that in order to do a storyboard 
you need to draw a rectangle, and our rectangles just kept 
getting wider and wider. I really liked the subtlety of the 
Ultra Panatar, I like that they’re not quite anamorphic and 
they’re not spherical. It’s beautiful without being attention 
seeking.”

One one of the most surprising aspects of The Power of the 
Dog, a period piece set on a fairly straightforward cattle ranch, 
might be how integral visual effects were to the film. “The 
challenge was that we needed visual effects that would be 
completely hidden,” Wegner says. 

While the exterior shots were achieved on location, the 
interiors were largely constructed separately on a sound stage. 
“We had a lot of conversations about how we would see 
the landscape from within the house, because we knew we 
needed to see the landscape. I didn’t want to step into a 

studio and for it to suddenly feel like we were in a studio.” 

It was production designer Grant Major who suggested the 

idea of backdrops, very basic printed billboard photos that 

were put outside the windows. 

“They’re like an optical illusion, and because the mountains 
were so far away and there was no mid-ground it really 
worked,” says Wegner. “During the shoot on location, 
visual effects supervisor Jay Hawkins took photos from each 
window and we committed to a few particular times of day 
and lighting conditions.”

Using printed backdrops helped to create a more believable 

world for the actors, but it also came with unexpected benefits 

to Wegner’s cinematography. “Because the interior walls of 
the ranch were dark timber panels with a beautiful sheen 
they’re actually incredibly reflective, so having the correct 
reflection was really amazing because it meant we didn’t 
have blue or green spill coming into the set,” Wegner 

explains. 

“The great thing about light  
is that  it’s entirely  

predictable, in theory.”
“It allowed my lighting to be better because I could see 
what was out there, I could be slightly riskier because I 
knew the parameters. They were also really versatile, we 
were lighting them for night and dusk just using Skypanels 
to change the brightness and the colour, and even at night 
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Kirsten Dunst as Rose in ‘The Power of the Dog - DOP Ari Wegner ACS, PHOTO Kirsty Griffin



having something there rather than just straight black really 
made a difference.”

The 1920s were a time of change for domestic lighting, 
which informed the way some key set pieces were lit. The 
Burbanks are described in the book as having the first 
electricity generator in the valley. “We knew we had license 
to have some electric light, but we wanted to restrict that 
to just inside the ranch. At The Red Mill Inn where Rose 
is working, and in the barns, we told ourselves that there 
would be no electric lighting in frame so we designed around 
that,” she says.

Wegner and Campion decided they didn’t want the 
cinematography of The Power of the Dog to dictate to an 
audience how they should feel about any given moment, that 
the frame wouldn’t have judgement or an opinion. “That’s not 
to say it’s scientifically objective, we just didn’t want it to be 
emotionally prescriptive. We really wanted people to be able 
to apply their own reading,” adds Wegner.

Wegner is known for her ability to immerse herself in the reality 
of the narrative and use the truth of the story to inform her 
choices. The character of Phil was a particularly meaty subject 
to unpack, both visually and narratively. 

“Campion would often talk about the masculine identity 
as a fragile shell; it always needs to be reinforced because 
it actually knows that it’s not strong, it has to constantly 
be reaffirmed,” says Wegner. “Deep down it knows it’s all 
a façade, and it doesn’t want to be cracked open. I think 
that’s very Phil.”

Camera movement is used as a tool to transport the 
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viewer into Phil’s psyche. “When he was being himself, in 
vulnerability or in cruelty, we were able to go hand-held; 
having the hand-held made the other moments feel more 
controlled. When he’s alone with big emotions we wanted 
the camera to feel the proximity to him, to be literally and 
figuratively close to him. We’d have a slightly wider lens 
going closer, or just be able to move with him and allow 
him to feel free and unrestricted in those moments, be more 
playful rather than mannered as he usually is.”

“We really wanted it to be an 
elegant and considered film.”

For the cinematographer, the process is integral to 
getting great images. “It’s really important to me as a 
cinematographer that the way the images are created is a 
good experience for everyone, it’s maybe the most guiding 
principle I have. I also love how much creativity there is in 
how much you can change about how a set is run, which 
is actually quite a lot. A lot of things feel like they’re set in 
stone but they’re not really, there’s other ways to do them.” 

An apt lesson, in this time of collective change.

Ari Wegner ACS has earned multiple awards and nominations around the 

world for her cinematography, and is known for her work on  

The Kettering Incident (2016), Lady Macbeth (2016), In Fabric (2018)  

and True History of the Kelly Gang (2019).

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

‘Gender Matters’ cinematography placement program  

and is based in Melbourne, Australia.

A scene from the film ‘The Power of the Dog’ - DOP Ari Wegner ACS, PHOTO Kirsty Griffin



FIRES
Inspired by tragic true events and  

filmed by cinematographer Marden Dean,  
landmark ABC drama Fires tells the story  

of everyday Australians on the frontlines  

of a devastating Australian summer.

- interview by Vanessa Abbott

Mott (Hunter Page-Lochard) and Tash (Eliza Scanlen) in ‘Fires’ - DOP Marden Dean, PHOTO Ben King
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AC How did you come to shoot Fires, and what  
 were your initial thoughts in terms of the series’ 

cinematography?

MD I was approached by showrunner Belinda Chayko.  
 As an anthology, each episode of Fires largely centres 

around new characters each in a different part of the east 

coast were the bushfires take hold. This allowed us to treat 

visually each episode in a way that felt true to that particular 

episode. 

Overall I thought the look was to be one of contrasts. Hand-

held, close and intimate shots, punctuated with sparing 

graphic wides showing the scope and scale of the characters’ 

experiences. I wanted the camera to stick close to our 

characters as they journeyed emotional, psychological and 

physical challenges. Sticking mainly to wide lenses up close 

helped put the viewer in this precarious space and it also 

honoured much of the rich archival footage shot on phones.

My main intention on Fires was for the series to feel grounded 

in authenticity and keep the craft as hidden as possible. 

AC What was your collaboration like with the  
 production design team during pre-production?

MD I was lucky to work Jo Ford as production designer.  
 She has a wonderful way of breaking down the subtext 

of scenes into evocative, archetypal imagery. The fire was 

the monster, alive with deep reds which plays against the the 

colours of the Australian bush, being combustible browns, 

greys and faded greens of the forest. 

Apart from red, many of these colours found their way into 

our locations and sets to help heighten the vulnerabilities 

of our characters. Pre-production was spent looking at 

a lot of archive material from the events alongside street 

photographers such as Trent Parke, whose compositions and 

lighting were always reaching for an evocative subtext that 

feels authentic without being literal. There was a lot of archive 

footage and photography to reference that helped guide an 

approach for each episode. 

AC Can you talk about your choice of cameras and  
 lenses? 

MD I have had enjoyed working with the Sony Venice with  
 a raw recorder on three television series prior to 

working on Fires. I have liked the look and flexibility of the raw 

codec. Although 4K was not a delivery requirement I knew 

there would be a lot of visual effects work that would benefit 

from both 4K and 6K acquisition. 

In selecting lenses, I wanted the option to shoot full-frame, 

but avoid the sterile perfection of many modern lenses. After 

testing a few sets, I settled on the Genesis 35 Vintage 66 

Primes which were reminiscent of old Canon K35s. The flare 

characteristics were quite interesting and easy to control when 

not desired. I was put off using some older lenses as blooming 

from intense flames was too much of a distraction. These 

lenses proved to be a good middle ground. 

Another advantage of the Venice system was being able to 

use the Rialto which separates the sensor from the main body 

of the camera effectively making it the size of a DSLR. This 
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was particularly useful when filing in cars, trucks and small 

small spaces. 

AC Who made up your crew in the camera  
 department? 

MD Early in pre-production I approached fellow  
 cinematographer Sky Davies (Blood Vessel) to operate 

A-camera. I had a great time earlier in the year working with 

Davies as my B-camera operator on Jack Irish and really 

valued her input and beautiful eye. Davies shot all of our 

second unit work including a challenging truck roll sequence. 

Shellyce Cameron-Ryan was on A-camera first assistant 

alongside Aiden Heller as B-camera first assistant. These 

were very demanding roles as we rarely used marks and had 

non-actors in scenes which necessitated a nimble approach. 

B-camera and Steadicam was Glenn Clayton, with Marco 

Mitchell and Alex Barker as second assistants camera. Jagger 

Skilbeck was our tireless video split operator. 

AC You were working with multiple directors on  
 different episodes, how was that experience?

MD The six episodes were broken into three blocks of  
 two episodes, with one director each across the three 

blocks. Our directors were Micael Rymer, Ana Kokkinos and 

Kim Mourdant. I enjoy working with multiple directors on a 

television series and given that each episode was essentially 

it’s own world, it allowed freedom to explore ideas and distinct 

approaches that each director had in mind. 

