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FROM THE PRESIDENT
National President of Australian Cinematographers Society steps down after  

fourteen years leading the organisation - by Ron Johanson OAM ACS

Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote, ‘It’s 
not so much the destination, but the 
journey.‘

This part of my ACS journey, after fourteen 
years as national president is coming to 
a close and with it comes a great deal of 
sadness and doubt wondering if I have 
done all I could.

One person doesn’t direct a film, and I 
have been so very fortunate to have so 
many wonderful people to guide, advise 
and alter course if needed.

Before I was elected president, I always 
had a vision of a truly international society, 
one that can be heard loud and clear from 
the Southern Hemisphere, one that did 
not remain ‘girt by sea’ or an ‘old boys 
club’. We all put our heads together and 
planned a course. One of the first tasks 
was recognition of women, which is now 
almost where it should be. I was primarily 
guided by Martha Ansara and others 
including Erika Addis and Velinda Wardell 
ACS. It was something we needed to set 
in motion as soon as was practical.

My love and admiration for the Society 
and our members knows no bounds 
and I consider myself fortunate to have 
forged lifelong friendships along the way. 
Commencing in Melbourne in 1965 after 
failing miserably at school, I applied for 
a job as a message boy at that great 
learning institution, Crawford Productions 
in Collins Street, Melbourne. It was in 

Melbourne where I first met a young man 
who was an aspiring cinematographer, 
who has become my lifelong friend, Ernie 
Clark ACS, who has been with me every 
step of the way and I am a better man for 
his friendship. 

The Society of today has evolved and 
continues to do so, but only because of 
a group of like minded colleagues who 
wanted to see change and accepted the 
roles they had been destined to play. It 
hasn’t at times been plain sailing, but our 
hearts were, and are all in the right place 
and we pressed on for the good of the 
members. We made mistakes, but the 
support and the commitment has seen us 
move forward when some thought it might 
not have been possible.

The truly great aspects of the Society 
remain; camaraderie, friendship, wellbeing 
and support for others, open minds and 
the capacity to listen along with a good 
sense of humour.

Our Society, indeed our industry is cyclic 
and generational. The current generations 
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. Of course we all get lucky, but don’t 
underestimate the need for learning, 
listening, study and for homework.

This thinking applies to all genres, 
all cinematographers so don’t 
ever underestimate the very gifted 
cinematographers who shoot with 
great care news, current affairs and 
documentaries where in some cases 
they only know what they are shooting 
when they arrive on location. But then the 
training kicks in and the reflex recall they 
have enables them to structure and shoot 
those amazing images.

There were so many others who have 
been there during my life in this industry; 
from my Crawford’s alumni; David Eggby 
ACS, who knew from the outset where 
a light should go. To that generous soul 
Alan Cole ACS and always Barry Helleren, 
the Ox, who was a gifted assistant who 
helped and supported me, he was a 
terrific bloke who we lost way too early. 
There was the ever alert and progressive 
Johnny Wheeler ACS, along with a true 
master who guided many careers, Rob 
Copping ACS, and the man who started 
it all, but is no longer with us, a wonderful 
mentor and cinematographer, Dudley 
Robinson.

I have been lucky to bear witness to many 
things; the operating and lighting mastery 
of both John McLean ACS and John 
Seale AM ACS ASC, Geoff Burton ACS 
and now David Burr ACS and the way 
one Ernie Clark ACS always remained 
calm and in control, and always delivered 
amazing images along with sage like 
advice. There were those too numerous 
who worked silently but effectively 
behind the scenes; David Lewis ACS, 
Ted Rayment ACS, David Wakeley ACS 
and the amazing Heidi Tobin. Who can 
ever forget the enthusiasm of our dear 
departed friends Edwin and Jane Scragg, 
or the skills of Butch Calderwood ACS, 
Dion Beebe ACS ASC, Steve Windon ACS 
ASC and of course the fantastic Mandy 
Walker AM ACS ASC, Anna Howard ACS, 
Bonnie Elliott ACS, Katie Milwright ACS 
and the early influence both on set and at 
AFTRS from Jan Kenny ACS.

The beautiful lighting and visual storytelling 
from Dean Semler AM ACS ASC, whose 
landscapes are reminiscent of artists 

Ron Johanson OAM ACS - PHOTO Supplied
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Remington, Turner and Heysen. Of 
course our beloved ‘PJ’, Peter James 
ACS ASC who turned our heads with his 
interpretation of visual storytelling and 
the way to use filters to enhance and 
inspire, but never distract. I remember 
seeing the work of Ellery Ryan ACS and 
being incredibly impressed with the way 
his images complimented the story and 
never got in the way. Roger Lanser ACS 
who is such a quiet achiever, but his work 
simply resonates, and of course ‘Russ 
Bob’, Russell Boyd AM ACS ASC, whose 
quiet manner and his work ethic inspired 
so many, including myself who then 
wandered off and shot many commercials 
trying to emulate Picnic at Hanging Rock 
(1975). From across the ditch there was 
John Toon ACS NZCS a true ‘man for 
all seasons’ and a fine cinematographer. 
Then of course there is Don…Don 
McAlpine ACS ASC who simply goes on 
and on working at a furious pace, teaching 
and showing those coming through how 
best to approach things and how to 
deliver, and who will ever forget Andrew 
Lesnie ACS ASC who we lost way too 
early, but his legacy lives on, along with 
many others including Graham Lind ACS 
who shared so much with so many, Bill 
Grimmond ACS, Louis Irving ACS and 
Geoffrey Wharton ACS.

This wonderful Society has played an 
enormous role in my life, not only to be 
part of it’s progress and growth, but 
to share many emotional moments at 
times with people you haven’t had the 
opportunity to meet. 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.

The fabric that binds it together is our 
Sponsors. Collaborative and supportive 
who share our love for cinematography 
and the culture that goes with it. Our 
sponsors are long term and we have been 
lucky to have sponsors who are like - 
minded. It is important to remember there 
are things we have achieved which we 
could not have done without them.

Let us not forget where the idea of an ACS 
started in the minds of a group of men 
who simply wanted to have somewhere to 
meet, talk and enjoy a cold one. On Friday, 
31 October 1958, an historic meeting was 
held at the Film Club in Sydney. On the 
agenda was ‘The proposed formation of 
an Association of Cinematographers’. At 

this meeting a steering committee was 
formed with Syd Wood elected Chairman, 
Ron Horner as Secretary, Keith Loone 
as Treasurer and a working committee 
consisting of Ross Wood, Reginald Perier, 
Jack Fletcher, Arthur Higgins, Bede 
Whiteman, John Leake and J.W. (Bill) 
Trerise. I cannot speak for those founding 
fathers but I’m sure they all had one thing 
in mind and that was to eventually have a 
permanent home for the Society.

So after fifty-two years, on 15 November 
2010, we saw the culmination of prudent 
saving and investing by NSW Treasurer, 
Bruce Hillyard ACS, along with planning 
and discussion that led to the Society 
finally taking possession of the ACS 
National Headquarters in North Sydney. 
The National Executive of 2010 decided to 
name the ACS Headquarters in honour of 
one of those remarkable men, John Leake 
OAM ACS, but the National Headquarters 
is a testament to all our founding fathers 
and to those that have followed and 
continued to ‘follow the dream’.

But there is much more to the ACS of 
today than our National Headquarters. 
Within the Society there exists a legion 
of members and supporters who at 
every opportunity espouse the benefits 
of this truly wonderful Society, this united 
group of cinematographers whose bond 
of solidarity and friendship encircles the 
globe. In so many ways our Society is 
made up of numerous pockets of brilliance 
that ensures we leave no stone unturned 
to discover and to highlight those hidden 
gems. 

Let’s mention ACS CineKids under the 
stewardship of David Lewis ACS, no other 
global Society has done that. Australian 
Cinematographer Magazine with editor 
James Cunningham at the helm has 
evolved into what we know today as a 
globally read and respected magazine. 
Our ACS Awards system, 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 Shadowcatchers, the inspirational 
work of Martha Ansara and a dedicated 
ACS Committee, including Ron Windon 
ACS, Calvin Gardiner ACS and many 
others who worked tirelessly to bring this 
amazing book to reality.

It would be remiss of me not to mention 
others of the caliber of ‘The Magnificent 
Ingerson’, Milton Ingerson ACS, who 
during his time as federal president, 
in my opinion took the first steps to 
modernise our Society, the steadfast and 

regal John Leake OAM ACS who our 
National Headquarters is named after, 
Victorian branch stalwarts Barry and 
Mitzi Woodhouse, David and Marianne 
Wakeley, South Australia’s own Mylene 
and Malcolm Ludgate, Ernie and Julienne 
Clark, the irrepressible and inspirational 
JoAnne Bouzianis-Sellick, Dr David Curl 
who formed the Northern Territory Branch, 
and was followed by Andy Hyde. Credit to 
Craig Pickersgill who as an administrator 
led the Society into accepting new 
technologies and methodologies and one 
Ron Windon ACS an esteemed gentleman 
and in may ways a visionary. It would be 
remiss of me not to mention my travelling 
companion David Brill AM ACS and a 
wonderful couple, Dick and Patricia Marks 
of the Tasmania federation.

The Society is far richer for having all 
these great people and many, many 
more as part of the Society. There are 
many I have met on this journey and I 
am sorry at this time I cannot mention 
them all, but how’s this for a few; David 
Gribble ACS, Carolyn Constantine ACS, 
Pieter de Vries ACS, Denson Baker ACS 
NZCS, Greig Fraser ACS ASC, the truly 
remarkable Peter Curtis ACS, Ari Wegner 
ACS, Louie Eroglu ACS, Andy Taylor ACS, 
Geoffrey Simpson ACS, Jules O’Loughlin 
ACS ASC, Kim Batterham ACS, Alexis 
Castagna, Warwick Field ACS, Simon 
Duggan ACS ASC, Steve Windon ACS 
ASC, Stefan Duscio ACS, Kevin Hudson 
ACS, Gary Wapshott, the ‘Queensland’ 
camera department of Henry Pierce 
ACS, John Stokes ACS, Mark Wareham 
ACS, Ben Nott ACS, Jason Hargeaves 
ACS and Brad Shield ACS ASC not only 
fantastic cinematographers but solid and 
respected members of our industry and 
good friends to boot, and for me to have 
had the opportunity to not only work 
in our industry, but now to have been 
in a position to lead our respected and 
admired global Society fills me with great 
joy.

Change is good, but not simply for change 
sake and we must remind ourselves that 
the Australian Cinematographers Society 
has a strong foundation based on people, 
to erode that and to tarnish the soul of this 
living Society would be so wrong.

It has truly been a blessing and one I will 
never forget.

 

Ron Johanson OAM ACS has been  

National President of the Australian 

Cinematographers Society for the past fourteen 

years, and will step down in May this year.
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CAUGHT IN THE UNDERTOW
Mark Lapwood NZCS ACS shoots an award-winning, and partially underwater,  
music video for alternative rock band Black Smoke Trigger - by Slade Phillips
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AC How did you get first involved 
 with the Caught in the 

Undertow video? Can you describe 
how the concept was initially pitched 
to you?

ML Director Anthony Plant  
 contacted me to discuss a 

video which would feature a large 
portion of underwater filming, and 
asked if I’d be keen to shoot it. I jumped 
at the opportunity as I’d done some 
underwater work before but was keen 
to get more runs on the board. 

The concept was pitched as a music 
video about a band who are playing 
in the shallows at one of Auckland’s 
wild west coastal beaches. As 
they’re playing, the tide comes in and 
eventually, they get ‘caught in the 
undertow’. One by one they fall into the 
water, and we pick them up underwater, 
where they continue to play their 
instruments.  

AC What was your collaboration  
 like with the director and the 

band, in terms of the look and feel of 
the video?

ML Plant is a great collaborator.  
 We’d worked together a couple of 

years earlier. He was open to hearing my 
ideas as cinematographer so it worked 
well. The thing I love about a good 
filmmaking collaboration is when ‘the sum 
is greater than the total of the parts’. That 

magic when the result is exponentially 
greater than anyone expected.

The band were great, they’d spent 
a few weeks practicing to hold their 
breath as long as possible under water 
at a local swimming pool, plus playing 
their instruments underwater, all difficult 
but essential skills for this clip. 

We found various visual references 
of scenes which had been filmed 
underwater or shot to look like they 
were underwater. There was a scene 
from an old James Bond movie and 
other high-budget dramas and music 
videos. People have used all sorts of 
tricks in the past. Being a low-budget 
music video, we had to be creative with 
the little resources we had, so despite 
some approaches looking fantastic, 
they were simply beyond our means. 

In terms of the look, we wanted to 
create a cool blue monochrome feel 
above the water to match the feel of the 
underwater environment, with a black 
infinity backdrop and muted tones. 
This would also fit with the dark grungy 
undertones of the song. It was important 
that the whole music video feels like 
one cohesive film in both environments, 
especially during the transition from 
above to below the surface.   

AC What factors did you take into 
 consideration when choosing 

your camera and your lenses?

ML I shot in exterior daylight on  
 an ARRI Alexa Mini with Zeiss 

Super Speeds at 3200 degrees Kelvin, 
uncorrected, so the daylight would read 
blue. Underwater I used HMI lighting with 
the camera set to 3200K again to continue 
the theme. This blue look was helped by 
the fact the warm spectrum of light is the 
first to fall away below the surface.    

In terms of lenses, I chose the Zeiss 
Mark II Super Speeds as they’re a great 
vintage option for a spherical project 
like this, not too sharp with a gentle 
fall off around the edges so they were 
an appropriate choice to help create a 
grungier feel. 

AC What were your initial  
 thoughts on the underwater 

portion of the video?

ML Initially we thought we’d film  
 underwater with the Alexa in an 

underwater housing, however it turns 
out that in 2015 the New Zealand the 
laws relating to underwater camera 
operating and workplace safety were 
changed. It’s a legal requirement now 
that an underwater operator must have 
a Code of Compliance (COC) which 
requires certification in almost every 
Padi Dive training imaginable, right up 
to Dive Rescue. Given we were a low-
budget production due to shoot within 
a couple of weeks, this was never going 
to happen in time. 

Mark Lapwood NZCS ACS behind the camera on ‘Caught in the Undertow’ - PHOTO Supplied



I’d heard of the Boxfish Submersible 
through fellow cinematographers after 
they did a demo event through the New 
Zealand Cinematographers Society 
here in Auckland. We contacted Ben 
King and the team at Boxfish and they 
were very supportive, allowing us to 
come and do testing in their on-site 
pool to see what the Boxfish Luna could 
achieve.  

AC What did the Boxfish Luna  
 bring to your cinematography 

that, say, another piece of equipment 
could not?

ML It’s basically like a high-quality  
 underwater drone, which is 

connected by a long fibre-optic cable 
that allows camera control and sends 
a live picture to the surface during 
the shoot. The operator can control it 
using joysticks while the director and 
myself gave input. It’s seamless in terms 
of communication which is a huge 
advantage over having an operator 
under 30ft of water.

It’s easy to control. We were able to 
do smooth fairly precise repeatable 
moves like tracking right while counter 
panning to the left seamlessly. There 
were never any issues with air bubbles 
when looking up, which can be a huge 
challenge when scuba diving with a 
camera. Of course, like any motorised 
head, it’s trickier to operate the tighter 
the lens, but with a gentle touch and 

adjustable dampening on the controls 
we were able to achieve everything on 
the shot-list smoothly and on schedule.     

Given the Boxfish Luna also has a 
stainless-steel rod frame we were able 
to lock it off using underwater C-Stands 
for the wide shot of the whole four-piece 
band. This allowed us to shoot each 
band member separately in a different 
portion of the frame, which made it 
achievable instead of trying to have 
four people holding their breath and 
performing underwater in sync at the 
same time. 