AC How did cinematographer Bonnie Elliott ACS come  
 to shoot one of the episodes?

MD Our block one episodes moved into studio work with a  
 seperate crew to complete some major scenes and 

due to scheduling conflicts this left me unable to do an 

episode in the second block. Thankfully, Elliott was available 

and after a few initial discussions along with watching our 

rushes she quickly understood the approach that had been 

established. But as an anthology series and this allowed a lot 

of room for Elliott to bring her own vision to the process, which 

she did with a beautiful, intimate approach to a sensitive story. 

Having Elliott do episode two also afforded me additional 

preparation time with both Kokkinos and Mourdant which was 

invaluable given the complexities of each episode. 

AC Let’s talk about the fires. Where do you begin to  
 recreate a bushfire, and how do you film it?

MD Recreating the fire elements required several different  
 approaches depending on the requirements of the 

scene. The first fire we encounter in episode one was created 

by our incredible special effects supervisor Peter Stubbs. After 

carefully blocking out the action on location in pre-production, 

the special effects team plumbed extensive gas lines to 

service our shooting area. Selected trees were wrapped in fire 

retarded blankets and gas coils along with lines running along 

the ground to create a fire front. 

The intensity of these elements could be controlled and 

reduced as the team put out the fires. Smoke levels were 

maintained through several portable machines that were 
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forever dancing around to catch the prevailing wind and 

stay out of shot. They did a remarkable job in challenging 

situations. Visual effect embers and additional fire plates were 

added in post. 

“The show delved into a  
lot of confronting and  

sensitive material and  
our team were always in tune 

with the needs of the cast.”
This approach worked extremely well for the opening 

sequence of episode five, but here a Stubbs-devised ‘ember 

canon’ and pray wind was also thrown into the mix for 

incredibly convincing results. In the deep background of the 

fire front gaffer Steve Price lay seventy-two par 64s and twelve 

2Ks along an eighty metre stretch of bush, each gelled with 

varying degrees of orange placed on a chase sequence to 

emulate a large flickering bush fire front. Combinations of 

these approaches were used in other episodes with minor 

adjustments depending on each script. 

The burn-over sequence in episode one was shot using virtual 

production with Dreamscreen. We had an 18 x 9 metre screen 

along with a roof section and two floating ‘dollies’ which were 

high bright screens that could through additional interactive 

light onto our truck and cast. We were able to pair the screens 

with actual embers, smoke and fire along with additional 
lighting to help creative a convincing result. 

Attempting to achieve this purely in post production would 
have been near impossible especially given our post-
production timeline and budget. Shooting on Dreamscreen 
allowed the cast to have an immersive experience of being in 
the burn-over and also helped my camera operators respond 
to visual cues from both the Dreamscreen and pray elements 
together. Filming in this environment allowed for faster resets 
and given we were only shooting with the truck cab we were 
able to quickly change angles and have the corresponding 
perspective on the Dreamscreen in minutes. Additional visual 
effects elements were added in post-production, but they 
were minor enhancements on top of what we are able to 
achieve on the day. 

AC There are scenes in the Fires that I’m sure  
 challenging for cast and crew. How do you 

approach filming emotional scenes in a series like this?

MD It’s important to set a tone on set and be intuitive to  
 the needs of the performers who can find themselves 

in a vulnerable state. I had a great camera, grip and electrics 
team who were able to understand when a softer style 
of communication was needed. In particular my camera 
operators Davies and Clayton were often delicately adjusting 
their frames in response to what the actors were offering. 

During rehearsal it’s important to go through the mechanics of 
a shot, but be alert for to new offerings during a take. Davies 
has a great feel for motivating hand-held shots in concert 
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with these types of offerings and we both share a long history 

working in documentary and understand that sometimes there 

is only one take to get it right. 

AC Were you working on any built sets, and how did  
 you approach lighting on those sets?

MD The radio station was a partial build and apart from  
 the wharf studio build and simulated travel scenes, 

everything was shot on location. The wharf presented unique 

challenges where some scenes where filmed on location 

at Black Rock Wharf and others in the studio where a ten 

metre section of wharf was built and extended with the use of 

virtual production. This set required lighting state changes to 

simulate the change in smoke density, for instance going from 

darkness to a deep red and then later to a lighter orange. This 

set extended much further than the virtual production footprint 

so we used a combination of overhead RGB spacelights and 

Skypanels run to a DMX board where we could match the 

colour and transition timings of our virtual background. 

My approach to lighting was to keep was largely broad and 

single source in a way that felt grounded and authentic. In 

episodes three and four I made extensive use of practical 

camping lanterns as key lights which created hot pools of light 

but quickly fell off to darkness to accentuate the isolation and 

discomfort of our characters.

AC How involved will you be in the post-production  
 process? How did you approach colour-grading on 

Fires? 
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MD A key part of creating the Fires look was crafted in the  
 grade. Early in pre-production I had collaborated with 

Marcus Hopton-Smith at Blue Post to generate look-up tables 
that reflected our archive references. This was used as a 
starting point on the grade, but we were able to achieve a lot 
of considered nuance to help visually convey a dry summer, 
which was impressive considering we shot much of Fires in 
a very wet winter. We started with a Kodak film emulation 
and built warm looks that evolved throughout an episode to 
convey the proximity of the danger, being the fires, along with 
reducing any overly green foliage. 

Also, during pre-production we devised a solution to emulate 
atmospheric smoke haze in the grade. This process allowed 
for three controllable layers where contrast was lowered to 
different degrees to give the perception of volumetric haze with 
foreground characters rotoscoped out to preserve their clarity. 
Being able to dial this level easily within resolve was a fantastic 
and avoided many rounds of visual effects revisions to get the 
result we wanted.

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

MD One of my favourite sequences is the opening scene to  
 episode five where our leads find themselves in the 

path of an unexpected fire front. This sequence was one of our 
major lighting setups, shot over two half-nights and required 
extensive planning and coordination between all departments 
to ensure all went smoothly. 

Director Anna Kokkinos was instrumental to achieving 
everything with so little time and carefully blocked action and 
helped map out camera angles in a way that would serve 
the story and allow us to hide some of our infrastructure. In 
planning with gaffer Steve Price we devised a set up that 
would allow for a reasonably wide field of view that allowed a 

lot of freedom for our cast and operators to move through the 
space with ease. 

“Fires  was a huge production  
in scope and ambition,  

and I felt was akin to  
doing six feature films.”

We were also able to track where our fire effect from lighting 
would dovetail into the practical effects; trees on fire through 
to embers and then visual effects elements. Tracking the 
escalation of events as the fires neared required a lot of 
coordination from all involved and I think we put all our 
resources to great use. 

AC Looking back with the benefit of hindsight, what  
 might you have done differently? And what’s your 

final take away from shooting the series that you would 
like to share?

MD In hindsight, I would have liked more time during pre- 
 production dedicated to the Dreamscreen. Fires was 

huge production in scope and ambition, and I felt was akin to 
doing six feature films. The series has garnered some amazing 
reviews and I’m really very proud of it.

Marden Dean ins an award winning cinematographer known for  

his work on feature films Fell (2014) and Breath (2017),  

and television series The Gloaming (2020)

Vanessa Abbott is a writer based in Sydney.
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THE PORTAL
Cinematographer Dan Freene ACS talks about the challenges of creating 

experiential documentary The Portal, which follows six people and a robot 

who transform their lives using stillness and mindfulness.

- interview by Kyle Smith
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The Portal is an experiential documentary directed by Jacqui 

Fifer as part of a bold global vision to tackle the chronic levels 

of anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 

and trauma the world faces today.

Bringing to life the stories of six people who overcame great 

adversity through finding inner stillness, the film inspires the 

audience to follow in their footsteps and realise the potential 

we all have to change our world. 

AC How did this project come about?

DF I had worked with producer Tom Cronin and director  
 Jacqui Fifer on a previously unreleased documentary 

called SuperHuman. Through the whirlwind that was this 

‘baptism by fire’ kind of production, we became really close, 

like family. When the idea for The Portal was mentioned to me, 

along with Cronin’s vision of inspiring seven billion to meditate, 

I thought this was really an opportunity to be part of something 

special.

It was a very interesting project as it morphed traditional 

documentary filmmaking with a slender travel team, and with 

a minimal gear package. Along with highly crafted and stylised 

flashbacks, shot in studio and on location utilising a more 

traditional, dramatic film crew model.

AC What was your crew size?

DF The Portal was a film made in two parts. The travelling  
 documentary section comprised around eighty-percent 

of the storytelling, with us traveling through the Middle East, 

United States and Australia. For this we travelled with a small 

crew of six. I was fortunate to have a very helpful sound 

recordist in Eren Pinky Sener, who would often help myself 

and my various camera assistants with gear. I think through 

the United States alone we must have taken thirty flights, so 

transit was a really painful exercise. We could often be found, 

the six of us with two trolleys each full of film gear.

Once we were back in Australia, we went to work on filming 
the flashback sequences of the film. These were a lot of fun to 
shoot and crewed up like a normal film production with grips, 
gaffers, electrics, remote heads and tracking vehicles. 

AC What camera lens package did you choose?

DF We tested a bunch of different camera and lens  
 systems going into the film. The Portal was my first 

feature documentary and I knew we were going to be traveling 
through some pretty hot and wild locations meaning a robust 
camera kit was required. Fifer and Cronin wanted the film to 
feel grounded in reality but with a ‘cinematic look’. We knew 
we would be shooting in the 2.40:1 aspect ratio and whilst 
anamorphic was discussed and tested, we just couldn’t keep 
the package small or light enough with the amount of zooms 
we knew we needed to carry.

Most important for me, was I knew that with our small location 
travel crew I would not have the ability to always shield my 
characters from the sun and we would often find ourselves in 
mixed lighting locations. As we were a very small crew, I also 
wanted something small in the hand that wouldn’t fatigue me 
should we shoot all day long, which was often the case. With 
all this in mind, we opted for an ARRI Mini, a Fujinon 85-300 
zoom, a matched 16-40mm, 30-80mm Angenieux zoom 
lenses and a set of K35 Canon Primes, courtesy of VA Digital 
Hire. 

Mike Vlack and Warren Day at VA Digital Hire ensured we were 
well supported, and set us up with a great travel package 
including spare parts for in the field repairs. I think we ended 
up shooting around sixty-percent of the film on the K35s.

They really are such a wonderful compact lightweight lens, 
that has a great trade-off between softness toward the edge 
of the frame, and natural vignetting, along with some of the 
prettiest looking lens flares when catching the sun or light on 
the edge of frame. The K35 look proved to be instrumental in 
creating our flashback sequences. For the interviews, I used 

Booda Taylor meditating in ‘The Portal’ - DOP Dan Freene ACS
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the 30-80mm Angenieux so I could reframe quickly in between 

moments and talent pauses to allow for some edits.

AC How did you approach the interviews in the film? 

DF We knew going in to this project that the interviews  
 were going to be the glue to hold the whole film 

together. With so many gold nuggets of information and so 

many emotive moments, Fifer wanted to look at the idea of 

conducting interviews down-the-barrel, speaking directly to 

the audience. 

I must admit, I was hesitant at first, as I have often found this 

breaking of the fourth wall visually jarring, but as we were 

setting out to make a documentary film about emotionally 

charged experiences, we really needed our characters to 

connect with the viewer.

“If I shot something he thought 
could paint them in a poor light 

he would, via a translator,  
stand over and watch me delete 

the file from the camera.”
We looked at films like Errol Morris’ The Fog of War (2003, 

cinematography by Robert Chappell) which inventively used an 

‘Interrotron’ built by Morris himself. The device was essentially 

a modified teleprompter broadcasting the director’s face 

on the teleprompter mirror in front of the lens. As such, the 

interviewee is looking straight at the director’s eyes and thus 

directly to the audience. 

As we were traveling the world and already had a great deal of 

equipment coming with us, we needed to be weight and gear 

conscious, so we landed on a ‘Periscope Interrotron’ option 

made by EyeDirect, which is essentially two mirrors that are 

offset. The mirror that sits in front of the lens is a two-way, so 

the image goes both through to the camera lens and the offset 

mirror image that the director looks into. It worked fantastically 

well and although it is a bit cumbersome to operate the 

camera with, it is a great documentary trick I will use again in 

future. 

Now, when watching the film, I don’t think I ever question our 

down-the-barrel approach to the interviews in The Portal, and 

in fact it has never once come up when people have watched 

the film at various Q&A Screenings.

AC The film has a lot of sequences portraying the  
 traumatic moment the characters experience, 

from their point-of-view. How did you and the director 

approach these?

DF The six protagonists are all extremely varied in  
 physicality and their respective relationships with 

trauma. Each were handled with a slightly different style, but 

we knew we wanted them to feel cinematic and dreamlike, 

with voiceover narration driving them.

Fifer and I had a good amount of pre-production and together 

we looked at each person’s story, and started coming up with 

ideas how best to tell these moments with the locations we 

had at our disposal, and with what we had at hand.

To tell the story of Heather Hennessey, an athlete who had her 

career cut short by a devastating accident, Fifer wanted to 

convey her story of her laying bedridden in her living room for 

weeks. We explored a bunch of options and landed upon a 

spinning rising camera, with the moving sun pushing through 

a window creating a sequence of night to day repeating over a 

48-hour period. 

Key grip Mark Abrahams ran a thirty-foot crane with a remote 

head, whilst gaffer Miles Jones moved the sun, a 10k Fresnal, 

through its orbit outside the built set window on another 

thirty-foot crane, with an electrician operating the sun angle 

from the bucket. It took us a few goes to get our timing right, 
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but once we got into the flow I believe the resulting shot very 
well conveys Hennessey’s confined story in an emotional and 
intimate way.

AC How was your experience shooting in the Zaatari  
 Refugee camp?

DF Zaatari Refugee camp has around 80,000, mostly  
 Syrian, refugees. It took months to negotiate and three 

physical attempts to be granted access. When filming there, 
I had a camp security officer perched over my shoulder the 
entire time. I would ask him if I could film something, he would 
nod, I would shoot and this is how we rolled for the duration of 
our time there. If I shot something he thought could paint them 
in a poor light he would, via a translator, stand over and watch 
me delete the file from the camera. Something of course as 
cinematographers we all hate doing, not to mention how 
dangerous it can be when under duress!

The camp itself was a really humbling experience and one I 
will never forget. Essentially a gated city, it is set out on a grid 
like system with streets, homes, shops, schools and markets. 

Despite fleeing their home country under duress, experiencing 
their own tales of trauma and displacement, the inhabitants of 
the camp had created such richness of community here. The 
strength and spirit of the people we encountered was truly 
awe inspiring. 

I recall a day, when a man came up to me with a cup of tea 
and the best falafel wrap of my entire life. With a nod and 
smile, he gave one to me and one to my fixer, Ahmad Atowah. 
I tried to give him money, but Atowah stopped me, as this was 
a gift and to offer money was not the thing to do. It was one 
of those treasured moments that occur on a project of this 
nature. I felt privileged to be in the place, and did my best to 
capture the Zaatari refugee camp with integrity.

AC There is a scene with a Black Hawk helicopter  
 leaving Kabul. How did this come about?

DF The sequence with the the Black Hawk leaving  
 Kabul was shot in Amman, Jordan. It was just one 

those opportunistic moments that can only come about by a 
focused and persistent producer. 

A scene from documentary ‘The Portal’ - DOP Dan Freene ACS

46 / THE PORTAL



We were told this was never going to be a possibility for us 
so it was not even on our radar to shoot as we thought it was 
just not possible. However, through a barrage of phone calls, 
emails, messages to pilots and just through sheer tenacity our 
field producer Georgia Darlow along with Atowah managed to 
get us fifteen minutes on the tarmac and fifteen minutes in the 
air with the majestic machine. It all happened very quickly and 
we had only a few hours to devise our coverage plan for the 
sequence. 

I negotiated with the pilot a double take-off, so I could cover 
the moment of Amandine Roche leaving Kabul, from both 
inside and outside the Black Hawk. I wasn’t quite prepared 
though for the amount of sheer downforce the machine sprays 
at you when it lifts off. I was still a good fifty to sixty feet away, 
standing there with the Alexa Mini underslung sitting in my 
Cine Saddle, strongly braced, but I had to drop to the ground, 
and sit the camera in my lap when the bird lifted off. I could be 
barely see the viewfinder there was so much force!

AC The Portal has a very colourful look to it. Can you  
 talk us through the grading process?

DF We graded the film at Spectrum in Fox Studios,  
 Sydney, with colourist Jamie Hediger. On most of my 

long-form projects, before we get into the grade suite, I like 
to put together a timeline, made up of around 80-100 images 
from the film that I ‘pre-grade’ in Photoshop or Resolve, with 
the idea being to get everyone on the same page before we 
start in the suite.

On The Portal I went through my normal process, and found 
that Fifer and I had very different views on where the final 
grade should go. I was keen to go for a more restrained, 
balanced, and desaturated look, where Fifer wanted us to try 
a very colourful, almost ‘cross processed’ palette. We threw 
around another dozen or so frames in photoshop, and pushed 
the looks quite hard amalgamating the rich vibrant colour for 
the flash backs, and using more balanced tones for present 
day. 