AC How did you approach  
 lighting in the pool?

ML We were able to find a  
 sufficiently deep indoor pool 

with no ambient light to control. We 
dropped weighted blacks down 
three sides of the pool and lay black 
polythene over the entire pool floor area 
to achieve the infinity ‘deep ocean’ look. 
I kept the lighting simple with a single 
HMI back light and that worked to great 
effect. Thanks to Gaffer Spencer Locke-
Bonney on lighting for an efficient show 
on the day. 

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

ML My favourite shots are of the  
 individual band members 

falling into the water. I just love the 
way the backlight works on all the 

bubbles and just the sheer peculiarity 
of a fully clothed musician falling into 
the water with his instrument works a 
treat. All credit to the bands guitarist 
Charlie Wallace for coming up with this 
remarkable concept and having the 
courage to give it a go!

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

have done differently?

ML Overall, I think there were  
 several places we could have 

gone very wrong. Thanks to Murray 
Milne who’s a very experienced 
underwater cinematographer here in 
New Zealand for his invaluable advice in 
pre-production. 

The only thing I would do differently 
would be to have a larger sensor 
camera in the Boxfish Luna, which is 
now available. Plus of course, it would 
have been lovely to have more time at 
the pool to come up with even more 
unusual shots, but I guess I’m not alone 
in wishing I had more time on a shoot. 
We managed to achieve the schedule 
and stay within budget, everyone’s happy 
with the look, so I think we pulled it off 
successfully. That’s the only way, right? 

Mark Lapwood NZCS ACS was awarded Silver at 

the ACS Award in 2021 at the NSW ACS Awards 

for his work on ‘Caught in the Undertow’.

Slade Phillips is a writer based in Sydney.
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A scene from ‘Caught in the Undertow’ - DOP Mark Lapwood NZCS ACS
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A short film developed and produced 
by the American Society of 
Cinematographers (ASC) is an initiative 
to provide standardised viewing material 
designed to aid in the development 
and calibration of technology impacting 
the modern imaging chain. Test 
packages will be available in early 2022 
to download for free in all common 
theatrical and home television formats.

The Mission, a professionally produced 
short film for the initiative, emulates a 
high-end movie. Under the direction 
of the ASC, the film was designed to 
test exhibition and streaming systems, 
displays, and image-processing 
tools used in production and post-
production.

“We set out to create a comprehensive 
assessment of the elements that 
increasingly impact professional 
production in today’s environment,” 
says ASC president Stephen 
Lighthill. “This offers the industry 
the information needed to support 
developments and advancements of 
products and solutions for image 
creation. Everyone from filmmakers, 
studios and post houses to engineers, 
technologists and manufacturers are 

affected by the technical complexities 
impacting storytelling.”

The technology was produced with 
significant backing from studios, as well 
as major support from the Academy 
of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences 
(AMPAS) Scientific and Technical 
Council, and others.

“We saw a need to measure the 
dramatic change in workflows to 
enable script-to-screen technology that 
will support the viewer’s experience 
as close as possible to the filmmaker’s 
intentions,” notes chairman of the 
ASC’s Motion Imaging Technology 
Council, Curtis Clark ASC. “As 
exhibition technology continues to 
advance, there is a critical need for 
baseline evaluation material originated 
by neutral and trusted third-party 
imaging experts.”

The Mission was carefully conceived to 
exploit and challenge today’s exhibition 
and image processing systems. The 
short film utilised the Academy Colour 
Encoding System (ACES) throughout 
the entire pipeline. The project evaluated 
the challenges of moving meticulously 
crafted images through cloud 
workflows, including camera-to-cloud, 

dailies, editing, rendering and creation 
of deliverables while simultaneously 
maintaining artistic intentions. Utilising 
an array of production environments, 
it was shot on location and on virtual 
production stages in July, capturing 
scenes shot in a dark cave, the desert, 
day and night car interiors, night exterior 
city streets, and a night interior dimly lit 
hospital.

Additional parameters tested by The 
Mission include image high-dynamic 
range, diverse skin tones, high-
resolution detail, in-camera visual 
effects, fast moving action, and visuals 
to tax compression algorithms and 
image processing software.

The whole initiative is called the 
Standard Evaluation Material II or 
StEM2, an updated version of the 
ASC’s StEM1 project which was 
a collaboration between the ASC 
and Digital Cinema Initiatives (DCI) 
in 2004. StEM1 helped to establish 
technical parameters for digital cinema 
specifications during the transition from 
film print projection. It continues to be a 
bellwether for the industry in evaluating 
first generation digital developments.

Sally Christgau works for Ignite Strategic.

THE MISSION
Standard evaluation material designed to test new technology  

by American Society of Cinematographers - by Sally Christgau

Behind the scenes on ‘The Mission’ - PHOTO Raina Virginia



Christmas Down Under, a full-length 
feature, was shot in around twenty 
locations over three weeks and required 
incredibly efficient filmmaking. And 
because the film is being shown in a 
crowded market of holiday films, speed 
and efficiency had to come with high 
quality. 

The film is directed by My Big Fat Greek 
Wedding’s Louis Mandylor and shot 
by Sydney-based cinematographer 
Luke Walker. It follows a tightly wound 
American, Ellie, who flies to Australia 
and enlists the help of an aboriginal tour 
guide and YouTube famous Uber driver 
to find her husband and his eclectic 
family. Instead of snow and rosy cheeks, 
an Australian Christmas means high 
temperatures, air conditioned interiors and 
outdoor shooting in unforgiving sunlight. 

Walker used three URSA Mini Pro 4.6K 
G2s from Blackmagic Design, with 
some of the scenes shot with all three 
simultaneously. To ensure that the tight 
deadline was met, Walker relied on the 
camera’s ease of use and ability to be 
set up and broken down quickly. 

“For the simultaneous shots, the 
camera’s ease of use meant all camera 

operators were on the same page at all 
times,” says Walker. “No other camera 
produces a look like the URSA Mini. 
With standard features like false color, 
being able to use different codecs, 
built in NDs and more, we found we 
had everything we needed.”

Camera operator and second unit 
cinematographer Maarten Talbot, 
who also worked as editor on the film, 
explained, “Getting an overall unique 
and culturally appropriate look for the 
film meant leaning into those differences 
while still having a Christmas feel. The 
Blackmagic cameras really handled the 
harsh Australian sun and let us pick 
a color pallet in post-production that 
set us apart from the typical Christmas 
movie.”

Post-production, which was done at 
South Sky Pictures in Tasmania, took 
place in the middle of strict Covid 
quarantine rules in Australia. Editing 
and visual effects were done by Talbot 
and post-production manager Joshua 
Freeman, both using DaVinci Resolve 
Studio. 

“The holiday film industry is incredibly 
competitive, and more so now than 

ever,” adds Horner. “We’re now seeing 
almost every major network producing 
numerous holiday movies per year.” 
South Sky Pictures picked up the 
post-production work for the film after 
an initial cut had been done in other 
software. “Quality matters and that 
was the reason we chose to use the 
URSA Mini Pro 4.6K G2 and DaVinci 
Resolve,” he says.

Workflow was particularly useful when 
producers requested three new scenes 
late in the post-production process. 
“The additional scenes were shot 
at the peak of Australia’s pandemic 
crisis, with most of our talent and crew 
unable to get together,” says Horner. 

“They had to be designed and 
filmed in a way that made everyone 
appear as though they are in the 
same location, despite the fact that 
they were thousands of kilometers 
apart. Using Resolve and Blackmagic 
cameras meant the new scenes were 
cut and colored just days after 
receiving all the media!”

Luke Walker is a director, cinematographer  

and editor based in Sydney.

CHRISTMAS DOWN UNDER
Blackmagic Design cameras and the DaVinci Resolve studio used on  

Australian comedy shot by cinematographer Luke Walker - by Terry Frechette

 ACS BRIEF / 13

Joanne Samuel and John Jarrett in ‘Christmas Down Under’ - DOP Luke Walker



AC Can you describe Mutt in your 
 own words?

JC Mutt is a film that is as much  
 about this brutal underworld 

of illegal dog fighting as it is about 
the journey of Odette, played by 
Mia Landgren, as she navigates the 
prospect of having a child at a time in 
her life when she’s already struggling. 
It’s a surprising film in the way it pushes 
and pulls between this dark and thriller-
esque setting of illegal dogfighting, and 
a tender and sensitive exploration of 
coming parenthood. 

AC How did you come about to  
 film Mutt?

JC Director Sam Galloway and I  
 met in film school. I was 

shooting every film that I could and he 
was writing and directing many different 
projects. We connected, I think, on how 
seriously we were taking our passions at 
that time. Galloway always has so many 
ideas and always wants to be creating, 
which is an easy energy to follow. 

When he brought the concept of Mutt 
to me it was easy to jump aboard, 
because when Galloway is behind the 

wheel you know things are going to 
happen. You know you are going to 
come out on the other end with a huge 
accomplishment. A feature film with 
little budget is a marathon of creative 
problem solving and ingenuity, but we 
made it happen with the help of a lot 
of amazing and talented people. I’ll 
never forget the hard work of absolutely 
everyone in the cast and crew that got 
us through the days.

AC What was your initial intention  
 for the look and feel of the 

film?

JC We felt strongly about keeping  
 things looking real and natural 

to ground the film and create an 
immediately relatable world. If a shot 
ever started to look lit and unnatural, we 
pulled it back a bit. We usually always 
had some light augmenting the setups 
and there was a lot of negative fill being 
utilised to shape the spaces and draw 
the eye.

We carried the same ethos through the 
camera operation as well. Nothing too 
stylised or over elaborate. We liked to 
do a lot of hand held when we needed 
to be tethered to the character and their 

space, and we used many static locked 
off shots when we wanted to sit with the 
stillness of a scene and let that world in 
the frame speak for itself.

AC What factors did you take into  
 consideration when choosing 

cameras and lenses?

JC We chose to shoot ARRI Alexa 
  on this film, not only because 

it is just a stunning camera, but I felt 
extra comfortable with it because we 
didn’t always have budget to control 
our lighting to the absolute degree. A 
huge benefit to shooting on the Alexa 
is that we could allow our highlights to 
clip at unexpected times, even shoot 
characters in direct sun in a desperate 
situation, and know that it would handle 
it and render blown out highlights 
and dark shadows in a very filmic and 
workable way. It is a very forgiving 
system in trying conditions. 

Lens wise, we actually used a bit of 
a mix. A small set of vintage Nikkor 
lenses was our go-to for the majority of 
the film, which have a very creamy and 
soft vibe, but at times we reached for 
Sigma Art primes to really crispen up a 
shot when we wanted to give important 

MUTT
Mutt, filmed by Justin Carrig, is a dark Australian drama  

shining a light on illegal dog fighting - interview by Vanessa Abbott
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moments more pop and immediacy. 

A few shots here and there with the 
more clinical Sigma lenses sat in quite 
well because of how sparingly we used 
them, and for very particular moments 
that already had all your attention for 
other reasons.

AC Tell us about your own crew in 
 the camera department? 

JC I was lucky to have such  
 amazing and generous talents 

make everything possible behind the 
camera and there are quite a lot of 
people to give credit to. Han Palmer 
was incredible as our assistant camera 
for many days, as well as Andrea 
Asnicar who pulled focus. Nick Turner 
stepped in to assistant camera when 
we were stuck. 

Guillermo Perez Pedraza, our second 
assistant camera, kept our dailies 
organised for our DIT and dailies editor 
Peter Camilleri to ingest. We were so 
lucky to have Camilleri often cut the 
dailies into rough assemblies for us 
watch at the end of a big day shooting, 
which is invaluable when you have such 
a fast-moving schedule.

AC Were you shooting mostly  
 locations? What was your 

approach to lighting?

JC For Mutt, I made up a bunch of  
 LED panels from very high 

colour rendering index LED strips to 
create low profile, soft panel style lights 
that we could put anywhere. They 
were 2700k to 5600k tuneable and I 
would augment those with a number 
of different gels. There is a scene with 
a bonfire where we used a number of 
the panels with CTO and straw to boost 
and fill the real fire. 

AC Can you share with us  
 something that went wrong, 

and how you approached solving or 
fixing it?

JC When shooting a film it can feel  
 like something is going wrong 

every ten minutes. But a significant one 
was probably the evening we filmed the 
bonfire and dog fight sequence. There 
were a lot of very important moments to 
be captured in this one evening and we 
were under a lot of pressure. 

There were so many dogs, so many 
extras, and some sophisticated blocking 

and lighting requirements. When you 
have limited resources these things can 
stack up and become nearly disastrous. 
It was a technically and logistically 
difficult evening but we got the shots 
in the can, with thanks to everyone’s 
patience and perseverance.

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

JC There is a certain sequence  
 in the climax of the film, no 

spoilers, that I found very satisfying 
to accomplish. It featured many of 
the film’s characters, and it is the 
first time all of these characters are 
together. It is a high-energy sequence 
where things are moving quickly and 
dynamically. Figuring out the blocking 
of that particular scene with Galloway 
and working with the actors was a joy, 
and the result of that work is a scene 
that is loaded with emotion, tension and 
release.

Justin Carrig is a freelance cinematographer 

based in Melbourne, specialising in narrative 

film, documentaries, commercials  

and music videos.

A scene from the film ‘Mutt’ - DOP Justin Carrig
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JOE VS. CAROLE
Jules O’Loughlin ACS ASC (The Hitman’s Bodyguard, Kokoda)  

shoots the epic trainwreck that is Joe Exotic versus Carole Baskin  

in the highly-anticpated Joe vs. Carole, now available on Stan. 

- by Darcy Yuille

John Cameron Mitchell is Joe Exotic in ‘Joe vs. Carole’ - DOP Jules O’Loughlin ACS ASC



Joe vs. Carole is a dramatic adaptation of the hit podcast 
Joe Exotic from Wondery. The eight-part series, produced 
by Peacock and released in Australia through Stan, covers 
familiar ground. The Netflix documentary Tiger King (2020), a 
hit in the early days of the pandemic, follows the protagonists, 
zookeepers Carole Baskin portrayed by Kate McKinnon, and 
Joe Exotic played by John Cameron Mitchell. The series was 
written by Etan Frankel and Alex Katsnelson. 

Shot in late 2021 in Queensland, Joe vs. Carole dramatises 
the story. Jules O’Loughlin ACS ASC was first approached 
with the project while filming a Marvel series in Thailand, and 
jumped at the chance to shoot in Australia. “We were the 
flavour of the month there for a little while,” O’Loughlin 
says. “For American producers, Australia just seemed to feel 
comfortable with our conditions and our crews.” 

The show explores the events of the podcast and 
documentary, but also delves into the backstory of these 
two extreme characters and how they were destined to 
confront each other. O’Loughlin was grateful he hadn’t seen 
the documentary before reading the scripts, as it allowed 
him to respond to the text without any prior knowledge or 
understanding of the characters. It became readily apparent 
that the show would be a logistical challenge - Tigers? - 
but also offered a great opportunity to create a visual style 
to separate the two characters’ journeys and bring them 
together.

“Our set up director, Justin Tipping and I, wanted a really 
strong look for the show,” he explains. “Because of the 
familiarity with the Tiger King, we wanted to push the show 

into an area where people would immediately sit up and 
take notice.” O’Loughlin only had a short amount of pre-
production, shooting only one day of tests. Most of these were 
to work out specific camera moves to help bridge the narrative 
between different timelines. 