By the time we arrived at the grade we knew where we were 
heading. It took us a day or so to get Hediger up to speed, 
but once it was all done, we were all very happy with the final 
colour grade. It just goes to show, that collaborating differing 
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opinions should always be entertained to create the final look.

AC What was the biggest challenge to overcome on  
 the film?

DF  I think the biggest hurdle on this film was how to  
 approach the coverage of people meditating in an 

interesting way. We spent weeks trying to think of ways to 
capture meditating - which is a very still, eyes closed exercise 
- and make it engaging. Editorially, we had already planned 
for the six meditating characters to be intercut, so in order to 
accurately match them we needed to do something that could 
be repeated in a variety of locations and be really consistent.

Originally we wanted to slowly circle the meditator and we 
considered a gimbal option, but for something that is so static 
and deliberate, with a character almost frozen in terms of 
movement, I felt we would have too much micro movement in 
the gimbal for the shots to be intercut.

We then thought about circular track, which would have 
worked great, but was going to be an issue, as we had 
already locked in locations on a cliff top in Lake Tahoe, a train 
interior in Philadelphia, and a desert just outside of Amman, 
Jordan. Not to mention the gear we would have needed to 
travel with across three continents.

We also considered building sets for our characters but felt 
that was going to be contrived. 

We needed this to work repeatedly in the field, and in the 
end opted for a six-foot MYT Works slider. We tested it and 
came up with a measurement we liked from lens to subject, 
essentially marking out a box around our meditator. We then 
shot every side of the subject, with the 50mm K35 at T2, 
at 36fps while the camera slides and pans, finishing each 
meditators sequence with a dolly in towards them on a 35mm 
lens. 

AC What is your favourite sequence in The Portal?

DF I have two sequences I am particularly happy with. The 
 first happens early in the movie and is where 

interviewee Amandine Roche is describing the moment 
where she was forced to leave a young Afghan girl behind at 
the Afghan border when escaping the country. We shot the 
sequence across an afternoon in the desert in the North West 
of Jordan with these fantastic local girls playing the Afghan 
girls and Amandine as herself. We were working extremely 
quickly as the end of the scene takes place in twilight. 

The whole thing is shot in natural light and combined with 
the expansive landscape, voiceover and the ethereal music, 
it is a really powerful scene I am very proud of. As dusk fell 
into night we shot an action sequence of Roche’s escape 
from the Taliban through the tribal zone in the mountains of 
Afghanistan. That was a lot of fun, where we had three beat 
up utility vehicles and a bunch of local Jordanian drivers 
portraying the Taliban, speeding around the desert mountain 
range around an hour West of Amman.

Another emotive scene I really loved shooting was the diner 
scene with Booda, a retired US Army drone sergeant. The 
scene depicts a particularly haunting moment where Booda 
battles with his PTSD inside a diner. We shot the sequence in 
a very restrained way, with the pivotal moment playing over 
a long dolly in shot from a mid to a close up while Booda’s 
narration depicts the moment with rich clarity. 

The location, Uncle Chucky’s Diner in Atlanta, has this classic 
1950s feel, complete with red leather booths, that has 
become a popular shooting location for film production in 
Atlanta, used in films such as Baby Driver (2017) and television 
series like Ozark (2017-). The scene takes place at night and 
we wanted a heavy, moody feeling. With the help of a local 
gaffer and best boy we ran a handful of 1.2K HMIs with 1/4 
CTS to light the outside and replaced all the old tungsten light 
bulbs in the interior with a collection the gaffer had in storage. 
We keyed Booda (playing himself) with a single source kino in 
daylight with 1/4 CTS. Filming this scene felt very emotionally 
charged and it was during this process I got to witness the 
chronic impact PTSD had on this gentle soul. 

A scene from ‘The Portal’ - DOP Dan Freene ACS
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AC Did you learn anything about trauma and stillness  
 that you can apply to your cinematography?

DF It is fairly ironic that the making of the film was anything  
 but a relaxed, mindful exercise in filmmaking. Like 

any documentary project you need to roll with the punches 
somewhat, but with difficult military controlled locations to 
wrangle in Jordan and a schedule in the United States that 
often had us traveling through the night to make interviews 
the next morning, I would say, that some of the meditation 
techniques became really handy during the production. One 
technique I have used on all my work since, is to use my 
breath correctly when operating. I think we film makers often 
get caught up in the adrenalin on a film set to get through 
the day. I know I would often lose control of my breath as I 
operate a difficult, physically challenging shot, or at least hold 
my breath when say on a close up to keep the camera steady. 

Through practice of ‘Pranayama,’ or ‘breath-work’ I was able 
to focus and control my breath very deeply and very slowly, 
which naturally relieves cortisol and tension in the body and 
enables you to better connect with the moment and stay calm. 
This further helps to quiet the mind and help you to focus. It 
also enables your body to not get fatigued as quickly.

I found that in the making of The Portal, I was able to observe 
my characters with a new type of introspection and softness 
enabling a connection between myself, the camera and the 
character in almost a symbiotic relationship. It is like creating 
a bubble around you both, where you are sharing the same 
space, helping to better pre-empt where the character will go 
next and to connect their emotion within the moment.

The other practice I learned while making The Portal was 
to delve into Yoga. For camera operators, I think it is one of 
the best practices you can begin. Not only does it give you 
flexibility and great core strength for operating, it helps to 
relax pent up daily physical and mental tension that can really 
build up on long form work. Once you start to delve under 
the bonnet of Yoga practice, then you start to find all sorts of 
wonderful insights. It is a very inquisitive process, and for me 
has been a tremendous teaching, sending me along a life long 
path of introspection and new learnings.

Dan Freene ACS is an Australian cinematographer known for his work  

on the feature films Wasted on The Young (2011) for which Freene  

earned Silver at the NSW ACS Awards and OtherLife (2017)  

which earned Freene Gold at the NSW ACS Awards. 

Kyle Smith is a contributor to Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Amandine Roche in ‘The Portal’ - DOP Dan Freene ACS

Location sound recordist Eren Sener on location with ‘The Portal’ - PHOTO Georgia Darlow
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DRY WINTER
Kyle Davis’ Dry Winter is an hypnotic portrait of a young couple  

surviving life in an off-the-beaten-track, opportunity-starved outback town. 

From cinematographer Gere Fuss, the film received its  

Australian premier at this year’s Melbourne International Film Festival.

- interview by James Cunningham
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Dry Winter follows the life of a young couple in a small 

town that lies between the ocean and outback in regional 

South Australia. Their portrait unfolds in a hypnotic fashion, 

journeying into the pair’s partying and working lifestyle and the 

sprawling landscape that separates them. Adopting a hybrid 

documentary style with a cast of non-actors, Dry Winter offers 

a nuanced and realistic depiction of a couple on the edge of 

breakdown. 

AC How did you first get involved with Dry Winter?  
 Had you worked with any of the creative team 

before? 

GF Yes, screenwriter Bridget McDonald, director Kyle 
Davis, producer Michael Harpas and I all met while 

studying at Flinders University. Through this, we had been on 

overseas trips and worked on a few small things together but 

always had individual roles and desires we wanted to fulfil. 

AC What were your initial thoughts, in terms of  
 cinematography, when you first read the script? 

GF I wasn’t really thinking about the cinematography  
 when I initially read the script, but of course ideas 

soon began to flow and I had to negotiate whether it would be 

possible to execute. It wasn’t until we arrived at the locations 

that I began testing my camera set up and experimenting with 

the characters, subjects and environments. 

AC What factors did you take into consideration  
 when choosing what cameras and lenses to film 

Dry Winter? 

GF I was fortunate enough to be able to use what the  
 university had, a Sony FS5. I was super thankful to 

have a small, lightweight, and capable documentary-style 

camera that was provided to us. 

Considering the conditions and our run-and-gun approach 

on the film, I wanted to use a zoom lens so that I could adapt 

more easily, and hence chose a cheap, basic canon 24-105. 

This made it easy to not be precious with any of the gear, 

allowing me to go where and when I wanted. 

AC Can you speak about your own crew in the camera  
 department? Did you operate the camera yourself? 

GF  I was the camera department! I operated the camera  
 myself and I would talk with the director Kyle Davis 

and with screenwriter Bridget McDonald to determine whether 

what I was doing aligned with their vision. Above all, I just tried 

my best to shoot in a way that made the most sense to me. 

AC How did you approach lighting on location? 

GF Aside from some phone lights here and there, we  
 entered the project with the mindset that any larger 

lights would really take away from the natural aesthetic we had 

planned for, and so we decided against using any. It was so 

much easier to not have to rig up all the extra stuff; doing that 

just changes the whole feel on set too. 

AC Dry Winter seems to be a very observational and  
 performance driven film. How did you approach 

working with the actors? 

Jake (Andrew Phillips) and Liam (Michael Harpas) in ‘Dry Winter’ - DOP Gere Fuss



                                              DRY WINTER / 55

GF Initially we were so focussed on the story and the film  
 as a whole that we didn’t have any idea who was 

going to be cast in it. We ended up meeting these generous 
and genuine people who welcomed us into their lives 
and let us make a film with them. I didn’t have to ’shoot 
for performance’ as such, because it was mostly a very 
observational process in nature. Mainly, it was simply a matter 
of whether we all liked the take. 

AC Were you involved with the post-production on  
 Dry Winter, and what was your intention going into 

the grade? 

GF I was also editor on Dry Winter and did all titles,  
 grading, and even some post-production sound! I 

think this was the most gruelling part but I still loved it. Every 
day during post-production we would go in and work, work, 
work. We shot so much footage. I think we had over twenty 
hours of footage. 

I tried to keep the colour grade quite basic. It wasn’t 
something I focused on, just a little to liven up the world. 
Considering our lack of lighting, we had to use a program 
called NeatVid that ‘fixed’ underexposed shots by smoothing 
out dark areas. Initially what were quite grainy, ugly shots were 
balanced out, then graded. I remember the final fire scene 
being pretty bad beforehand. 

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

GF There’s a few I like, especially the ones that felt organic  

 in their filming process. My favourite sequence would 
probably be a close up of Jake, played by Andrew Phillips, 
in the back of a ute and also some of our aerial shots. These 
were the most fun to shoot. 

AC Looking back with the benefit of hindsight, what  
 might you have done differently? 

GF I learned a lot from the process and there’s a few  
 things I would’ve changed. One thing I really would’ve 

looked more into the sound recording and how we could 
change our set up to get more refined results. I’ll admit 
it wasn’t our first priority, but hey, like you said, it’s all in 
hindsight. 

AC Finally, Gere, do you know what you’ll be working  
 on next? 

GF Personally, I’m always trying new things. I am not very  
 conventional with my approach to cinematography 

and forming my own style is something I am constantly 
working toward through other art mediums and life 
experiences. 

I know the crew and myself are itching to start another project. 
Hopefully this will come into fruition soon! 

Gere Fuss is a filmmaker based in Adelaide. 

James Cunningham is editor  

of Australian Cinematographer Magazine. 

A scene from ‘Dry Winter’ - DOP Gere Fuss





WYRMWOOD 
APOCALYPSE

Following sold out sessions at last month’s Sydney Film Festival,  

outback zombie madness continues in a blood-soaked,  

rip-roaring sequel Wyrmwood Apocalypse,  
from cinematographer Tim Nagle.

- by James Cunningham

Jay Gallagher as Barry in ‘Wyrmwood Apocalypse’ - DOP Tim Nagle



Wyrmwood Apocalypse is the follow up to the 2014’s cult hit 

Wyrmwood: Road of the Dead. “It’s a crazy blood soaked, 
high action zombie apocalypse film set in Australia,” says 

the film’s cinematographer Tim Nagle, who also filmed the 

original. “It’s a wild and fun ride of a film that I am super 
happy to have been able to work on.”

Nagle and director Kiah Roache-Turner have seen multiple 

collaborations on various film projects. “The inspiration 
behind the cinematography and initial vibe of Wyrmwood 
Apocalypse has been taken from a couple of short films we 
both liked,” says Nagle. “I was lucky enough to get invited 
back to this project and add a bit more from the original, 
which was primarily filmed on a 5Dmk2!”

Production designer Esther Rosenberg was tasked with 

creating the film’s set designs, including outdoor fortresses 
and the post-apocalyptic vehicles in the world of the film. 
“I loved working with Rosenberg,” says Nagle. “We had 
worked together once before on a horror short called 
Pseudomonas (2022), meaning everything flowed really well. 
The collaboration was all about trying to make the cool 
spaces we had look as big as possible and authentic to what 
the world was. It involved a lot of blood on walls, mud on 
vehicles and building in our DMX lighting into the sets to 
look as natural as possible.”

Nagle says he wanted to film Wyrmwood Apocalypse on the 
ARRI Alexa Mini LF using anamorphic lenses. A big step up 
from the original film. “Most of the film consisted of 32mm 
wide or close-up 80mm shots with diopters,” explains Nagle. 
“Generally, I shoot wide open. It was fun to have this 
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A scene from ‘Wyrmwood Apocalypse’ - DOP Tim Nagle

Luke McKenzie as Rhys in ‘Wyrmwood Apocalypse’ - DOP Tim Nagle. PHOTO Thom Davies



combination with anamorphic along with the robustness of 
ARRI to film with. Specifically, the budget allowed for Atlas 
Orion series anamorphic lenses which worked great and 
performed really well in low-light situations and external hot 
blazing sun scenes.”

Nagle’s crew on Wyrmwood Apocalypse consisted of 
Jonathan Baker as the film’s ever moving Steadicam operator, 
along with Bonnie Chai running the team as first assistant 
camera. Jack Mounsey as second assistant camera, 
and Jessa Rose on video split. “We ran a tight ship and 
pushed through almost forty setups a day,” says Nagle. 
“It was pretty quick moving. I often jumped on a second 
camera on a long lens and easy rig to help with additional 
coverage throughout the film, which was always fun to 
do.” Nagle had the pleasure of working alongside second 

unit cinematographers Shaun Dougherty and Rhys William 

Nicolson who assisted on important close-up and macro 

coverage, as well as the film’s vital slow-motion sunset zombie 

scenes.

The entire film was shot on a single location at NF Studio in 

Forest Glen, Sydney. “A hundred acres of incredible space 
including a massive warehouse studio as well as forest and 
roads for days,” he says. “We were able to complete the film 
without having to trek to multiple locations over our short 
shooting schedule.” 

The production filmed for six weeks with a handful of public 

holidays in the middle. “The shooting schedule was always 
scary to look at and how much there was each day,” 

says Nagle. “From the start I knew it was going to be like 
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Luke McKenzie as Rhys in ‘Wyrmwood Apocalypse’ - DOP Tim Nagle. PHOTO Emma Biorndahl



shooting a music video each day with multiple scenes, 
location moves, and if in the big studio set shooting back-
and-forth in time. My crew was vital in making this a 
reality, where every shot being a moving Steadicam with 
lots of single-takes. We also had to be as nimble as possible 
shooting two cameras most days.”

“In terms of lighting, above ground we treated scenes as 
either a super-hot burning sun feel, or pulled back when 
shaded amongst the trees,” says Nagle. “I always had as 
much back light and a soft negative fill where possible. 
Underground bunker scenes were treated as dingy dim-
lit locations but we threw a lot of colour in each scene 
to really lift the craziness of each wild character.” 
Director Storm Ashwood (The School, Escape and Evasion) 
graciously assisted Nagle to light the film and assist with the 
cinematographer’s plans. 

“Some rooms were a purple hue, some a bold red, and 
some a soft teal,” says Nagle. “For close-ups we used warm 
phosphor pipelines on actors to separate them from the 
crazy colours and erratic often flashing lighting that the 
asteras gave off.”

But not everything went to plan. “Every day something went 
astray,” exclaims Nagle. “I can remember having forty-five 
minutes left in the day, people stressing left and right, and 
still needing to complete an entire scene of dialogue with 
multiple angles and not having anyone leave the last set as 
yet.” Together, the crew took a much needed breath, pulled it 
together and raced to the new location which was across the 
property, still chasing sunlight. “The scene was simplified into 

a wide shot and then quickly getting multi 80mm close-up 
coverage to finish the scene. Instead of it being some big 
complex scene we quickly were able to simplify into what 
really was needed to tell the story, and with only one 6K 
light source on a gene too. Sometimes simple is best. We 
wrapped with one minute left on the clock!”

Thankfully, says Nagle, he was heavily involved in the post-

production process on Wyrmwood Apocalypse, “About 
two years ago I started a post-production company called 
Apostle Digital and we had planned to handle the editorial 
and visual effects for the film all the way through delivery. 
It was a great privilege to be able to both shoot and oversee 
post-production with such an excellent team.” 

Matt Fezz was the cinematographer’s colourist of choice 

and Nagle says that Fezz really helped bring the film back 

to something ‘watchable’. “At first, I went overboard with 
insane film emulsion and he was able to reel it back to 
something more refined I am very happy with the contrast 
and final result,” says Nagle.

“I loved shooting the underground bunker scenes with lots 
of dynamic sequenced lighting and extreme chaos,” says 

the cinematographer, looking back. “It was really fun to be 
able to turn up the chaos. Honestly, working with a blood-
covered Nick Boshier playing a psychotic surgeon general 
was awesome to be a part of, and in between takes laughing 
so much sometimes we forgot we were making a film.”