“We were the flavour  
of the month there for  

a little while.” 
Shooting on the ARRI Alexa Large Format through Lemac in 
Brisbane, O’Loughlin worked on creating a distinctive look 
for each character by choosing to shoot their distinctive 
stories on different lenses. For Joe Exotic’s storyline he went 
with the Cooke Anamorphic Special Flares to encompass 
the scope and drama of his flamboyant life, while for Carole 
Baskin he chose to use re-housed Canon FD lenses. The final 
aspect ratio was 2:1 which is increasingly becoming more 
common with streaming drama. The aspect ratio helped to 
unite the two storylines despite shooting with Anamorphic and 
Spherical lenses, as well as allowing for a little more height 
when compared to wider ratios. This came in useful when 
displaying the respective zoos of the protagonists. 

For the final episode, they changed again and went with Zeiss 
Supremes, also shifting the colour and tone of the episode to 
set it apart. It’s in this episode that the two protagonists finally 
meet in a Florida courtroom. These changes were important to 
keep track of. O’Loughlin had a comprehensive spreadsheet 
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John Cameron Mitchell as Joe Exotic in ‘Joe vs. Carole’ - DOP Jules O’Loughlin ACS ASC



to cover all the changes, as due to the schedule, they were 
often shooting scenes from multiple episodes in one day. 

“There would be some days where I would work with one 
director in the morning, then swap episodes and work with 
a different director in the afternoon,” the cinematographer 
explains. “It got quite complicated and I really need to 
take my hat off to Ian Hood, our first assistant director. It 
was a scheduling nightmare, especially when you take into 
account actors crossing borders and Covid.”

O’Loughlin was able to collaborate with A-camera and Steadicam 
operator Greg Gilbert and Jack Wareham on B-camera. Pim Kulk, 
Frank Hruby and Rachel Sieger were first assistants camera. Ben 
Dugard was gaffer and Billy Harmer key grip. 

One of the earliest concerns was how to recreate the locations 
of Oklahoma and Florida in South East Queensland, where 
the tones of the bush are harsher and less tropical. O’Loughlin 
went with a strong Tobacco look to help tie the two locations 
together. The showrunners didn’t want to use supers for 
flashbacks, so the choice was made to change the colour 
treatment to represent past events. For Joe, they went with 
a much cooler look, a bluish world to represent the character 
before he became the outrageous figure known today. For 
Carole, they decided on a rose pink tone, and in conjunction 
with production designer Michael Rumpf and the art 
department, they created monochromatic looks to separate 
from the narrative’s main timeline. The effect is to give the 
show a sense of story continuity despite the shifting years, 
using visual language to link and separate the characters’ 
respective paths. 

This extended to the operating style. For much of Joe’s 

narrative, the camera is hand-held and steadicam, always 

moving to reflect Joe’s erratic and unpredictable nature. They 

also used a lot of hard, fast center framed push-ins. For 

Carole, the operating style was predominantly locked and 

controlled frames. She was more organised and systematic. 

The creative team decided to swap these styles once a key 

decision is made. Joe becomes focused, and Carole becomes 

discombobulated. For the final episode they changed again for 

the courtroom scenes, with the shots all becoming balanced, 

precise and procedural, with tracks down hallways, lining up 

on nodal points and structured coverage.

“For American producers, 
Australia just seemed to 

feel comfortable with our 
conditions and our crews.” 

O’Loughlin pushed for an experienced digital intermediate 

technician (DIT), especially considering the frequent switching 

between episodes, directors and scenes. He also uses 

the monitors to judge the majority of the exposures. The 

cinematographer knew a good DIT would keep the monitors 

calibrated, and that trust is vital. 

“Jason Naran was our DIT,” says O’Loughlin. “I’d worked 
with him on Krampus (2015) in New Zealand, and I knew 
he was great. There aren’t a lot of DITs in Australia, but 

Kate McKinnon is Carole Baskin in ‘Joe vs. Carole’ - DOP Jules O’Loughlin ACS ASC
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A scene from ‘Joe vs. Carole’ - DOP Jules O’Loughlin ACS ASC
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I think it’s vital to keeping everyone up to date on the 
different looks and choices for each scene.”  

Colourist was Dwaine Hyde (Lambs of God, Mystery Road) 
from Cutting Edge Sydney. O’Loughlin had worked with him 
previously on Redfern Now (2013). 

“We used great danes as 
reference for the tigers, and 

cats as references  
for cubs.” 

A lot of the fixtures on interiors were tungsten, partly to 
achieve the tobacco look, but also due to cost. The zoo sets 
were shot on a disused chicken farm. Joe’s zoo and Carole’s 
big cat rescue were side-by-side, and the art department 
dressed them to be separate. 

All of the animals were CGI, for animal consideration, time and 
safety of the crew. “Every animal in the show is computer 
generated,” he adds. “We used great danes as reference for 
the tigers, and cats as references for cubs. Dogs and cats 
can be trained, and then the visual effects team built tigers 
around those. I’ve seen some of the tests. It’s pretty amazing 
what they have pulled off.” 

For the interiors of Carole’s home, they shot at Screen 
Queensland sound stages. Most of the sets had roofs which 
allowed for the camera to see any location. O’Loughlin also 

used a Phantom Flex to shoot certain sequences, particularly 
for the introduction of the main characters. The Phantom was 
used with a Bolt robotic arm, allowing for hyper-realistic moves 
in super slow motion. 

While there was a lot of discussion around transition shots 
between scenes and timelines, a particular favourite is a shot 
that comes towards the end of the series when Joe is stuck 
in prison, a caged tiger himself. The shot starts on the back of 
Joe’s head. As he turns the camera moves back out through 
the window of the cell to outside. They attached the camera to 
the door and tracked with the door, with multiple moving parts 
to create the illusion. With set extensions the shot will definitely 
be one O’Loughlin is looking forward to seeing. 

“It was really fun to work with Billy Hama and Michael 
Rumpf to work out how we were going to do that, and 
how the set was going to be built, but to also know that 
the shot would have considerable impact for the story and 
characters,” he says. 

Joe vs. Carole is available to stream on Stan.

Jules O’Loughlin ACS ASC is an award-winning cinematographer known for 

his work on Wish You Were Here (2012), The Hitman’s Bodyguard (2017) 

and AppleTV+ series See (2019).

Darcy Yuille is an assistant editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine, 

and run’s his own production company in Melbourne.

Carole (Kate McKinnon) and Howard (Kyle MacLachlan) in ‘Joe vs. Carole’ - DOP Jules O’Loughlin ACS ASC



Cinematographer Jules O’Loughlin ACS ASC on location with ‘Joe vs. Carole’ - PHOTO Supplied



Kitty Flanagan in ‘Fisk’ - PHOTO Courtesy Australian Broadcasting Corporation

FISK
Cinematographer Joanne Donahoe-Beckwith  
shares her experiences behind the camera on  
ABC’s hit comedy Fisk, starring Kitty Flanagan.

- by James Cunningham
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AC How did you find yourself shooting Fisk? 

JDB I hadn’t worked with executive producer Vincent  
 Sheehan or the production company before but 

I had worked with series director Tom Peterson and Kitty 
Flanagan. They were both actors the first time I worked with 
each of them, both independently very funny and extremely 
intelligent individuals. My time with Flanagan was across the 
four series of Utopia (2014-2019) where she played the PR 
machine Rhonda.  

AC What was the initial visual concept for how the  
 show would look? Did you have any similar, 

television references?

JDB The overall visual theme for Fisk was ‘warm, worn  
 and brown’. Which sounds simple, but is actually 

a huge challenge when you also need to create depth and 
separation. It was a great and fun challenge. Peterson and 
Flannigan had a list of shows they liked but we were keen to 
develop our own hybrid look. 

I know this is what every production says, but as genuine 
creative collaborators there is a unique joy when you develop a 
language that helps motivate and guide you along production. 
Our key references on the binge list were comedies; Veep, 
Stath Lets Flats, Brockmire, Fleabag, Crashing, Others, 
Brooklyn Nine Nine as well as French comedy Call My Agent 
and even a few dramas.

The visual style and development of Fisk was a lovely 
trajectory and while it was annoying to have to embrace 
the ‘pivot’ that Covid restrictions brought it forced us to be 
economical and creative with our solutions. We had been 
chatting and meeting up over a couple of months to hone in 
on the look we wanted prior to having to change our approach 
but the fundamentals on the list didn’t change. Peterson was 
very keen to lose the sitcom crystal focus feel but careful not 

to lose the ability to go with each performance. We had a mix 

of cast who were comedians and actors which meant hitting 

marks or repeating the same performance.

AC What was your collaboration like with Ben  
 Morieson and the production design team, early 

on? How did the show’s look develop in terms of the 

locations, or colour palette?

JDB The fabulous Carrie Kennedy was our set-up  
 production designer, with the delays due to Covid 

she handed over to her partner in work and life, Ben Morieson. 

The biggest challenge was finding the right location not only 

for the look but also to accommodate Covid restrictions. It 

was quite tricky. Kennedy did an incredible job designing 

the layout and style of the Gruber offices and certainly her 

fingerprints are all over the show. This is not to detract from 

Morieson, who threw himself into playing catch-up and those 

last minute ideas that happen when you start blocking or 

working a scene. 

The writing team of sisters Kitty and Penny Flanagan worked 

very hard to write in all the details for everything that appeared 

on screen, down to the text on the various pamphlets. It 

is worth pointing out that the majority of pre-production 

happened during the Melbourne lockdown so the usual 

resources that the art department source from or use simply 

weren’t open. They had to be incredibly nimble and inventive 

with very little. 

I think the our costume department had the toughest job. 

Retail wasn’t open in Melbourne. People may remember the 

‘Ring of Steel’. We couldn’t leave Melbourne without a work 

permit meaning they had to travel to the country to costume 

the show and do online ordering. The majority basically took 

place across a two week block when the green light for an 

authorised production was given. This had to happen in 

Kitty Flanagan in ABC series ‘Fisk’ - DOP Joanne Donahoe-Beckwith
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conjunction with casting that was fluid because of boarder 
closures. Testing and settling on the hero ‘brown suit’ was 
the lynchpin to the show’s look and costume designer 
Sandi Cichello pulled off miracles every day to make sure it 
happened.

AC What cameras and lenses did you chose to shoot  
 Fisk, and why? Did you operate the camera 

yourself? Were you working with single, or multiple 

cameras?

JDB The camera package came from VA Hire, stripped  
 back Alexa Minis with matching Fujinon Cabrio19-

90mm zooms as well as a set of Sumire Prime lenses and an 
additional Fujinon Cabrio 85-300mm. The usual filter package 
as well as some glimmer glass.

The prime lenses were for our DJI Ronin 2 for the walk & talk 
shots. We had more monitors than usual as bubbles meant 
not sharing. Our poor camera attachment spent most of their 
time checking Teradeks and cables across two floors. 

There is something about the energy within a comedy 
performance that is difficult to replicate particularly with 
comedians verses actors. There is a flow that they enjoy 
without the restriction of having to ‘take turns’. Broadly 
speaking, comedians are constantly fine tuning and finding the 
sweet spot with delivery as they bounce off each other. For 
this reason cross-camera coverage and overlapping dialogue 
was discussed as essential very early. It was a two camera 
shoot with myself on A-camera.

AC How did Covid affect the production, and your  
 own work as cinematographer?

JDB Covid protocols in Victoria meant we had very strict 
  density limits, proximity rules and department 

bubbles. We had to restrict the crew within the space, and we 
had to give up on a gripping team. Hand-held on Easyrigs was 

the solution. We also needed to do our own pass off to the 
tripod to minimise potential contamination. 

To give you an example of the challenges, the office of Helen 
(Flannigan) had a room quota of just five people in total. Once 
you have two cameras a boom swinger and two actors we 
reached our quota. The revolving door of who would go in and 
out of the room to prepare a shot was a bit of a head spin. 
Basically it was like the traditional turn taking by departments, 
with a bit of a twist. 

We had to vacate so each department could come in and do 
their bit, then feedback had to come from the monitors as 
opposed to from being from the same space with the camera. 
The cameras would be taken out of the room so we could set 
the tripod, cameras would be brought back in. Then we would 
exit so the art department could do their work, then they 
would come out and I would go back in with my gaffer Tommi 
Hacker to do lighting, then we would go out so hair and 
makeup could go in and do their work. Then they would go 
out and we would reverse the process of tripod and camera. 

It was a different way of working as we had to minimise 
who touched equipment, so myself and B-camera operator, 
Andrew Ware, would essentially be the only ones touching the 
camera and tripod unless there was a lens change. This was 
to cut down on the time required to wipe down the equipment 
after someone else had touched it. The only person who 
could touch other department stuff was the director. He would 
sometimes tag out our boom swinger and make small prop 
position tweaks but had to change gloves and sanitise every 
time.

Sliders and transitional tracking shots had to go and that’s 
how we settled at the on-screen zoom. I was a bit nervous 
with my zooms initially as timing is crucial in comedy, you are 
making choices that impact performance, but if we were going 
to do it then embrace it fully right! We had to learn the dialogue 

Kitty Flanagan in a scene from ‘Fisk’ - DOP Joanne Donahoe-Beckwith



and take our own cues. We very quickly worked out our basic 
matching frame sizes and pretty much indicate with mid-shot, 
close-up or wide. The zoom stick is something I always like on 
my zoom lenses anyway, I found it essential to have to snap 
precisely, while reframing without second guessing. 

AC What about your exterior shots?

JDB Exterior shots had to be re-thought. The usually  
 bustling streets were empty, and if there were people 

they were all wearing masks. We didn’t want to anchor the 
show to being shot during Covid so we took any opportunity 
to send out B-camera to start collecting a library of shots; 
signage, traffic, et cetera. If you look carefully you’ll see a lot of 
cameos from crew on the street. 

AC Can you talk a bit about the crew in your own  
 camera department? Had you worked with your 

crew before, and what was collaboration like within your 
own department on Fisk?

JDB Much like casting a show for the right on-screen  
 chemistry I think it’s important to do the same with 

crew and off-screen chemistry. Yes, skill level is important 
but instinct and attitude equally so. My camera team were 
amazing and I am so grateful to them for their work on 
the show. I was lucky enough to be able to have Ware as 
B-Camera operator, he used to be my camera assistant before 
transitioning to operating and shooting. The advantage of that 
long relationship is that he has a great understanding of how I 
like to work and the shorthand with communication. 

I should add that I operate a little differently to other 
cinematographers. The chatter on set is something we need 
to be aware of when the actors and director are working 
through things. I have a hearing-impaired daughter and like 
to think that basic sign language with my camera team can 
benefit everyone; reduce the noise and get the message 

across quickly and efficiently. This brings a level of calmness 

to a quieter set when needed for the actors and director. 

Obviously this cannot happen all the time, but across a room 

and in intimate settings it is an advantage. Ware is used to me 

just indicating frame size or shifting position or filter choice.

Finding focus pullers was a bit of a challenge. There were so 

many productions that hit the go button at the same time once 

the Victorian government allowed production to resume that 

our shorter shoot and smaller budget meant the initial crew 

were no longer available as they took longer-form jobs. The 

call went out and that’s how we luckily came to meet Harrison 

Bryne (first assistant camera, A-camera), Shawkat Husseini 

(first assistant camera, B-camera). Neither of them had 

worked on a series before but they had worked on a number 

of short films and musid videos as assistants and focus 

pullers. They were both recent graduates from Swinburne 

University so they had a solid foundation and importantly they 

had fabulous chemistry. Ware really stepped up to help bring 

them up to speed. 

Bryne and Husseini had a tough introduction to television 

comedy. Restrictions meant they were often out of the room 

with minimal line of sight. They soon understood that I was 

serious about re-reading the days script the night before and 

having sides ready. The unique aspect of comedy means that 

rehearsal is more about blocking rather than performance. 