When asked what Nagle might be working on next, “Who 
knows, Wyrmwood 3 perhaps!”, he says optimistically. 

A scene from ‘Wyrmwood Apocalypse’ - DOP Tim Nagle
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“There is a feel good drama about an ambulance officer 
in Sydney, and a couple of other interesting science fiction 
and action related pieces in the works too. What I am most 
excited about is co working on a filmmakers’ non-fungible 
token platform that will launch in the new year!

Tim Nagle is a freelance cinematographer based in Sydney.

James Cunningham is editor  

of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Barry (Jay Gallagher), Brook (Bianca Bradey) and Luke (Rhys McKenzie) in ‘Wyrmwood Apocalypse’  
- DOP  Tim Nagle, PHOTO Thom Davies
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L-R: Production designer Esther Rosenberg, actor Luke McKenzie, producer Tristan Roache-Turner, special effects Stefan Whyte, 
and standby props Tim Morris - PHOTO Thom Davis
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AUSTRALIAN SHORTS
An XXY adolescent is rejected by his father at a suburban burning man ceremony in short film Torch Song,  

from cinematographer Ben Cotgrove - interview by James Cunningham

AC Can you describe Torch  
 Song, in your own words?

BC Torch Song follows Aiden  
 (Jordan Dulieu), a teenager 

with Klinefelter syndrome, as he 
struggles with finding acceptance and 
approval from his father in a uniquely 
rural Australian suburban setting. For 
me Torch Song is about redefining 
masculinity and going up against the 
old ideas of what it means to be a man. 
It shows the raw pain and suffering 
inflicted in the upholding of those ideals 
and the disastrous consequences it has 
on youth.

AC How did you first get involved  
 with the film?

BC  A close friend and colleague  
 of mine, who was originally going 

to produce Torch Song, messaged me 
about the project. The little information 
I was given about the project was more 
Ethan enough to make me interested in 
meeting with director Stephen Lance to 
talk about the project. Prior to meeting 
I was sent the script and I had a couple 
of days to digest the writing. Stephen 
and I had not previously worked 
together but I was familiar with his work 
on My Mistress (2014) and The Second 
(2018), as well as his commercial work. 

AC Did you have to pitch yourself  
 for the job?

BC I didn’t have the job offered to  
 me straight out the gate, so, 

in that sense, this first meeting with 
Stephen was a pitch. I don’t find 
meeting a new director so much about 
selling myself in the literal sense rather 
than just talking to them as someone 
who loves making films. We both spoke 
about our ambitions for Torch Song, 
what films we loved and different motifs 
and themes we thought could come 

sub-textually from the cinematography. 

AC What were your initial  
 thoughts, in terms of 

cinematography, when you first read 
the script?

BC Even though the script  
 continued to evolve through 

pre-production, I knew from the initial 
reading that this was a story I needed 
to shoot. I related to the main character 
Aiden, not literally as someone with 
Klinefelter Syndrome but to his 
experience from my own perspective as 
a gay teen growing up in Australia.

Australia is often a hyper-masculine 
setting and in that way I knew what 
the anxiety and pressure was like to 
conform to a masculine expectation or 
binary. What it felt like to be masculine 
but not the masculinity that people 
around you might expect. It was 
exciting to think about how I could 
project that experience emotionally 
through the cinematography.

I didn’t want to imagine too much about 
how the film might look before talking to 

Stephen and understanding his vision. 
In saying that, it’s hard to ignore the 
fact the script was almost all exterior; 
half set at night and centred around a 
sequence where a giant effigy is lit on 
fire! What I loved most about Stephen’s 
vision for the film was it was about 
portraying a new masculinity. Particularly 
in an unashamedly Australian setting, 
Torch Song was to reveal new ways in 
which to ‘be a man’ or to completely 
redefine masculinity and what that even 
means. It was to be a visual revolution, 
a literal burning to the ground of the 
binaries the audience might be holding 
onto tightly or already be trying to shake 
free from themselves.

AC Can you talk about your  
 collaboration with production 

designer Laura Elkington? What was 
the ‘look’ you wanted to achieve?

BC I had not previously worked  
 with Elkington so it was great 

to collaborate with her on Torch 
Song. She came to the project with 
an incredible amount of experience 
dressing for narrative features. We both 
really built the look of Torch Song with 
the director out of the bones of our 
locations. We were so fortunate to have 
access to the beautiful home we shot 
the majority of the film in in Birkdale, 
Queensland. A sprawling Australian 
mid-century inspired property on a 
large block of bushland, it already had 
so much of what we needed available. 
Its colour palette and scheme blended 

A scene from short film ‘Torch Song’ - DOP Ben Cotgrove
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almost seamlessly with the dry arid 
bush of its surroundings and very much 
defined how the film ended up looking; 
full of earthen tones offset with fire and 
the odd garage fluorescent tube. What 
could be more Australian!

Laura worked with me to maximise 
the way we were able to work with 
natural light on our interior scenes. We 
used sheers and curtains to shape 
the light but also different furnishings 
and large furniture pieces to block 
existing windows and create negative 
fill in certain spaces. This was to help 
maximise the way we played with light 
and shade and making sure we had 
dark and light tones in each frame. I 
think I rarely had to bring a light inside 
and even the lights we used to augment 
with outside windows were low-impact.

AC Did you have any references  
 when approaching the film’s 

cinematography? 

BC Both the director and myself are  
 referential in our pre-production. 

Being the first time we’d worked 
together, we simply used references 
as a way to understand who each 
other were as filmmakers and as visual 
storytellers. We didn’t refer to these 
references beyond that, they weren’t 
something we were pulling out on 
set but more something that began 
our early creative discussions around 
lighting, composition and movement

Lance talked to me about Lucrecia 
Martel’s The Headless Woman (2008, 
cinematography Bárbara Álvarez). I 
think that film really influenced how 
I considered the composition of 
Torch Song. Framing characters on 
the edge or the light, frames within 
frames and a natural approach to the 
lighting were things I leant into. I knew 
Torch Song called for a pretty natural 
cinematographic style. The events and 
emotion in the film are heightened and 
surreal in themselves. I wanted the 
camera to ground the film. A constant 
tangible reminder of its reality.

I was also inspired by the Hirokazu 
Koreeda films Like Father, Like Son 
(2013, cinematography by Mikiya 
Takimoto) and Shoplifters (2018, 
cinematography by Kondo Ryuto). Both 
films resist looking lit and play into a 
darkness that I really wanted to bring 
to Torch Song. The director and I also 
wanted to play with this idea of placing 
Aiden (played by Jordan Dulieu) on the 
divide between light and shadow. It 
felt right that Aiden didn’t exist within 
those binaries but rather somewhere in 
the grey as much as he tried to force 
his way away from one and into the 
other. This is something I think Koreeda 
does so well in all his films, placing his 
characters on the moral edge of good 
and bad, light and dark. I don’t think a 
visual similarity is present in the finished 
film but those two films definitely 
influenced how I thought about framing 
Aiden in transitional spaces Torch Song.

AC What factors did you take  
 into consideration when 

choosing what cameras and lenses 
to shoot Torch Song? What did you 
decide and why?

BC I remember Lance telling me that 
 Torch Song was an anamorphic 

film when we met for that first initial 
chat. He saw Torch Song clearly framed 
in that aspect ratio and mentioned 
a prior love of Cooke Anamorphic 
lenses and all the qualities that come 
with shooting that format. Anamorphic 
made perfect sense for Torch Song to 
me. It’s filled to the brim with ensemble 
shots and even when there aren’t other 
characters playing in the frame there’s 
the environment. Location is so integral 
to the story and space is a thematic 
motif. Anamorphic made it easy to 
trap Aiden within the walls of his or his 
father’s home, or amongst his father’s 
acolytes with this format.

I didn’t end up selecting Cooke 
Anamorphic lenses but rather opted 
for the Cooke Xtal Xpress anamorphic 
lenses supplied by Panavision. I felt 
that they had a similar warmth but 
possessed significantly more character 
and interest in the out of focus areas 
and edges of the image circle. Knowing 
I didn’t want to over-stylise the 
lighting of composition, I felt adding a 
heightened sense of reality through the 
lensing would be a nice touch in giving 
Torch Song a unique and memorable 
aesthetic. Also knowing we were 

A scene from short film ‘Torch Song’ - DOP Ben Cotgrove



working significantly with exteriors in 
areas of high bushland the out of focus 
qualities of the lenses were going to 
pop against the leaves and the embers 
of the flames of the effigy.