This is where you work the timing of focus pulls and you don’t 

really get to practice. We would discuss the various moments 

in the script for focus pulls. Over time I didn’t need to do 

this as much as Bryne became familiar with the style and his 

instinct started to kick in. It was wonderful to witness.

I was able to talk the delightful Hannah Sinagra into second 

assistant camera; we had worked together on the first series 

of How To Stay Married (2018) and she is just this lovely 

bundle of positive energy. The story of introduction to camera 

Marty Sheargold as Ray in ‘Fisk’ - DOP Joanne Donahoe-Beckwith
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attachment Jeanne Khin was due to her father, who walks laps 

of our block and saw me regularly filming in the front yards 

of neighbours houses for a documentary during lockdowns. 

He plucked up the courage to introduce himself and said 

that his daughter was at VCA film school and wanted to be 

a cinematographer but was finding it hard to connect with 

industry due to Covid. 

AC You’ve shot a lot of comedy. How does comedy  
 change your approach to cinematography, as 

opposed to shooting drama or factual? 

JDB There are a number of tricky techniques to navigate  
 visually with comedy. You are in a constant state 

of trying to preserve the element of surprise for any visual 

jokes as well as being able to see enough for reactions 

without having to necessarily cut. There is a lovely fine line of 

supporting performance energy without sacrificing it over the 

‘look’. The chemistry in the timing of comedy that can suffer if 

you cut between different takes, sometimes there is a look or 

reaction that is unspoken gold. 

There is also the danger of weighting or flagging something 

that people know will be a joke or important to the humour, 

and you don’t want that to create an expectation that doesn’t 

pay off. It’s quite a tricky tightrope, visually. Unlike drama, 

we really cannot rely on cutaways to play with the timing of 

moments, emotion or an important prop. Cutaways cannot 

save you in comedy. You cannot collect shots to help build 

moments, they have to be choreographed into a shot or 

sequence. It might be a tilt or pan to incorporate, but generally 

a character has to be in the shot so the audience is fully 

aware of their reactions. The best piece of advice to shooting 

comedy I was taught is, ‘let your ears lead you’.

AC Was there any ‘ad-lib’ or improv?

JDB Fisk was actually very tightly scripted, however  
 once the dialogue ran out there were occasions that 

Flanagan and Peterson would give the green light to ad-lib, 

until Peterson called cut. It is a question I get asked a lot about 

comedy. People seem convinced there is a lot of ad-libbing. 

I guess this is huge praise for the writing and performances 

that it comes across like that. But in some strange way people 

think comedy is that easy you just make it up on the spot. I 

think it is the physicality that emerges on the day which you 

could say is improved and certainly if something doesn’t 

go to plan comedians are the best at covering and trying 

to get things back on track. There are moments of sheer 

torture when you basically wait for someone to crack, and 

unfortunately sometimes it is us no longer able to contain our 

laughter as hand-held cameras start shaking. 

AC How do you ‘find your frames’, and how did  
 you achieve your lighting in the interior scenes 

and locations?

JDB Finding frames really came from the initial blocking  
 that Peterson loves to do prior to shooting. He would 

plot the basic blocking and the two of us would workshop it 

on location either in pre-production or prior to the day’s shoot. 

Artemis Pro was a tool we used a lot. Peterson is so organised 

and prepared that once I introduced him to Scriptation he was 

set; with blocking maps, screen grabs all fully-formed plans, 

it was wonderful. One of the trickiest things to block was the 

physical fight with Petro (played by Alex Papps) because of 

actor bubbles and guest cast as they could only touch the day 

of shooting. The director and I spent quite a bit of time trying 

to map-out the shots. Our rehearsal looked hilarious, everyone 

was being super cautious and the guys were wearing full PPE. 

Our lighting team was a hybrid team as they had all also 

worked in the gripping department and were happy to 

do gripping work if needed. Gaffer Tommi Hacker, best 

Aaron Chen as George in ‘Fisk’ - DOP Joanne Donahoe-Beckwith
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girl Candice Day and third electrics Joel Green. Lighting 
was always informed by the location and working with the 
idea of natural light, softer key and the ability to shoot at 
much 360-degrees as possible. The main location had 
massive west-facing windows on the first floor so we used 
a combination of grids with the vertical blinds. I had the art 
department put a bubbled frost on the arched section of 
windows to help control how far the direct sun came into 
the space. Hacker and Day spent most of their short pre-
production running cables and drilling in wall mounts for lights 
on the opposite side of the key for our fill. Unfortunately, the 
heritage awnings to the street meant we could not actually 
push any sources in from that side of the space. First assistant 
director Annie Maver did an incredible job of helping to 
schedule around tricky time-of-day issues. 

The offices of Helen (Flanagan) and Roz (played by Julia 
Zemiro) as well as the kitchen were on the east side of the first 
floor. When we lost direct sun we transitioned from cutters and 
trace frames to four M15s to come in through the windows 
and gelled according to time-of-day. We had a collection of 
negative fill options.

AC Can you talk about post-production? How  
 involved were you in this process? 

JDB Dee Mcleland was our colourist. She was very much  
 part of developing the look and LUT for the show. 

During pre-production, we came up with an interior day LUT 
and exterior-day LUT that was essentially done from the very 
basic camera wardrobe tests. By the time it came to the actual 
grade we refined the look. I was sent the edits and did notes 
for Mcleland so she could do a pass then I would go in and sit 
in on the grade. 

The revision of the grade was tricky as we were still under the 
1x4m rule and as we all know unless you are a big budget 
Hollywood feature, grading suites are rather small. It was a bit 

of musical chairs while both directors jumped in. They didn’t 
really change anything, they were really a second pair of eyes. 
This was an absolute dream experience to grade as the trust 
with the vision carried through. Mcleland really understood the 
‘warm, worn and brown’ which was quite tricky with keeping 
skin tone unaffected.

AC Do you have a favourite shot or sequence  
 in Fisk?

JDB Mmm, there are so many little moments that were  
 small victories but there is one shot where Helen is 

reversing the car out of her father’s driveway and Viktor (played 
by Glenn Butcher) appears holding her dog to chase after 
her. For safety reasons I couldn’t be in the car to operate. We 
were up against the clock and really needed to cover it in one 
shot to claw back some time. With our very minimal gripping 
gear we managed to secure the camera inside the back of the 
hatch at the perfect height at minimal focus for Helen’s face 
when she is reversing with some bounced fill and pull focus 
just as Viktor appears. The choreography worked so well and 
really enhanced the moment.

AC Finally, with the benefit of hindsight, what would  
 you do differently or what would you change?

JDB I would like a gripping department, there was a lot of  
 doubling up for the lighting team. We did a few day 

for night tents and although they did an excellent job and 
never once indicated dissatisfaction I know it was a huge job 
on top of lighting.

There are always tweaks and improvements in hindsight but at 
the time we did what we could and I am so proud of the team.

Joanne Donahoe-Beckwith is known for her work on Australian television 

series such as Very Small Business, The Librarians, How to Stay Married,  

The Drop Off and Utopia, earning Silver at the Victorian &  

Tasmanian ACS Awards for her work on Fisk.

James Cunningham is editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Kitty Flanagan and Julia Zemiro in ‘Fisk - DOP Joanne Donahoe-Beckwith
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A scene from the film ‘Edward and Isabella’ - DOP Adam Morris

EDWARD AND ISABELLA
Self-funded, made entirely during a pandemic  
and shot in the sleepy coastal town of Albany,  

Western Australia, independent feature  
Edward and Isabella is slowly making  

waves around the world. 

We talk with writer, director and cinematographer  
Adam Morris about his impressive film debut  

and how it all came about. 

- by Dash Wilson
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AC Edward and Isabella has been a major success  
 on the festival circuit so far, recently winning the 

Best Film at the Prague International Film Festival and 
Best Director at the Tokyo Film Awards. Can you tell us 
how this project come about?

AM I started writing the script in January of 2020 on a  
 train from Berlin heading to Auschwitz. It was the first 

leg of a suffering pilgrimage of sorts that ended in Port Arthur, 
Tasmania, a month later. It sparked an idea that I should write 
a film about a relationship that’s coming apart at the seams. 
I kept writing in Hobart and finished the script back home in 
Albany a few months later not really knowing what I was going 
to do with it.

Then the pandemic hit and all my work was cancelled along 
with the book tour we had scheduled for my novel Bird. I 
thought we may as well try and make a film as we didn’t 
know how long the shutdown was going to last. As the saying 
goes, ‘When life gives you lemons, go make a low-budget 
independent feature film’.

I met Lachlan Gillet and Kim Lofts in Albany who agreed to 
come on board for sound and lighting and Gillet also agreed to 
keep an eye on me as I was cinematographer and it was my 
first time shooting anything. I put out a casting call on a few 
acting sites and in no time at all, Chloe Hurst was sending me 
audition tapes and things got serious, very quickly.

AC What was the collaboration like with your  
 production design team? Can you talk about the 

look and feel you were working toward and what you set 
out to achieve? What references or inspirations were you 
working from?

AM We were going for something along the lines of 1970s 

classic cinema, something that Woody Allen might have made 

in one of those beach houses in the Hamptons, or Sophia 

Coppola might have made if Bill Murray was doing whiskey 

commercials in rural Western Australia instead of Tokyo.

“Everyone gave me their 
complete trust and seemed 
to wholeheartedly believe 

in what we were doing.” 
The film was always going to look more European than 

Australian, but that comes out of the type of film it is. If 

you’re shooting a film with only two actors and it’s about their 

relationship, you’re either going to get that Ingmar Bergman 

meets Mike Leigh vibe or it’s going to look like a bad episode 

of Neighbours. I think we’ve well and truly landed more on 

the Tender Mercies (1983) side of things, rather than Ramsay 

Street.

Due to limited budget and the constraints of an eighteen-

day shoot, we really didn’t have the resources to manipulate 

things too much. We had to accept the weather and lighting 

of the day as we mostly used natural light, especially if we 

did anything outdoors but there’s a great level of freedom in 

having that approach too. 

The film’s philosophy was like the Taoist story of the farmer’s 

son who returns with a wild horse. Phillip Seymour Hoffman’s 

character tells it in Charlie Wilson’s War (2007). We shot 

everyday, did the very best we could and took the approach of 

‘we’ll see’.

Isabella (Chloe Hurst) in ‘Edward and Isabella’ - DOP Adam Morris
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AC As the director, how did you go about achieving  
 and maintaining your ‘directorial vision’ 

while working with your creative team’s and actor’s 
perspectives? What were your biggest challenges?

AM I don’t really know how it happened. Everyone gave  
 me their complete trust and seemed to wholeheartedly 

believe in what we were doing. I hadn’t shot anything before 
Edward and Isabella. No short films or television, no theatre 
experience of any kind, but everyone turned up like we were 
all involved in a professional shoot led by an experienced 
director who knew exactly what he was doing. There were 
quite a few times when I’d look around the set and think ‘What 
are all these people doing here?’.

Actors Daniel Barwick, Chloe Hurst and Renato Fabretti were 
so prepared for their roles we were able to do multiple takes of 
every scene even on our tight schedule. They knew the script 
word perfect and could recite it backwards if we needed them 
to. They were absolutely incredible and it shows on screen. 
Fabretti, who plays a Doctor and who doesn’t appear on 
camera, steals nearly the whole film with just his voice. He and 
Chloe did some marvellous improvising too which made its 
way into a beautiful part of the film. The cliche of casting being 
ninety-percent of the directing is absolutely true. We went 
through nearly two-hundred audition tapes and showreels to 
find our cast.

After we wrapped filming we took a month off and I spent 
about six months editing the film with my girlfriend. It took 
slightly longer than expected as we were learning as we went 
but we both have very similar sensibilities. Our choices were 
often identical. The editing was probably the most challenging 
aspect of the production but also strangely the most fun, as 
you can feel the film kind of emerging underneath you. We 
shot a lot of the film using medium and master shots so we 

would have less editing work to do on the back end. That 

approach also gives us that style that people like Mike Leigh, 

or Woody Allen, or Robert Altman are famous for, where the 

emphasis of the film is placed on character and tone as well 

as the different themes that run through the picture.

AC There are many memorable scenes in this film, do  
 you have a favourite shot or sequence? Why?

“We went through  
nearly two-hundred  
audtion tapes and 

showreels to find our cast.” 
AM We shot a sequence on Bluff Knoll where Edward  

 (Barwick) and Isabella (Hurst) go hiking for the day. 

For anyone unfamiliar with Bluff Knoll, it’s the highest peak in 

Western Australia and is set amongst the surreal landscape 

of the Porongorups. The climb up can only be described as 

categorically and unforgivingly brutal. It’s basically like walking 

up a steep flight of stairs for two and a half hours with almost 

no flat ground for the entire ascent. 

Add some heat, swarms of flies and carrying sound and 

camera gear, it made for a gruelling day but the result in the 

finished film is literally worth the price of admission. It’s the first 

time Bluff Knoll has ever been featured in a film so we gave 

it its own credit at the end of the movie. A piece of opera by 

Guiseppe Verdi, which we managed to score for a bargain 

from the Philharmonic Orchestra of Rome, suited the montage 

perfectly. Even for someone who’s watched it a thousand 

times in the editing room, I still love it. 

Isabella (Chloe Hurst) and Edward (Daniel Barwick) in ‘Edward and Isabella’ - DOP Adam Morris



AC Making films and getting people to watch is  
 getting harder and harder as television and 

streaming has become such a juggernaut. How have 
you been promoting the film and what have been some 
obstacles of this?

AM We’ve teamed up with Halo Films in Perth which  
 is the brainchild of Ian Hale who has decades in the 

film industry working for the major players in distribution, 
development and production. He started Halo a couple of 
years ago to distribute independent films made in Western 
Australia. Hale is also one of the most energetic and 

passionate people I’ve ever met. I asked him where his 
passion for film came from and he said it was Bill Collins and 
Cary Grant’s doing when he was a young boy. We’re in good 
hands.

The film festival world seems to be very much alive and 
thriving and streaming seems to be taking its place alongside 
traditional cinema rather than taking it over but other more 
experienced people might completely disagree. People like the 
Coen Brothers and Martin Scorsese are releasing their films on 
streaming platforms so it’s hard to see streaming as obstacles, 
rather than just more opportunities to show your film.

Cast and crew of ‘Edward and Isabella on location at Bluff Knoll, Western Australia - PHOTO Supplied

Edward (Daniel Barwick) and Isabella (Chloe Hurst) in ‘Edward and Isabella’ - DOP Adam Morris
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was ‘just make a film’. That was the goal. To produce 
something that vaguely resembled a feature film.

I knew we had a good script. The crew were solid and the 
actors were fantastic and all I wanted to do was bring it all 
the way home and have a small feature film that looked like 
a feature film, smelled like a feature film and if you licked it, 
tasted like a feature film. And more importantly when other 
people looked at it, they would agree it was indeed a feature 
film.

At best, I thought if it played at 2.00am on an obscure 
Romanian television station, then that would be a great 
victory. The fact that we’re now winning international awards, 
have a distributor who’s backing us all the way and the film 
is resonating with people literally all around the world is quite 
frankly insane. 

AC And finally, what are you working on next?

AM I’m actively seeking a producer to take on my novel  
 Bird. It was nominated for a Miles Franklin Award last 

year and would make a terrific big-budget feature film or a 
television series. The novel is being translated into German this 
year and I’d love for it to come to life onscreen with a powerful 
Aboriginal actor in the lead role.

Adam Morris is an author, musician  

and filmmaker from Western Australia.

Dash Wilson is a writer based in Brisbane.

AC How did you finance the film?

AM This film was made for $15,000 cash and about  
 $300,000 of what’s called in-kind contributions, which 

is a more professional way of saying almost everybody worked 
for free.

AC You are a proud Western Australian local. The state  
 is really starting to become known for its film 

scene. Did you shoot the film entirely in Western Australia 
and has Covid been a hindrance to the filmmaking 
process?

AM I heard Western Australia being described as a ‘hermit  
 state’ over the last two years and I think that’s pretty 

accurate. Life has gone on pretty much as normal here barring 
a couple of three-day lockdowns here and there. It was 
perhaps the one time when our isolation has worked wonders 
for us. We’ve really been spared from the worst of the 
pandemic. It also meant actors like Chloe Hurst were home 
from Los Angeles to be with their families and were available. 
Hurst was shooting a third season of a Disney series in the 
United States before coming home. If not for the pandemic, 
I would have had to play the part of Edward with my sister 
playing Isabella and trust me, no one wants to see that movie. 

AC Looking back on what you had originally set out to  
 achieve and envision, do you think you 

succeeded? In hindsight, what would you have done 
differently?

AM The original mantra I had playing in my head every day  
 during shooting and every day after in post-production 

Actor Daniel Barwick between takes on ‘Edward and Isabella’ - PHOTO Supplied
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MIDNIGHT ASIA
Night brings out the most playful side of  

Asia’s metropolises. Cinematographer  

Miles Rowland behind the cameras on  

new Netflix docuseries Midnight Asia.

- interview by Vanessa Abbott

A scene from the Bangkok Unit on ‘Midnight Asia’ - DOP Miles Rowland
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not just the architecture of a city, but the culture and vibrancy 

of it too. 

The central concept was to follow a selection of inspiring night 

owls in six megacities – Tokyo, Seoul, Mumbai, Bangkok, 

Taipei and Manila – and explore how they contribute to the 

nighttime fabric of each city. Following them through a night 

in their lives, we would be opening the door to intriguing 

locations and giving a personal window into life within these 

complex megacities. With the nighttime as a unifying device, 

we were also giving viewers a new lens to examine diverse 

stories and different cultures. 

Planning the series was all about collaborating with our locally-

based teams, getting to know our characters’ stories, building 

trust and understanding what a ‘normal’ night might be. That 

way, by the time the cameras would roll, we’d already have 

a strong idea what we were likely to encounter and leave us 

room for fun moments; for example, spur-of-the-moment 

interactions with members of the public queuing for their 

favourite late-night bites. 

On a visual level, we wanted to create a feeling of wonder, 

vibrancy, and intimacy, nothing too static. We wanted to 

feel the pulse of the city across all layers of society and that 

needed to be reflected in the visuals. Exciting and varied 

sequences with our personal profiles would give us the core 

emotional anchor, but each city would also be a central 

character and so the transitions and moments between stories 

would be key to giving that wandering, guide-like feeling.

Speaking to Australian Cinematographer, director Joe Evans 

and cinematographer Miles Rowland talk about creating the 

look and feel for new documentary series for Netflix, Midnight 

Asia, which offers a glimpse into the hidden, nocturnal worlds 

of its megacities.

AC How did you first get involved with Midnight Asia?

MR Back in the good old days, I was in between flights in  
 Thailand with time to kill. I dropped into the Bangkok 

office of production company IFA Media as I’d always wanted 

to work with them. I met with IFA’s executive producer Dean 

Johnson and we hit it off.

As a preferred supplier to almost all the global broadcasters 

and with an impressive credits list, IFA Media is a powerhouse 

production company in Asia. Before too long they sent me 

out to Kazakhstan for a documentary about the Silk Road for 

Discovery. That was an incredible experience in itself but was 

topped when IFA brought me in as cinematographer for the 

Midnight Asia series, which was being developed and directed 

by IFA’s Singapore-based executive producer, Joe Evans, one 

of IFA’s Singapore-based executive producers. 

AC How did you plan and prepare for filming on  
 location? What was your intention when filming 

each city, the streets, the culture? 

JE We wanted Midnight Asia to take viewers on a  
 nocturnal adventure around a city, similar to one a 

visitor might have wandering around at night and experiencing 

Director Joe Evans and cinematographer Miles Rowland discuss a take - PHOTO Supplied
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AC Does a documentary series like this have a script,  
 or a treatment? What were your initial thoughts, 

relating to cinematography, when envisaging how the 

series might look? 

MR When I first started working in factual television I was  
 always, quietly, astounded as to how tightly scripted 

an episode would be. When reading the breakdowns as 
to what someone was going to say in an interview, often 
word by word, I couldn’t help but think, “But wait, this is a 

documentary, right?”

In turns out, it’s mostly because much of the work is done in 
the pre-production and research phases. The script helps the 
broadcaster and production team get a sense of how it’s all 
going to come together, although everyone still knows that it is 
a documentary and will still have a large amount of spontaneity 
woven in. 

Given the nature of this series being somewhat of a flagship 
regional content piece for Netflix in Asia, there was a lot of 
time spent in the research phase finding the right characters 
and the stories to provide the authentic feel we needed. The 
individual stories had to be unique, but also representative of 
that city’s nightlife culture. It’s a tall order but with some great 
locally based producers it all came together. 

For me, the cinematography needed to capture all the 
intangible energy that the six featured cities carry at night. 
Midnight Asia is a travel show and the visuals needed to 
transport you to each city. On top of that, we all knew that the 
series needed to look good, be bold and stylised. Sometimes 

a big ask when capturing factual documentary where things 
are happening once only. 

AC What factors did you take into consideration  
 when choosing your cameras and your lenses? And 

lighting?

MR The main factor, perhaps an obvious one, was low- 
 light performance. Given the filming was all at night and 

almost all handheld, then a small-ish camera was going to be 
important. We ended up with the RED Gemini. We also ran a 
small Panasonic S1H as a second camera for its awesome 
low-light performance, useful for the odd gimbal shot, 
B-camera in the interviews and for mounting on vehicles. 

Most of the series was shot in the low-light mode at 3200 ISO. 
For lenses, we decided on the Leica Summicron, which also 
seemed to like the nighttime aesthetic and ran at f/2.0 the whole 
time. We also ran a 1/2 glimmer glass on the whole series.

We carried two Fleximat bi-colours and a set of Astera Helios 
tubes. It was small enough kit that we could travel light but also 
very useful. The Asteras were an absolute game changer. Even 
with the high ISO we were still chasing exposure a lot of the 
time and the Astera Helios tubes just helped kick that little bit 
extra light in there as a key or back edge so that the pictures 
never had that underlit mushy look. The beauty of those 
lights is that we could dial in the exact Lee filter to match the 
ambience of a particular location so it looked seamless. In each 
city, over time, we’d notice we were coming back to the same 
filters. For instance, the Manila look became 652 Sodium, 723 
Virgin Blue, 213 Flame Green and 242 Fluorescent.

A scene from the Tokyo Unit on ‘Midnight Asia’ - DOP Miles Rowland
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AC Was the series filmed during the pandemic and how  
 did travel restrictions affect filming the series? 

MR The original plan for the show was that a few team  
 members would travel to all the cities and work with 

locally-based producers and a set of supporting crew. Filming 

began with the Tokyo and Manila episodes and things were 

going perfectly, but then the pandemic hit and with it came the 

travel restrictions. At that point, the production plan shifted, 

and the series was completed using primarily locally based 

teams, including cinematographers Hu Kuo Wei in Taipei, Mike 

Beach in Seoul, Amit N in Mumbai, and Peter Taifa, Andrew 

Strobridge and Wade Muller ACS HKSC in Bangkok. 

AC How did you communicate the style of Midnight  
 Asia to the other crews? 

It turns out that it’s quite hard taking something that’s so 

unconscious in your head and to put it on paper to become 

the cinematography gospel. I boiled it down to a few key 

elements for the cinematography:

 1. Bold interviews: Make the interviews count. Bold  

  frames, thoughtful lighting and contextual  

  background. This became key for each subsequent  

  episode’s cinematography. As the show progressed  

  the interviews became more and more impressive.  

  I also encouraged our crews to use the Helios tubes 

   in shot. 

 2. Interesting angles: Be thoughtful and original on  

  framing. Lots of low angles, so we’re always  

  shooting up into the streetlights and buildings. 

 3. Crafted and non-generic B-roll: For our B-roll, we  

  tried to avoid the term ‘GVs’ or General Vision,  

  which gives off typical factual television vibes. I find  

  that term encourages you to be lazy, thoughtless  

  and generic. Traditional B-roll in my opinion is even  

  more important than the main subject material  

  as that’s what sets the tone, breathing room and  

  moments between stories that tell us about the  

  environment. 

 4. Light your subjects: Carry the Helios tubes  

  everywhere to give an edge or a side light to the  

  subject so that there was some exposure in there.  

  It was quite obvious when something was unlit and  

  the RED doesn’t perform well in those moments.

 5. Flares and practicals: I love flares in shot and at  

  night there certainly was no shortage of practicals  

  to get in the back of each shot. It all added to the  

  feeling of urban nightlife.

 6. Don’t rush: We’d often film with a subject over  

  multiple nights, with enough time to plan strong  

  sequences and capture the bold look we wanted.

AC What was your approach to filming interviews?

MR Master interviews I find are always an excellent way to  
 carry a consistent theme across the whole series. I also 

A scene from the Taipei Unit on ‘Midnight Asia’ - DOP Miles Rowland
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find that this is the opportunity for the show to create a stamp 
on the style. 

The Midnight Asia look was to shoot the A-camera on a wide 
lens that gives context to the location and bring the subject 
close to the lens for nice depth. If the interview was an exterior, 
we would always be in low light mode to make the most of 
the ambience. The lights would often be at 1-2% intensity. 
B-camera was either a profile angle where possible or a longer 
lens version of the same thing and constantly floating and 
drifting back and forth. 

AC Can you speak about your crew in the camera  
 department?

MR In the first shoots, we had an excellent camera assistant  
 that travelled over from Thailand that also worked as 

our gaffer. We were often in very busy, loud areas and so we 
developed a list of hand signals for lighting and lenses which 
made us work seamlessly. 

Skilled DITs were vital. They would process the rushes and 
generate proxies and screen shots by the time we started 
shooting the next day.

AC How involved were you in post-production on  
 Midnight Asia? Were you involved in the grade? 

Was there a colourist?

MR Originally I was going to travel to Singapore for the  
 grade but the pandemic put the brakes on that. The 

HDR grade was handled by Singapore-based Nine-V Post. 
Evans, the director, was on site so we were in safe hands there. 

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

MR We spent an evening filming a group of street skaters  
 in Tokyo, and it was probably the most fun I’ve ever 

had filming. We were cruising through all the iconic areas of 
Shinjuku in the dead of night. Their skills were unbelievable. 

However, in terms of a sequence in the edit that really worked 
out, the story of FlipTop’s battle rap and hip-hop festival in 
Manila was a standout. Battle rap - remember the film 8 Mile 
(2002) - is massive in Manila. An incredible art form of slander 
meets poetry meets stand up meets theatre. There were 
thousands that attended the event and it was an absolute riot. 

AC Looking back with the benefit of hindsight, would  
 you change anything or what might you have done 

differently?

MR Evans and I would have loved to have filmed all the  
 episodes together. But having said that, the process of 

using locally-based teams worked very well as they brought 
lots of their own insights and coupled with the shooting 
structure it meant for a very seamless series. 

By the same token there was lots of work in Australia from 
all the productions that couldn’t make it into Australia and I 
ended up doing some amazing projects with the BBC Natural 
History Unit, The Science Channel and Discovery+. 

Miles Rowland is a prominent, award winning Australia cinematographer, 

uniquely proficient in advertising, documentary and drama production.

Vanessa Abbott is a writer based in Melbourne.

A scene from the Manila Unit on ‘Midnight Asia’ - DOP Miles Rowland
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Trevor Paglen at Delamar Lake, Nevada, in ‘Unseen Skies’ - DOP Tom Bannigan ACS



UNSEEN SKIES
Visionary artist Trevor Paglen attempts his most audacious project, 

a compelling exploration of state and corporate surveillance. 

Cinematographer Tom Bannigan ACS shoots documentary  

Unseen Skies which premiered recently at Sydney Film Festival.

- by Tom Bannigan ACS
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The director of Unseen Skies, Yaara Bou Melhem, called 
me one morning and told me this story of an artist, Trevor 
Paglen, who was about to launch an artwork into space. 
It was essentially a big silver balloon in a cube satellite that 
would inflate, orbit the earth for a few months then burn up on 
re-entry to the earth’s atmosphere, the astro version of a sand 
mandala. 

The artwork was a commentary on who owns space and 
who is permitted to use it, traditionally it’s been military and 
communications and this was a statement about that. Before 
there was any significant funding, we flew to Los Angeles 
for a satellite test and San Francisco to get a feel for how a 
documentary would pan out. I worked closely with the director 

during development right through to completion and we had 
lots of discussions about how to best visually represent some 
of the concepts and the tone of the film. 

I became involved at a very early stage so initially there were 
lots of conversations about what the film was going to look like 
before we started shooting. I’ve worked a lot with the director 
in the past and we are big on planning. A lot of it was multi-
camera and, with this type of documentary you often only get 
one chance to capture the action. We knew from the start that 
multi-camera sequences were a visual device we would use 
on the shoot to align with a concept we were trying to convey 
about whose perspective are we seeing the world through, 
what is being seen, the act of seeing and what remains 

Trevor Paglen near Delamar Dry Lake, Nevada, ‘Unseen Skies’ in Berlin, Germany - DOP Tom Bannigan ACS

Trevor Paglen sets up his camera to photograph the USA and Mexico border wall in ‘Unseen Skies’ - DOP Tom Bannigan ACS
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unseen or obscured. At times, three or four cameras would be 
rolling on a scene and if we were in an incredible landscape, 
I’d put up the drone up as well.

From the beginning, we planned that one perspective would 
be run through computer vision software and inserted at 
certain times of the film to show people what these algorithms 
‘see’ when they’re looking at the same scene the viewers 
have been. With some early funding we went on a shoot to 
the Nevada desert and to Washington DC which culminated in 
a teaser and a treatment. The trip to Nevada gave us a visual 
base for the film in that we were filming in massive landscapes 
that housed lots of air force bases that date back to the cold 
war.  It is also transected by the ‘extra-terrestrial highway’ so it 
felt like the twilight zone at times. This gave us a sparse visual 
style and we wanted to embrace the beauty and ethereal 
tones of these landscapes. 

We settled on shooting with a Canon C700 full frame with cine 
primes, a C300mkii, a Black Magic Pocket 6k, a DJI Inspire 2 
drone and various other smaller cameras that we would use to 
try and mimic the surveillance-like footage that we would run 
through computer vision algorithms. When we started filming 
it was pre-Covid and there was a lot of travel for this film and 
also other projects we were working on. There were times I 
would fly back to Sydney and swap out gear and fly out again. 
A couple of times I left gear in storage in Dubai and picked 
it up en-route to the shoot if I was coming from another job. 
All the travel meant that I packed fairly light and didn’t have 
anything superfluous. We also used a Rig Wheels mount and 
Ronin S with the black magic as the external car rig which 
were critical for some of our scenes in the Algodones Dunes 
and Central Australia. Some gear we picked up in various 
locations as a rental if we could find it so we could limit the 
about of Peli cases we were lugging. Covid meant that our last 
shoot was cancelled but Paglen picked up some filming for us. 