Early on, the director and I also bonded 
on our love for zoom lenses. We knew 
we wanted to cover two key scenes 
using a long, slow-burning zoom. One 
in particular goes from an extreme 
wide to a close up through a character 
monologue. All thanks goes to 
Panavision Australia and Brian Flexmore 
for sourcing us a ridiculous 50-500 T5.6 
Anamorphic AutoPanatar which did an 
admirable job of editing with our Cooke 
Xtal Xpress prime set.

The ARRI Alexa Mini was not a hard 
choice for this project. I was almost 
always hand-held so I wanted the small 
form factor and I needed a sensor I felt 
confident in shooting during midday sun 
and at night and knew it would deliver 
consistent results. I also shot RAW for 
extended dynamic range in the grade 
and this ensured we didn’t miss detail 
in the fire scenes as we only ever had a 
single opportunity to shoot them.

AC Can you speak about your  
 own crew in the camera 

department? 

BC I worked with a group of usual  
 camera department collaborators 

to make Torch Song happen. In all 
honesty it wouldn’t have happened in 

the way I wanted without their support 
and technical contributions. The shoot 
was hot and we shot a lot of it night-
for-night and as with all short films 
there’s an element of passion the entire 
crew has to have for the story being 
told. I prefer to work with technicians 
who understand the story and can 
bring that understanding to their work, 
even if it’s as simple as focus choices, 
timings on focus wracking or just simply 
understand the right demeanour and 
energy to bring to set or a particular 
scene.

AC Did you operate the camera  
 yourself?

BC I always operate the camera  
 whenever I can and Torch Song 

was no different. It was practically all 
hand-held minus a few specific car 
rig shots and visual effects shots that 
required static plates. I was always on 
an Easyrig or straddling the camera 
on a Cinesaddle. This way the camera 
was able to partake in the story as a 
character and it just felt like the natural 
and right way for the audience to 
experience the tension, violence and 
adrenaline of Aiden’s story. I wanted 
to crush the audience in the toxicity of 
masculinity in the film, and overwhelm 
them with this expectation Aiden has 
from others, and by himself, to fit into 
some sort of binary idea of what it 
means to be a man.

AC How did you light and setup  
 the two shots the bathroom, 

when the film reveals to the audience 
that Aiden has Klinefelter syndrome?

BC This was obviously a very 
 important moment for character 

and mood exposition. This scene 
was designed to be striking in its 
composition but largely unceremonious. 
I wanted the audience to understand 
the everyday nature of Aiden’s turmoil 
around identity and how he felt about 
who he was. 

We were blessed with a beautiful 
bathroom at our location for Aiden’s 
mother’s house which we barely 
touched in regards to design and 
lighting. I might have augmented the 
levels of the sun outside to keep it 
consistent but for what you see on 
screen it might as well have almost 
been natural. This was another 
important element to the design of the 
lighting though as I didn’t want anything 
to feel lit or anything to be unjustified, 
everything had to exist in the world 
for me to feel like I was living a real 
experience. 

AC How did you light and film that  
 bonfire scene?

BC  The scene where the acolytes  
 chant around the effigy is all 

naturally lit by the practical fire. 

I was running around and around the 
effigy with them on that single take. 

A scene from short film ‘Torch Song’ - DOP Ben Cotgrove
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I had to scramble from moment-to-
moment and knock out a bunch of 
different coverage moments that the 
director and I had mentally locked in 
prior to us lighting the fire. I couldn’t 
risk lights getting into the background 
of shot or restricting the coverage, or 
even ruining a magic moment that was 
captured between setups. I don’t think I 
ever stopped rolling. It was thrilling and 
terrifying at the same time knowing that 
there was no going back. 

With my gaffer, Marty Evans, we 
augmented and extended the effect 
of the real fire by using a series of 
SkyPanel S60s that lined one side of 
the frame, depending on which way we 
were looking and pushed the fire light 
deeper and deeper into the background 
of the shot. Shooting at night in the 
bush out near Brookefield, Queensland 
meant there was almost no ambient 
light and I wanted there to be more 
depth in my frames and this helped 
create that depth.

AC And how did you light the  
 actor’s faces in that scene?

BC  We modified the basic fire preset  
 inside the Skypanel firmware to 

match the firelight that already existed 
in our scene. I was able to use one of 
the Skypanels close and heavily diffused 
to gently key the characters in the shot. 
This blended beautifully with the real fire 
and made sure we weren’t restricted 
by significant changes in the size or 
intensity of the real fire through long 
dialogue scenes. 

I also have to thank our fire team that 
were responsible for the effigy and the 
firework. Valkyrie Blacksmith was our 
fire artist who did an incredible job with 
the fire design and made my job all the 
easier for it. Fire features significantly 
in Torch Song and the design of the 
effigy even post burning was crucial to 
a lot of the framing choices made in 
the earlier scenes as we shot around it 
being built and then later as it is being 
carried to the location of the burning. 
The scale and weight of the effigy was 
important in that it had to mirror the 
level scales of masculinity that were at 

play and the affront that Aiden was up 
against. The effigy is overwhelming even 
before it is lit on fire where it becomes 
all consuming.

AC What was your involved with  
 the post-production? What 

was your intention going into the 
grade? 

BC  the director sent me a few rough 
 cuts during the editing process 
and then there were some pickups 
done for one scene that were covered 
by Jason Hargreaves ACS, as I was 
then living in London. Apart from 
providing some input during the edit 
process my focus was then on the 
grade with colourist Angela Cerasi. We 
were lucky to be able to do the grade 
at The Post Lounge in Brisbane in their 
colour grading cinema. It was such a 
great experience with Cerasi, Lance and 
myself sitting in during the grade. 

“I always operate the 
camera whenever I  
can and Torch Song  
was no different.”

AC Do you have a favourite shot  
 or sequence in Torch Song?

BC  I think the effigy fire sequence  
 would have to be my favourite 

for the sheer experience of shooting 
it. It was just such a huge production 
making that scene possible, so many 
variables had to line up just right. 
Shooting any sort of fire sequence is 
increasingly difficult in rural Australia 
near bushland; there’s so much safety, 
planning and precautions that are 
required to do something on that scale 
safely and the pressure to make our 
one chance at it work was a crazy 
adrenaline rush. 

We had to cover the entire sequence in 
ten minutes while the effigy effectively 
burnt itself to the ground. If we missed 
it there was no redo. The energy of 
the cast and crew in-lead up to and 
execution of that scene was so intense. 

I had to cover the wide shot from the 
ground and then rip it from that static 
frame at exactly the right moment once 
we had enough footage, throw it on 
my shoulder, and start running around 
the burning effigy with the characters. 
I was filming from inside and outside 
the circle, running behind them, in 
front of them, shooting the fire beyond 
them. We even had some dialogue line 
deliveries we had to get between Aiden 
and his dad and trying to get that in the 
can without cutting and the adrenaline 
pumping was very memorable

Other than that, the zoom shot 
sequences were very rewarding to 
choreograph, time and execute. When I 
finally saw the finished film in the cinema 
I was so pleased to feel the anticipation 
and suspense that was intended in 
those shots. I just think covering scenes 
in long zoom shots that make up a 
single take is just so interesting. I love 
how they continue to unfold and reveal 
things as they go, much like any sort 
of long choreographed moving shot 
but there’s a beautiful simplicity to 
them being static that is unnerving and 
surprising.

AC Looking back, what might you  
 have done differently?

BC  It’s hard to imagine the film any  
 other way than the way it is now. 

But if I had the benefit or perhaps curse 
of hindsight, I might make sure we 
were ready half-an-hour earlier for the 
monologue scene preceding the effigy 
burning. The sun was setting a little too 
fast and I pushed the Alexa and the lens 
to their limits trying to expose those final 
takes. With the lens wide open at T5.6. 
I think I had to push the Alexa to 3200 
ASA right at the end which I wouldn’t 
normally do without planning to prior 
but sometimes the demands of a short 
film just call for it.

Ben Cotgrove is an award-winning Australian 

cinematographer based in London working  

across narrative film, commercials,  

music and documentary. 
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Dorothy Hallam is a pioneer in Australian 
television. A long-time Tasmanian 
resident and reporter from the Peninsula 
area of Southern Tasmania, the now 
96-years-old Tasmanian resident, Hallam 
was the first ABC News, first female 
freelance cinematographer in Australia. 
Over her twenty-two year career Hallam 
filmed 176 stories for the ABC.

ACS national secretary Kevin Hudson 
ACS reached out to ACS ambassador 
and hall-of-famer David Brill AM ACS, 
who was able to make contact with her 
for an interview. Brill travelled across 
Tasmania to record an interview for 
the ACS Archives about her incredible 
and inspiring career, part of which was 
played to the audience at the 2021 ACS 
National Awards for Cinematography in 
Canberra.