At the beginning the camera and sound department was 
the director and I, so yes, very light. It forced us to be really 
economical and efficient. We shot about thirty-percent 
of what ended up in the film this way with some early 
development support from Screen Australia and the Shark 
Island Development Labs. It was only when Participant in the 
United States and In Films in Australia came on board that we 
had the budget to add more crew but it was really minimal at 
times. Part of that was because we felt it was more intimate 
and we could be much nimbler and I think this allowed us 
to be very direct and targeted with what and how we were 
shooting. Trevor moves quickly and was also working while we 
were filming so we’d lose momentum in the scene if we asked 
him to stop and repeat certain things. 

We had to be reactive and flexible so a small crew was easier. 
We had a camera assist for parts of the United States and in 
Australia and we would often get them to wait ahead of the 
action and rig cameras so that we could catch the scenes 
as naturally as possible and without stops. There was a lot 
of data as we were doing multi camera shoots, all in 4k and 
the drone was shooting CinemaDNG which is something like 
four gigabits per second. I think we had five cameras running 
during the Kronos Quartet performances in London so that 
was also pretty heavy. I did the majority of the wrangling until 
we got a bigger budget which meant some pretty late nights. 
To overcome the limitations of a small crew we often rigged 
second and third cameras as a static wide.

I was the drone operator and because I was also filming 
ground shots, we had to really plan the sequences that 
involved both. Most of the time we were pretty efficient in 
getting coverage and would shoot ground camera then 
drone then ground cam. The assistant camera would also 
be hidden somewhere with a camera when the drone was 
up to keep both shots synced. Sometimes we would retrace 

Trevor Paglen outside Creech Air Force Base, Nevada, ‘Unseen Skies’ in Berlin, Germany - DOP Tom Bannigan ACS



Revealing the film crew in the film is a device that is used as a reminder of the ubiquitousness of surveillance and monitoring 
devices. Alice Springs, Australia - PHOTO Supplied
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our steps and go back and shoot drone if we missed it to cut 
into the sequence or just wanted more time to interrogate the 
landscape. 

A lot of thought went in to how and when to use the drone so 
it didn’t feel gratuitous and so that it added to the work we’d 
done with the terrestrial sequences rather than replacing it. 
Some of the landscapes are breathtaking and I think the drone 
was the best way to see them. The drone is also an interesting 
tool in that it is essentially controlled by satellites and various 
algorithms which make it particularly poetic in this case.

Jon Shaw ACS shot the underwater sequences with a RED 
Dragon while I was filming with the C700 and drone from 
the boat. Again, it was all about planning the shots so that 
he could pick up where I left off and vice versa. The director 
had done a lot of research about where the cables might 
be and we weren’t even sure we’d find them when we went 
on the driving trip as nobody had ever filmed them before 
and coordinates for where they are aren’t exactly public 
knowledge. We got lucky on the second dive though and 
it was pretty incredible how much the underwater footage 
matched some of Paglen’s earlier work photographing cables 
in the United States. 

We only really filmed one master interview with Paglen at the 
very beginning of the project. After that they were mostly in-situ 
as we felt that was more descriptive. I used a lot of different 
practical lighting for many of the interviews. The master 
interview was pretty traditional with a soft Creamsource key 
and some bounce. After that I used everything from diffused 
LED head lamp for some night shoots, some LED camping 
lanterns for another, the LCD screen of a DSLR and the screen 
of a laptop to light another. The LED screen for the DLSR light 
had a photograph of Pine Gap on it that Trevor had just taken 
so it projected an eerie orange glow on his face while talking 
about mass surveillance. With every interview we had chosen 
the filming location carefully and we wanted to connect him to 

the landscape he was in. 

I had some involvement in post-production. The editor, 
Francisco Forbes, did a brilliant job and really understood 
how to pull the camera angles together to make the scenes 
look seamless. I only really chimed in when there might be a 
different shot that could be put in to round out sequences. 
I sat in on some of the early viewings and I was brought 
in before picture lock for a day or two to make sure we 
hadn’t missed anything or in case there were other shots I 
remembered that could work better. But really, I had complete 
trust in the post crew. I had shot it all in C-Log so there was 
plenty of dynamic range for the grader to play with.

Definitely my favorite sequence is from the very first shoot we 
did in the Nevada desert. It starts with a drone shot of Paglen 
in his van driving down a dirt road which ends at Area 51 or 
Edwards Air Force Base.  It’s an Air Force Test Centre so at 
night time there are often weird and wonderful lights flying 
around the desert. There are also a few random conspiracy 
theorists driving around looking for UFOs so the whole scene 
around there is pretty weird. Paglen finds a good place to set 
up his telescope to try and take a photo of a spy satellite he’s 
been looking for. He goes on to explain that for thousands of 
years, when people looked up at the night sky they’d see stars 
and constellations and now it’s also inhabited by spy satellites 
and space junk. 

I don’t think we would have done much differently. The 
process of making it was fairly organic in that it started as an 
idea that grew into a feature documentary. I think it turned out 
the way it did because we went with it rather than forcefully try 
to make it a film.

Tom Bannigan ACS has worked in documentary for theatrical and broadcast, 

and earned a number of awards including a Gold Tripod for his work on  

Foreign Correspondent story The Oasis in 2020.

Trevor Paglen sets up his camera to photograph the USA and Mexico border wall in ‘Unseen Skies’ - DOP Tom Bannigan ACS



The Kronos Quartet during the ‘Sight Machine’ performance, a collaboration with Trevor Paglen. London, United Kingdom - 
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PETER LEVY ACS ASC
The American Cinematographers Society  

bestows their lifetime achievement award on  

Australian cinematographer Peter Levy ACS ASC.

- by Declan Graham

Cinematographer Peter Levy ACS ASC - PHOTO Supplied





Entering the home of Peter Levy ACS ASC, one is immediately 
greeted with a pair of large, red Spanish-style doors, revealing 
a chic and warm room beyond whose walls are adorned with 
paintings, photography and sculpture. Walking in and shaking 
hands, Levy greets me with a piercing gaze from eyes that I 
can only assume are more comfortable behind a viewfinder 
than in ordinary light. Salt and pepper hair, a slight scruff and a 
clever smile dancing around his face, Levy rightfully assumes 
the look of an artist. Having been an ACS member since 1983 
and an ASC member since 1999, the cinematographer has 
been behind a camera since the tender age of seventeen. 
After a quick espresso and perfunctory introductions, we sat 
down to discuss his five-decade career. 

AC In an interview with the ASC, you mentioned that  
 your first glimpse of cinema was 16mm prints of 

Battleship Potemkin (1925) and Ivan the Terrible (1944). 
Today, the first films of people’s lives tend to have 
budgets that greatly overshadow those; do you think that 
this is a loss for cinematic culture or a blessing? 

PL Yes, I do think it is a loss. We are living in an era of  
 ‘fix it in post’ and, even though computer-generated 

imagery has made all sorts of fabulous images available and 
made it possible to readily create different eras, we have lost 
something along the way. Susan Sontag famously said, ‘Every 
photo tells us this once was and whispers this will never be 
again’.

...so yes, I do miss the integrity that film once had. Look at the 
power, emotion and mystery that Greg Toland ASC created in 
Citizen Kane (1941) with just light and wide-angle lenses.

AC You’ve mentioned in multiple interviews your road  
 to success, from dropping out of high school, 

working with Film Australia, and waiting years to label 
yourself as a cinematographer. Was there any part of your 

journey that was conventional?

PL Not really. I left Film Australia in 1975 to accompany  
 Michael Edols ACS to Africa for five months to shoot 

a series for Time-Life. When I returned I went freelance as a 

documentary cameraman and 1975 was the last time I got a 

regular paycheque.

Film Australia (formerly the Commonwealth Film Unit) was a 

pretty interesting place in those days. My camera chief was 

Don McAlpine ACS ASC, Dean Semler ACS ASC and Michael 

Edols ACS were staff cameramen. Russell Boyd ACS ASC 

and Peter James ASC ASC came through as freelancers. 

Peter Weir, Philip Noyce and Gillian Armstrong were staff 

directors, and Chris Noonan was a personal assistant. 

During the week we would shoot films for the government 

and on Friday nights the equipment storeroom would be 

stripped out and we would work on each others’ films over the 

weekend. It was a pretty heady time. I think I was confident 

enough to call myself a cameraman after only six years as an 

assistant because I had actually shot a lot of film by then.

AC Do you think it was about being in the right place at  
 the right time?

PL In Australia? Very much so. In those days there weren’t  
 very many different career options, but the Australian 

film industry was beginning to blossom and opportunities 

were not rare. What we lacked in skill and experience we 

made up for with enthusiasm and commitment. Similarly in 

the late 1970s and early 1980s music videos came along and 

that coincided with the fabulous era of Australian pub bands. 

I did most of Cold Chisel’s videos, INXS’ first video and at 

least a hundred others. Music videos gave me a chance to 

experiment, to indulge, to perfect my skills, to take risks and 

make ridiculous errors.

Hilary Swank in the ‘The Reaping’ (2007) - DOP Peter Levy ACS ASC
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I certainly wouldn’t like to be starting my career now. It must 

be very hard to be heard above the background noise let 

alone make an impression.

AC You shake your head at that youthful arrogance,  
 but it obviously did you well. Do you think that sort 

of ‘go get ‘em’ attitude is still part of Hollywood’s inner-

workings today?

PL Yeah, without some amount of steel in your spine  
 and self-belief you won’t last the distance. This 

business grinds you down so you need enough ego and 

confidence left to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous 

fortune. Cinematography is not just a job, it is a lifestyle 

choice. It must be your calling and it is not for dilatants.

AC You mention a lot of artists as your influences;  
 including Andy Goldsworthy, Henri Matisse, Turner 

and Caravaggio, whose respective styles range wildly 

from one to another. How have classical artists and art 

helped you form your distinct style? 

PL I certainly think that it helps develop your sense of  
 composition. Like painters, we are trying to create 

the illusion of a third dimension in a two dimensional format. I 

remember doing a series in Australia, A Fortunate Life (1986), 

and I visited the National Gallery to study the Australian 

paintings of the era, to study the ratio of land to sky. I found 

that with Australian painters, especially with Tom Roberts 

and Arthur Streeton, that it’s usually about a quarter of land 

and the rest is sky, and then you look at European painters 

and their horizon keeps going further and further up in frame. 

Almost to the point where the sky becomes irrelevant. The 

opposite of the Australian sensibility. Then you have Turner 

who essentially painted light itself. If you are going to compose 

pictures for a living then you must study the masters.

AC You have a wide-ranging career behind the camera.  
 Having started in documentary while in Sydney, 

are there any techniques or methodologies that you’ve 

continued to use after moving to Los Angeles? Is the 

land-to-sky ratio ingrained in your work?

“Cinematography is  
not just a job,  

it’s a lifestyle choice.” 
PL I don’t think so. I try to adopt whatever style, technique 

 or method that suits the job at hand. But I’ve always 

been grateful for my documentary training and seeing the 

world through a viewfinder was a very natural place for me to 

be. I know that my attitude of making it work with what you’ve 

got certainly springs from my documentary background.

AC Do you think that coming out of documentary,  
 where you’re extremely related to the environment 

where you’re filming, that there are any long-term effects 

for the way you look at locations?

PL I think that one of the strengths of Australian  
 cinematographers is their ability to make do with what 

we have, find a way to make it work. Location scouting is all 

about balancing artistic intent with pragmatic realities.

AC Is there a specific headspace required for that?

PL Yeah, stay curious. Stay curious. I think that’s a good  
 motto. I try to stay curious. You have to be willing to 

push the envelope a little and always be asking yourself if there 

is a way to make the shot better.

A scene from ‘A Nightmare on Elm Street 5’ (1989) - DOP Peter Levy ACS ASC
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AC Were there any projects at the beginning of your  
 career that were especially influential? Something 

that may have changed your course as a filmmaker? 

PL Really influential films for me were Badlands (1973,  
 cinematography by Takashi Fujimoto ASC, et al) 

and Paris, Texas (1984, cinematography by Robby Müller 
NSC BVK), but when I saw Russell Boyd’s work on Tender 
Mercies (1983) it was the first time I’d seen an Australian 
photograph Texas, and it was different to how Americans 
photographed Texas. That gave me confidence in my own 
sense of style and composition. And I loved how they seemed 
to photograph the poetry of the scene with the greatest 
simplicity

AC What would you call the poetry of a scene?

PL What’s not overt. The subtext, if you like. I have a  
 question for directors when we start a scene, and that 

is, ‘what do you want the audience to know or feel at the end 
of this scene that they didn’t at the beginning?’ That then 
becomes the guiding light of how to photograph that scene or 
character.

AC Do you find that those feelings you look for require  
 a certain technique or piece of equipment?

PL No, it has nothing to do with equipment or techniques. 
 To take a sensitive shot you need to first be a sensitive 

person.

AC What do you think has been your greatest asset in  
 that regard?

PL I’m going to answer that in a round-about way. I’m  
 going to quote my muse Gordon Willis ASC, though 

unfortunately I never met him. I’m going to paraphrase it, 

basically, ‘Your work can’t be good until it’s appropriate. So 
concentrate on being appropriate, and let goodness take care 
of itself.’ That has been my guiding light for most of my career.

AC So you’ve got to concentrate on the  
 appropriateness, appropriateness being?

PL What the scene requires or needs to be, and we  
 have a myriad of photographic tools to express that 

with; composition, timing, camera choreography, focal length, 
lens height, slow dolly move or no dolly move at all, depth-
of-field, filtration, frame rate, shutter angle, focus choices, 
perhaps a zoom or an iris pull… and that’s before we get into 
the wonderful world of lighting variables, dancing with light. 
Remember that good cinematography shouldn’t necessarily 
draw attention to itself because it’s not about you, as a 
photographer, it’s about a moment, an emotional moment, 
maybe a silent piece of poetry. 

AC You talk a lot about poetry.

PL When I say poetry, I mean the subtext. What’s not  
 being said. Let’s say you have a scene and there’s a 

woman in the room and some other people come in and give 
her some bad news. Well, yes, one could show the talking 
heads and the people delivering the bad news. But to me, the 
cinematic poet’s way of doing it is to stay on the woman’s face, 
letting the soundtrack tell you what she’s hearing while you 
watch her reaction. Her reaction to the news is so much more 
valuable than seeing the face of the person delivering the news.

AC Do you have a method for conveying that poetry?

PL Yes, be open to letting the scene inform you of how it  
 needs to be shot. I need to be able to cut the scene in 

my head before starting work on it. It may not be the director’s 

Geoffrey Rush as Peter Sellers in ‘The Life and Death of Peter Sellers’ (2004) - DOP Peter Levy ACS ASC
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cut but it’s a structure I can work with. Rule number one is to 

know what you’re making. Be able to define to yourself what 

you’re setting out to do, because only then can you determine 

what is appropriate. I’m talking about any genre. If you’re 

making a horror film, make the best horror film you can.

“I think that one of the 
strengths of Australian 

cinematographers is their 
ability to make do with  

what we have, find a way  
to make it work.” 

AC You’ve been an ACS member since 1983 and an  
 ASC member since 1999. What have these 

societies meant to you and your path as a filmmaker? 

PL A lot, my gosh. When my peers in Australia recognised 
 me as a cinematographer it meant the world to 

me. I felt part of a profession that had its own culture and 

history. And to become an ASC member is all I ever aspired 

to. However being an ACS or ASC member also carries an 

obligation, and that is to do the best possible work at all 

times. The perception of our Societies’ value and integrity 

depend upon the quality of the daily work of each member. No 

slacking off!

AC Do you still feel that way? Or do you think that you  
 feel deserving?

PL No. Every time I meet with my Society mates I’m filled  
 with a combination of pride and humility. When you 

realise that Gregg Toland ASC, Conrad Hall ASC, Haskel 
Wexler ASC, Vilmos Zsigmond HSC ASC, László Kovács ASC 
and all the other greats… they all walked through the doors of 
the ASC Clubhouse in Hollywood… one can only feel humble.