The offer of a second slice of sponge 
cake is made over a pot of tea. Hallam 
and sons Phillip and Gavin are sharing 
southern Tasmanian hospitality with 
James Parker of the Nubeena Historical 
Society. Brill’s six decades as a 
storyteller is on display.

While Sydney and Melbourne were 
watching television broadcasts from 
1956 it wasn’t until May 1960 that 
Hobart was added to the list of cities 
viewing this new phenomenon. January 
1961 saw Hallam film her first news 
story for ABC Hobart. News Editor 
Warren Denning told Dorothy years later 
that she became the first female ABC 
TV freelance news cinematographer. 

Hallam’s hands were are still holding the 
16mm Bolex purchased six decades 
ago that had unbeknown given this 

cinematographer a place as a pioneer in 
Australian Television history. 

AC Dorothy, how did your  
 interest behind the lens begin?

DH It started with still photography.  
 When my dad was returning 

from WWI he won a camera in a raffle 
on the ship. I have little record of him 
using the camera but when I went 
to boarding school I took it with me. 
I was about eight at the time and I 
photographed friends and the school 
and the house I was staying in. It was 
a two storey sandstone convict built 
home and it had a cellar underneath. I 
began developing my own films.

AC How did you make your start  
 into news cinematography?

DH My husband Maurice and I could  
 see our three children growing 

up. In 1959 Gavin was nine, Phillip was 
seven and our daughter was five. We 
decided to buy a movie camera, an 
8mm camera to record their activities. 

AC How did you get the Bolex  
 camera?

DH Maurice was always interested  
 in journalism and when we 

began watching ABC Hobart News he 
decided to submit several pieces to the 
ABC. Warren Denning was News Editor 
at the time and he rang and asked if 
he would like to be the correspondent 
down here for the ABC. Of course 
Maurice said yes, he would. 

Denning came down to meet my 
husband in Nubeena, where we were 
living on our orchard. He came down 
for lunch with his wife Esther and after 
lunch I showed him an orchard film I 
had filmed over the previous twelve 
months. I think he was fairly impressed.

AC What did you film that on?

DH I filmed that on 8mm. Denning  
 asked if he could see part of the 

Peninsula that wasn’t Port Arthur. We 
drove to the coal mines at Salt Water 
River. All the way out and all the way 
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back he kept saying he wished he could 
find someone down here with a 16mm 
camera. 

Several days passed and Denning rang 
us back to say their ABC cameraman, 
Warwick Curtis, was selling his camera 
if we were interested. Maurice and I 
drove to Hobart the next morning and 
we met Curtis down the steep steps to 
the studio he shared with his brother, 
Brian. He brought out the Bolex, 
explained some of the workings and we 
bought it then and there for £150. We 
went to the ABC and told them we had 
the camera. They issued us with 400ft 
of film and we returned home where we 
spent much time working out how to 
use our new camera. 

AC The first assignment, Dorothy,  
 how was that given to you?

DH I was speaking to them on the  
 phone and it was decided I 

would go film a story on the Nubeena 
Show for a trial. It was February, 1961. 

AC Did they use it?

DH Yes, yes they did. They gave us  
 several hints to always, if you 

can, get an establishing shot, then 
move in to medium shots and close-
ups which was the golden rule of 
cinematography. We had to have people 
walking into frame and out of frame. We 
needed bridging shots for the editor and 
cutaways. 

The film was inside so we had to use 
extra lighting. We had four 500watt 
globes that we screwed into a frame 
which we held up to project the light 
wherever it was needed. 

AC Was it difficult to move  
 around? 

DH We could carry the frame and it  
 could be held up or put on top of 

the camera but Maurice was there and 
given the job of looking after my lights. 

AC Then what happened to your  
 film?

DH It was our responsibility to make  
 a shot list, the order it was 

taken. My husband wrote a general 
story. It was our responsibility to send 
it to Hobart. If it was hot news it had to 
be on that night; if not we could have 
a few days. Very often we would send 

it with friends, hire cars, buses from 
Port Arthur were regular to Hobart and 
failing all that we had to take it to ABC 
Hobart ourselves. The ABC didn’t have 
processing facilities so it was sent out 
before being viewed by the journalist, 
film editor and other staff. 

AC Who told you, who explained 
  to you how to use the Bolex?

DH Denning did briefly, but the ABC  
 didn’t tell us how to use it. We 

had to bring the book of words home 
and learn it, and learn it, and learn it 
ourselves. 

AC  What about exposures and  
 things like that? You were 

using a light meter? 

“When my dad was 
returning from WWI he 

won a camera in a raffle 
on the ship.”

DH No, we had been filming several  
 years before we bought a light 

meter. We went round to the ABC 
and happened to meet Neil Davis. 
He showed us how to use the light 
meter. He took us outside the ABC on 
Harrington Street and just explained to 
us how to use a light meter. 

AC Dorothy, how old were you  
 when you started at the ABC 

as a cinematographer?

DH I was thirty-six years old when  
 I filmed my first story, and I was 

about fifty-eight when I stopped. I was 
filming for the ABC for twenty two years, 
from 1961 to 1983.  

AC Why did you stop?

DH It went to video, so I just  
 stopped. 

AC Did you enjoy the actual  
 filming? 

DH Very much. It was a hobby of  
 mine before I filmed for the ABC. 

It was very good to be able to film news 
as well. 

AC You started during in the  
 pioneering days of television? 

DH Yes, really early in 1961. Denning  
 told me that I was the first female 

to film for ABC News in Australia. It was 
really an extension of my interest in film 
from the 8mm. 

AC Did you get used to using the  
 Bolex and all the lenses on it? 

DH I had to know all about it. I have  
 forgotten a lot of it now; the 

lenses were the wide angle, normal and 
tele. The tele lens was better to use with 
a tripod, if they gave me time. 

AC You have been out of the  
 industry for some time but in 

the last year it has all come back to 
life. All the stories you’ve done are 
now being digitised all these years 
later.

DH The Nubeena Historical Society  
 received a grant which enabled 

the ABC to look for my films. We never 
at the time kept the films as we had 
no 16mm projector. We just thought 
the ABC would have just thrown the 
film out. I had asked the ABC for my 
film of my grandfather’s orchard pear 
trees. My grandfather had planted them 
in 1886. The orchard had later been 
taken over by my father. They became 
too expensive to pick and prune, so 
my father decided to bulldoze those in 
1974 and I did that film. I received that 
one but all others had been sent to ABC 
Archives in Sydney. 

AC Can you recall a memorable  
 moment? A memorable story 

you filmed?

DH One of the most dramatic films  
 that I ever did with my 16mm 

Bolex was on Tasman Island.  Wyn 
Westcott had the contract to deliver 
the mail and the groceries every two 
weeks. We thought we would make 
a film. We went out several times by 
boat but weren’t able to get on the 
island because the water was so rough. 
Eventually we did. 

Sarena, Westcott’s boat, was anchored 
off the base of Tasman Island and we 
had to scramble out of there into a 
dinghy. The water was still rough and we 
rowed over to a flying fox. It extended 
across a wire cable from a smaller rock 
at the base of the island and up to the 
landing which was 100-feet above sea 
level. We had to wait till the dinghy 
peaked on the top of a wave and jump 
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into the fox. The head lighthouse keeper 
was there ready to grab us as we 
jumped. We were propelled along the 
wire cable to the landing. Then we had 
to sit on a trolley that was the size of 
a normal kitchen table, no sides just a 
board along the bottom. 

Maurice and I sat on this with the Bolex, 
groceries, mail, correspondence lessons 
for the children. It was so steep at the 
beginning of the cliff face that we were 
actually standing up. 

AC Were you filming?

DH Oh yes, I was filming. 

AC How did you feel?

DH I had a camera in my hand. I had  
 no fear.

We arrived at the top of the island and 
were greeted by the three mothers and 
their children. The men were organising 
the machinery. We filmed the children 
receiving their correspondence lessons. 
The story went to air several days later 
and it was the longest film I ever had on 
air. Almost four minutes. 

AC You filmed more than a  
 hundred feet that day? 

DH I wasn’t limited to any amount  
 of film because as Denning used 

to say, use what you want, it’s just like 
copy paper. We simply had free range 
on the amount of film we used. 

AC In 2018, you received 
  Honorary Membership of the 

ACS. Was that a surprise?

DH Yes very much. Peter Curtis ACS  
 telephoned me to say there was 

going to be a talk in Hobart with Bonnie 
Elliott ACS. My son Gavin took me there 
and we listened to her very interesting 
talk. At the end of it, Curtis presented 
me the Honorary Membership. A 
complete surprise. I had no idea. 

David Brill AM ACS is ambassador  

of Australian Cinematographer’s Society.
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