AC Relating to that: were there any particular  
 cinematographers who inspired you or made you 

think twice about how you were performing your craft or 
how you should be performing your craft?

PL I was tutored in the art of documentary filmmaking by  
 Michael Edols ACS for which I will be eternally grateful. 

I was his assistant and pupil for many years. Peter James ACS 
ASC was always ready to share his considerable knowledge. 
I always measured myself against the best. Because I started 
when I did in the late 1960s, early 1970s, that was when Willis, 
Hall, Kovács, Zsigmund and Michael Chapman ASC were all 
doing incredible work and there was so much great artistry on 
display. That’s where I set my sights. To this day, I still have a 
mantra when I walk onto a set or a location, where I’m a bit 
nonplussed as to how I’m going to handle this, I will whisper 
to myself, ‘What would Gordon Willis do?’ That’s usually my 
starting point.

AC After fifty years of filmmaking, how would you  
 describe your current process when coming on to 

a new project? Do you think that there’s a particular set of 
things that you do when coming on to a given set?

PL The first week or two of pre-production I spend more  
 time listening than talking. I will spend time with the first 

assistant director and the production designer to get an idea 
of what’s desired and what’s possible. In the early days of pre-
production a film can be anything you want it to be. Then the 

A scene from ‘Predator 2’ (1990) - DOP Peter Levy ACS ASC
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realities of schedule, budget, location restrictions, kick in and 
the compromises start. You have to find a way to roll with the 
punches and still protect the director and your vision for the 
script. A bit like politics I suppose, the art of what’s possible.

AC How much flexibility do you think you have from  
 one director to the next director? 

PL With directors it runs the gamut. On one extreme,  
 it goes from someone like James Cameron or Ridley 

Scott who will specify every shot, every lens choice and then 
probably re-light the set after you think you’ve finished. The 
other extreme is a director I once had, a theatre director, who 
said, ‘I just want to work with the actors and I want you to 
do the rest.’ As a cinematographer, anytime you go out to 
work, you’re going to find yourself somewhere between either 
of those two ends of the scale. At times it can be difficult to 
understand what your director wants or doesn’t want from 
you. However once you’ve had prior experience with a director 
the communication and trust is already established and I 
believe that’s reflected in the quality of the work.

AC Do you have a preference for either end?

PL Most people would think you’d prefer the one who  
 says, ‘I want the actors, you do the rest,’ but then 

there’s no collaboration and I like the collaborative process. 
You never set yourself a problem that you don’t know how to 
solve, but someone else can give you a problem and you’ll 
work out a way to solve it. You get to see if you can rise to the 
occasion. Director Stephen Hopkins challenges me to this day. 
I always enjoy trying to pull his rabbits out of my hat.

AC In interviews, time and again, you’ve stressed  
 the importance of having a team more talented 

than oneself. What would you say to aspiring filmmakers 
who may be hamstrung by their lack of connections? Or 
lack of resources? 

PL Don’t obsess over the camera. Or the equipment.  
 The camera is just plastic, metal and electronics. It’s 

not worthy of allegiance, it’s an inert machine. I’m interested in 
the pictures it takes rather than obsessing over the box itself 
or the brand of lenses to be used.

Hire people who know more than you do and learn from them.

A great deal of constructing a career is just dumb luck so all 
you can really control is being a nice person, someone people 
want to work with and who consistently does good work. 
The rest, I’m afraid, is a crap shoot. But determination and 
enthusiasm go a long way.

AC What would you say to young cinematographers  
 who are finding trouble straddling the line between 

their own artistic vision and the realities of their particular 
project? 

PL I’d tell them to put their thumb on the tip of their middle  
 finger on both hands. Put them there like that [Levy 

makes a meditation pose] and whisper “it’s not about me. It’s 
not about me. It’s not about me.”

But seriously, young cinematographers need to remember 
that our profession means taking other peoples’ pictures for a 
living. You are not there to realise your artistic vision, you are 
there to help the director achieve theirs. Once you understand 
the vision and have made your contribution to it, you can 
begin to formulate your game plan to bring it about. 

AC Did you ever have a moment like that, where you  
 had to step away? 

PL Many days. And I would do that, I mean, physically  
 do that. I would have to remind myself that there are 

so many other agendas at play, so many variables. You just 
have to accept sometimes that you have to do what has to 
be done and be ready to turn on a dime at any time. We like 
to talk about our artistic vision, but that’s usually during pre-
production or after the film is finished. I find that my days are 
ruled by the clock and shaped by pragmatism, all overseen by 
the laws of physics.

AC Could you speak about being in a new place  
 and being on location? Do you think that it’s 

something that you would call an essential part of being a 
cinematographer? Or a wonderful benefit of the job?

PL I love going on location, soaking up the ambience of  
 where I am and photographing something I haven’t 

seen before. It’s certainly a wonderful side benefit of the job, 

Cinematographer Peter Levy ACS ASC on the set of ‘Race’ in 2016 - PHOTO Supplied
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but long periods away from loved ones and home can be 
trying too. Having made my living from my cinematography for 
over fifty years I do need something to get my creative juices 
flowing, and there’s nothing like a fresh location to do that.

AC Any specific instances come to mind?

PL Oh, yeah, my whole life. I’ve traveled the world at  
 someone else’s expense! You know, I think I’ve worked 

on every continent except Antarctica. I consider myself rich 
because of the great smorgasbord of life experience that the 
film industry has offered me.

AC How does the fact that you learned your craft  
 originally as an Australian inform your career 

trajectory?

PL Even though I’ve had no formal training in anything,  
 my experience in Australia gave me exposure to a 

broad range of genres and skill sets that would have been 
impossible to achieve elsewhere. In the United States I 
found that most of the work is broken down into specialist 
areas, whereas in Australia you were expected to be able to 
tackle anything. We did our own helicopter aerials, we did 
commercials with steaming fresh food, we did high class 
fashion and raunchy rock’n’roll. I arrived in Hollywood with a 
pretty good all-round skill set

AC Who was this young Australian cinematographer?

PL I was probably more arrogant than I am now. I had  
 illusions about Hollywood cinematographers that were 

probably based on work practices that happened twenty years 
before I got to Hollywood, when cinematographers were a lot 
more powerful. I think in Australia I learned to be somewhat 
fearless, and that was through doing music videos, and I 
must have done hundreds, because I could experiment with 
anything. 

We started videos in the late 1970s, and I made a point on 
each video to use a technique or a piece of equipment that I 
hadn’t used before, like the Louma crane with the first remote 
head, or experimenting with different photo-chemistry at the 
lab. Just so I could learn it. Because of the twenty years of 

shooting I did in Australia before I came to Hollywood, I was 
fairly confident with my photography.

AC What changed? Do you think that the arrogance  
 subsided? Or evolved into something more useful?

PL I just think I have a bit of perspective now. I’ve learned  
 to be the calm one in a crisis. I’ve learned to focus on 

my photography and, as far as possible, avoid the inevitable 
politics. I remember asking Jeff Bridges on Blown Away 
(1994), ‘What makes you pick a particular script? I know 
you get offered more scripts than you can do, so why do 
you choose the ones you do?’ He said, ‘I do it for the life 
experience. For the script and the people I’ll be working with.’ 
Long after the particular style you chose and the box-office 
results are forgotten, the life experience remains. I try to see 
each movie as a life experience.

You can’t do good work unless you’re passionate and that 
leads to strong emotions including disappointment. I think 
you have to evolve a wisdom where you’re passionately 
dispassionate, because you’ve got to be able to observe 
yourself at arm’s length as a passionate individual while not 
being overtaken by the emotion. You’ll only do good work 
if you care, and because you care, it’s going to be painful. 
People ask me, ‘Do I enjoy my own work?’ I love my work, 
but do I smile at the end of each day? Probably not. I do ask 
myself what I could have done better. I have a great fear of a 
mediocre shot getting past me.

AC What does it mean to you that you’ll be receiving  
 the ASC’s Lifetime Achievement Award?

PL  I was totally stunned when Stephen Lighthill ASC gave  
 me the news. Especially because I’m not even sick. 

This recognition from my peers is more than I ever dreamed 
about. I’ve always tried to do good work and be bold but 
there are times when you wonder if anybody else notices. This 
feels like a letter of approval from everyone I’ve ever known for 
everything I’ve ever done.

Declan Graham is a correspondent and a contributing writer to  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine based in Los Angeles. 

Christian Slater and John Travolta in a scene from ‘Broken Arrow’ (1996) - DOP Peter Levy ACS ASC
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CELLULOID  
AND SERVICE

Film has accompanied and recorded  

Australians at war from the start.

- by Daniel Eisenberg



Australian cinematographer Bert Ive on location at Torrens Lake in Adelaide filming ‘Glimpses of South Australia’ in 1930  
- PHOTO National Film and Sound Archive of Australia



Since the earliest days of the medium, film has been inextricably 
linked to our understanding and depiction of Australians at war. 
It has provided a shareable, repayable representation of the 
experiences of individuals who were there, while also serving 
as an unwavering witness to events, both good and bad. At 
times these images are clearly propaganda and are aimed at 
furthering recruitment and improving public relations. At other 
times, they aim to be a historical record of events as they 
happened. This has created tension about how the medium 
could and should be used. It is a tension that has underpinned 
the story of the official creation and use of film of Australians at 
war since the very first reels of nitrate film clattered through the 
gate of a cine-camera.

Some of the very first footage of Australians in military uniform 
was part of the work of the Queensland Department of 
Agriculture and Stock, not an official military venture at all. In 
1899 Frederick Charles Wills and his assistant, Henry William 
Mobsby, were hired as photographers for the Queensland 
Agriculture Journal. Wills convinced the Queensland 
government that it was also worth investing in moving picture 
technology to create a more accurate record of the times. One 
of the surviving films he shot in late October 1899 documents 
the parade of the First Queensland Mounted Infantry before it 
departed for the Boer War in South Africa. 

The film is simple actuality footage, yet Wills and Mobsby still 
carefully considered the framing of the shot; both the Union 
Jack and the Queensland flag flutter across the top of the 
image. Wills and Mobsby certainly considered the potential of 
the medium to sell a message but, predominately, the film is 
a unique historical record of a moment in time. Film was still a 
young medium and the only known showing of this film, and 
many of the others by Wills and Mobsby, was in the boardroom 
of the Department of Agriculture. These early shots did not have 
the far reach that the cinematic message would soon achieve.

By the outbreak of the First Word War, the reach and use 
of film had greatly increased. Australia had a dedicated 

cinematographer and photographer who was tasked with 
recording topical events around the country and eventually 
‘selling’ Australia to the world. Bert Ive was the second 
individual appointed to this role, but the most influential both 
due to his long tenure (more than 25 years) and through his 
establishment of the Cinematic and Photographic Branch. 
Ive shot the footage of the Australian troops departing for the 
Middle East in 1914 and captured a number of other home 
front events. His work gained much wider distribution than 
that of Wills and Mobsby, being commonly used in Pathé and 
Australian gazettes that screened before feature films. 

It was a different story for footage of Australians at the front. 
This was initially shot by British cameramen, and was seen 
back home mostly as part of large films on the war effort. They 
rarely focused on the Australian experience. The Australian 
public’s primary on-screen experience of the  first part of the 
war came from feature films that dramatised the events, to 
great success in many cases.

It was not until 1917 that official footage - of Australians, made 
my Australians - was being filmed. Due to the campaigning 
of Charles Bean on behalf of the Australian War Records 
Section, Captain Frank Hurley and Captain George Wilkins 
(initially hired as Hurley’s assistant) were appointed as official 
photographers and cinematographers for the Australian Imperial 
Force (AIF). The footage shot by them during the Third Battle of 
Passchendaele remains some of the most recognisable footage 
of Australians on the Western Front; remarkable landscape 
shots of men marching by the ruins of the Cloth Hall in Ypres, 
artillery bombardments showing the raw power of industrial 
warfare, framed silhouettes of men trudging through mud 
carrying stretchers. Hurley and Wilkins understood what motion 
pictures could do. Even though they were reliant on hand-
wound camera technology, they recorded the kinetic experience 
of warfare. This was something that, until this point, only those 
on the front could really understand.

Hurley and Wilkins’ film was seen back home during the 

Frank Hurley OBE on board the Discovery in 1929 - PHOTO State Library of New South Wales
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Hunter Page-Lochard in ‘Fires’ - DOP Marden Dean, PHOTO Ben King

war, although not until some months later after the fighting 
at Passchenaele. The footage shot by these men, along with 
that shot by others, was almost forced into being a historical 
record rather than a propaganda tool, mostly because logistics 
and bureaucracy prevented it being screened in time to be still 
relevant.

Much of the silent official film did not make it to Australia until 
after the war, and even then it needed to be edited into a 
narrative structure and titled appropriately. The most consistent 
record of the films shot by the Australian cinematographers was 
collected and used by the Australian War Records Section itself. 
Gathered from various sources, the films were screened at the 
Melbourne Exhibition Hall in 1920 and were then toured as 
part of a Battle Lectures series that told the history of the Great 
War. The films allowed those who had served see themselves 
in action - and let those who had not served, experience it 
through the visceral medium of cinema. Though the footage 
of Australians on the front that was taken during the war did 
not get used to its full potential  until after Armistice, film as a 
medium had played a major role in documenting the conflict for 
those who were there, and in communicating it to those back 
home.

The long struggle to get film shot by Australians during the 
First World War, combined with the impact the medium had 
on reporting and promoting the war effort, informed the 
rapid establishment of the Department of Information (DOI) 
at the outbreak of the Second World War. The Cinema and 
Photographic Branch first created by Bert Ive was absorbed by 
the new department and the cameramen working for the new 
DOI went on to film some of the most recognisable imagery of 
the war.

John Treloar was appointed the head of DOI. At the time he 
was the director of the Australian War Memorial and had been 
heavily involved in bringing the First World War film collection 
home. The DOI’s task was to shoot footage of Australians at the 
front; after going through censors, it would be passed to the 

newsreel companies to edit into compelling shorts to promote 
and share the war effort back home. Filming on the home front 
was left mostly to newsreel companies themselves. 

Many of Australia’s most notable cinematographers from 
the period worked for the DOI - including Frank Hurley (a 
cinematographer of two world wars), Bill Carty, John Tries and 
Damien Parer. Their remit was to film the action, experiences 
and personal stories of Australians fighting overseas. Their role 
was definitely one that leveraged the propaganda power of the 
moving image; but this does not mean their films lacked truth - 
it was still at the forefront of their minds.

Film shot by DOI cinematographers, with the newsreel voice-
over accompanying it, has come to dominate our audio-visual 
memory of the Second World War - even winning Australia 
its first Academy Award. The DOI, however, was not the only 
source of film shot by Australians. Some were seconded as 
cameramen by the Royal Air Force. A number of cameramen, 
including both Hurley and Parer, left to work with the British or 
Americans and put their stamp into international news media. 
The growing popularity and accessibility of the domestic 16mm 
camera also meant many service personnel made home movies 
of their own experiences. The movie camera was becoming 
more common every day.

There was another major official record of Australia’s 
involvement in the war. This came from the Military History and 
information Section (MHIS), established by John Treloar after 
he resigned from the DOI; this move was a reaction against 
his experiences leading the propaganda department. Although 
the Australian War Memorial would eventually receive much 
of the DOI film for its archives, the DOI footage was not the 
historical record that Treloar felt film could be. For him, as he 
said, “publicity and history have entirely different standards, 
objectives and techniques.” 

Furthermore, he knew the civilian cinematographers hired 
by the DOI sometimes had limited access to the front, and 
their work was subjected to censorship and at times careless 

Actor Matthew le Nevez plays Damien Parer in ABC miniseries ‘Parer’s War’ (2014) - DOP Mark Wareham ACS
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editing and reordering by newsreel companies. So the MHIS 
was created to collate and curate images, both moving and 
still, as well as other documents and information to add to the 
national collection. Its personnel were enlisted men who could 
gather footage of classified objects and events that may not 
have been ‘sensational’ or of particular use for contemporary 
publicity, but which MHIS considered historically important to 
collect. The MHIS team eventually came under the full control 
of the Department of the Army’s Directorate of Public Relations. 
All the footage shot by these teams ended up in the Memorial’s 
collection. One of the cameramen even went on to be come 
one of the Australian War Memorial’s first keeper of film.

The footage shot by the MHIS aimed to be impartial, observing 
actions rather than highlighting them, witnessing rather than 
recording. Consequently, the footage is much less commonly 
used today, unlike the action-packed yet deeply personal 
work of Parer and his contemporaries. This clear split in intent 
between the DOI and the MHIS makes clear the dual purposes 
that film of war has been constantly pulled between, and the 
ongoing popularity of the DOI output highlights the appeal of 
the more emotive propaganda and publicity work.

Although scaled back after the war, the MHIS continued 
to film the efforts of the Australian contingent of the British 
Commonwealth Occupation Force in Japan. This continued 
use of film throughout the period meant the systems were in 
place at the outbreak of the Korean War - though it still took 
time to assemble enough trained teams to deploy in the field. 
Unfortunately this bureaucracy, combined with the Australian 
public’s waining interest in the war itself, meant that the 
Section’s film was only sparingly seen. It did, however, in line 
with the MHIS’ purpose, create a historic record of events.

The DOI also continued as a government body, in various 
forms, long after the Second World War. Its main task was to 
make promotional films about Australia, much as it had in its 
earlier incarnations. By the 1950s it was part of the Department 
of the Interior and, later transformed into the Commonwealth 
Film Unit (CFU). Though the CFU did create some promotional 
films about Australian Defence Force’s activities, by the time the 
Australian Training Team made its way to Vietnam in 1962, the 
Army, Air Force and Navy all had their own public relations units, 
each with dedicated sections for commissioning and producing 
publicity and recruitment films. The defence forces had formally 
taken hold of the camera.

The Australian Army’s Directorate of Public Relations had 
overseen the MHIS, so it made sense that it oversaw the role 
of filming the Vietnam War, both for public interest and for the 
national record. Cinematographers and photographers were 
regularly sent to forward areas to document the training and 
combat activities from 1962, and continued their work with the 
1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment after its arrival in 1965. 
The film shot by these cameramen was of high quality, although 
the guiding hand of public relations can be felt behind it.

Rapid improvements in technology meant more cameras than 
ever were filming the war, and from more perspectives than 
those subject to official censors. Domestic 8mm and Super 
8mm cameras had become very common, affordable and 
easy to use, enabling a great number of personal experiences 
to be recorded and shared with friends and family back 
home. National and international news stations also had a 

large presence in-country, as did independent journalists and 
cinematographers.

All sides of the conflict could be seen on our screens. With 
so many cameras pointed in Vietnam, it is unsurprising that 
the work of official cinematographers felt driven by the public 
relations demands of the defence forces, rather than an 
impartial rendition of history. That said, their work in Vietnam 
stands as a historical record of the use of film in the period, 
and is still commonly used today to show what the Australian 
experience was like in Vietnam.

By the 1980s, with the development of video (and subsequently 
digital) film technologies, the Australian military had extensive 
experience in filming its activities both at war and in times 
of peace. Film had become so ubiquitous that there were 
a number of bodies within the military producing film for a 
wide variety of purposes, although the Army’s Directorate 
of Public Relations usually took a dominant role. They also 
set a benchmark for the ability to transition easily between 
recording film of war for history - as well as films for training and 
recruitment.

By the early 1990s it was the Electronic Media Unit (EMU) 
that oversaw much of photo, film and video production 
within Defence. This included the training and supply of 
cinematographers (now including woman for the first time) 
for smaller operations, though many units and departments 
also retained their own photographers and cinematographers. 
However, in times of deployment or large-scale activities, such 
as the Interfet Operation in East Timor, the First Media Support 
Unit was formed as a larger body of media professionals that 
could be deployed - ‘calling in’ EMU members as well as other 
units’ camera personnel. In 2002 the EMU was reorganised 
into the Directorate of Digital Media which focused on media 
production and management within the Department of Defence, 
while the photographers and cinematographers who were being 
actively deployed were formed into the First Joint Public Affairs 
Unit. Most of the footage that comes out of the Department of 
Defence today, appearing on screens at home and abroad, is 
shot by the imagery specialists within this unit.

There is now even more competition for air time, due to the 
wide range of cameras being used in these places; personal 
helmet cameras, independent journalists, civilians with cameras 
on their phones, even filmmakers working in-country filming the 
stories and experiences of our defence forces. This, combined 
with the wide reach of global digital media and the rich archive 
of historical footage that is readily accessible means our 
screens - big and small - show footage of Australians at war 
more than ever. 

It is true that some of these images are propaganda aimed 
at recruitment and public relations, and others aim to be an 
historical record of events as they happened, bearing witness 
to events as they unfold, but many sit somewhere between 
the two. Be it a minute of black and white footage shot in 
1899, award-winning footage by Damien Parer in the jungles 
of Papua, or the huge range of digital video shot by imagery 
specialists today, filming Australians at war has always been 
caught between history and publicity, record and propaganda, 
the best shot and the best story.

Daniel Eisenberg is senior curator of photographs,  

film and sound at the Australian War Memorial.
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It’s likely you know Brazilian actor 
Wagner Moura from his Golden Globe-
nominated turn as Pablo Escobar in 
the first two seasons of Netflix series 
Narcos (2015-2016), but he’s also one 
of Brazil’s most well-known and highly 
regarded actors. So it’s no surprise that 
when he turned his hand to directing 
that the film he chose said a lot about 
his country, its history and the struggle 
it’s enduring today.

Carlos Marighella (played by Seu Jorge) 
was a Brazilian politician, writer and 
guerrilla fighter who violently opposed 
the Brazilian military dictatorship 
throughout the late 1960s. Marighella, 
which follows his life and his struggles, 
is a landmark film. Not only in Brazil, 
but for democracies around the world. 
Although the movie has been exhibited 
in and awarded at international film 
festivals, Brazil’s Agência Nacional do 
Cinema (National Agency of Cinema) 
has barred it from being distributed in 
the country citing ‘subversive elements’. 
That is a shame. Marighella is a visceral 
and stunning piece of cinema, and it 
should be seen and talked about.

Cinematographer Adrian Teijido ABC 
had the opportunity to work with Moura 
on two projects prior to Marighella; a 
film called A Busca (2012) as well as 
ten episodes of the series Narcos. “We 

knew each other very well,” explains 
Teijido. “When I first read the script, I 
was delighted to have the opportunity 
to tell the incredible history of this 
brave man, Carlos Marighella. But 
I also understood the enormous 
responsibility.”

Moura and Teijido agreed that 
Marighella should look as natural as 
a documentary without pyrotechnic 
resources, and they quickly decided to 
shoot the entire film handheld. “Moura 
is a very sensible and intense director 
and knew how to explain to me what 
he expects about the film,” says 
Teijido. “Wagner wants the camera to 
be with the actors. He wants to feel 
their emotions.”

The art department under the guidance 
of production designer Frederico Pinto 
extensively researched the cities of Rio 
de Janeiro, São Paulo and Bahia in the 
1960s. “They provided the production 
excellent visual references,” says the 
cinematographer. “Pinto suggested 
colour pallets for each city and 
mood. We also researched feature 
films from this time in order to better 
help us develop the visual concept of 
Marighella.” 

Slowly, locations started to appear and 
Marighella began to mature visually. 

“Pinto and I collaborated on camera 
tests to try out ideas; different colours, 
wardrobe choices, and of course 
lenses. Pinto is an excellent partner 
and very committed to the project,” 
says Teijido.

Teijido tested vintage lenses, but in the 
end, decided to shoot with Ultra Primes 
because they gave him a look that he 
wanted. “They are safe enough with 
the undesirable flares, but at the same 
time, they gave me a pleasant texture 
that I was looking for to find that 
‘sixties look’ that I was to achieve,” 
he says.

The cinematographer selected an ARRI 
Alexa Mini and requested his camera 
assistants, Eduardo Pimenta and Diogo 
Ribeiro, to remove the battery and the 
video transmitter from the camera’s 
body to keep the it as light as possible. 
They put the battery and the transmitter 
in a small backpack. 

Teijido loves to operate a handheld 
camera, and his intention on Marighella 
was to stay close to Moura. “Usually, 
I am very faithful with my camera 
crew,” explains Teijido. “I believe in 
developing a personal and professional 
relationship and transforming them 
into my partners so they can be part 
of creative and technical decisions. I 

SPOTLIGHT ON BRAZIL
Brazilian actor and director Wagner Moura shines a light on his country’s brutal past in Marighella,  

shot by cinematographer Adrian Teijido ABC - by James Cunningham
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decided to call Ariel Schvartzman to 
be my camera operator and we split 
the camera duties. I prefer doing it 
myself but Schvartzman did excellent 
work.”

The opening scene of Marighella 
throws its audience in the deep-end 
with an incredible almost five-minute 
long single-take that depicts a group 
of political guerrillas taking hostage 
a moving train and peacefully seizing 
guns and ammunition. “That scene 
was Moura’s desire and, of course, I 
embarked on this ambition with him,” 
says Teijido. “We had very detailed and 
careful planning.”

“First, we found our location. Once 
we found the spot, we visited several 
times for planning and reconnaissance. 
We also did a recorded rehearsal for 
the timing of the sequence. Gaffer Joel 
Junior replaced the lamps inside the 
train and we created extra practical 
lighting. On the street next to where the 
train would stop, we installed twenty 
street lamps! We planned the sequence 
so well that I think we didn’t do more 
than four or five takes on the day.”

Of course, making a film about a 
torturous military dictatorship meant the 
filmmakers needed to depict harrowing 
scenes with truthfulness and deft. 

“We had real activists as consultants 
who took part in the revolutionary 
movement. Moura wanted those 
sequences as real possible,” says 
Teijido.

“The actors had an excellent 
preparation. We always did a technical 
rehearsal to create the choreography 
of the scene, and we always filmed 
as a sequence once. For following 
takes, we would choose a different 
composition or even a different lens. 
Shooting those sequences was so 
intense that I remember we had to 
erase camera shadows during post-
production.”

Teijido was fully involved in the film’s 
post-production, even during editing. 
“Moura shared the process with us 
to listen to our opinions,” he says. 
“Lucas Gonzaga, the editor, did 
fantastic work, and my colourist was 
Luciano Foca from O2 Post.” 

Teijido and the team had undertaken 
together several camera tests before 
shooting, specifically looking at texture. 
Foca was tireless in taking care of all the 
tiny details, and helped Teijido supervise 
the DCP in a movie theatre. “Watching 
the finished film in the Gran Palais 
Theatre at the Berlin Film Festival was 
an incredible emotion for me.”

One of Teijido’s favorite sequences in 
Marighella is when newspaper editor 
Jorge Sales (played by Herson Capri) 
is waiting to be arrested after helping 
Marighella with a clandestine radio 
message. “We did it with natural light 
at the end of the day to simulate early 
dawn. We had one practical desk 
lamp and some practical fluorescent 
tubes at the office,” he says. “The 
acting, our camera work, the location, 
artwork; everything came together. I 
like everything in that sequence.” 

Marighella was the first time Teijido 
had a 100% hand-held camera in one 
project. “I feel very proud to achieve 
this natural look,” he finishes by 
saying.

Marighella is a film with significant 
cultural and political implications for 
Brazil. After its first showing at the Berlin 
Film Festival, Moura declared, “Our film 
is obviously not just about those who 
resisted in the decades of the 1960s 
and 1970s but is also about those who 
are resisting today.”

Adrian Teijido ABC is a multi-award winning 

cinematographer and former president of the 

Brazilian Society of Cinematographers (ABC).

James Cunningham is editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.
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BOOK REVIEW
Australian inventor, naturalist and cinematographer Jim Frazier OAM ACS DSC  

has spent the last year writing his autobiography - by Dick Marks OAM

Years ago, I was lecturing a group of 
thirty, third year film students at Bond 
University on the Gold Coast. I asked 
them to stand up if they were in a 
relationship and about half rose to their 
feet. Of those, I then asked who could 
remember their partner’s birthday. All 
hands went up. I bluntly told them that 
their chances of becoming serious 
filmmakers were slim, as they were too 
distracted by the outside world. You 
had to be totally dedicated to the film 
industry if you’re to have the slightest 
chance of success. A cynical way to 
view our industry, but true. I’m sure if 
Jim Frazier had been in the lecture room 
that day, he would not have put his 
hand up. 

Frazier is a dedicated, serious filmmaker 
and has lived his life in that bubble. 
It’s an honour for me to review his 
autobiography Through the Lens – a 
Macro View of Jim Frazier. ‘Making 
the impossible… possible’ is the tag 
line and I couldn’t imagine a more 
appropriate description of what he has 
achieved. 

He designed the Frazier lens, a miracle 
combination of glass that had an 
unlimited depth of field. Very dark 
science. To hang on to the ownership of 
his intellectual property proved a bridge 
too far, but Frazier just kept on inventing 
and being brilliant. Single handed, he 

changed the way we see the world, and 
I’m sure that David Attenborough would 
agree… and Steven Spielberg, James 
Cameron and many, many more of the 
world’s best filmmakers.

I have used his ‘impossible’ lenses and 
was fortunate to have Frazier alongside 
me on location. I found him to be a very 
quiet, humble man, a calming presence 
on a set full of loud, excitable New 
Yorkers. We felt safe in his hands. The 
results were as he said they would be… 
depth of field forever… sharp, brilliant. 

For anyone interested in filmmaking of 
any kind, Through the Lens is a must 
read. Frazier’s life laid bare. Funny, 
fascinating, informative, sad, and 
sometimes brutally honest. “Dad’s 
personality changed after he had 
a heart attack in February 2003. 
He was scared. After that he was 
gradually not the dad I knew,” as 
Frazier’s daughter Vicki reveals in the 
book. “Dad slammed his fist on the 
table and said firmly, ‘Look, whatever 
you do, just be bloody good at it’,” 
and “I was stung by a stinging nettle 
bush, so dad pulled that plant out and 
rubbed the root juice on the sting… 
the cure was in the plant,” are quotes 
from Frazier’s son, Christopher.   

Jim Frazier is not just an inventor of 
‘impossible’ lenses. As a highly skilled 

cinematographer, he took on many 
extremely difficult assignments and 
ingeniously chartered a course through 
unchartered terrain. “I was handed a 
live foetus on a tray in its amniotic 
sac. I had organised an aquarium and 
immersed the foetus in saline water of 
approximately the same concentration 
as a mother’s amniotic fluid,” says 
Frazier. You have to read the book.

Working alongside Dr. Andrew Chang, 
he filmed a macular restorative surgery 
procedure. Just how would one film a 
live eye operation, where all the action 
is viewed by the surgeon through a 
microscope. “I built a unit that was 
attached to the microscope. The 
mirror was placed at 45 degrees to the 
microscope, while the doctor could see 
normally through it… both the doctor 
and I saw the same subject,” explains 
Frazier. A Zeiss technician at the time 
said to the doctor, “The bastard is 
crazy; he cannot do that.” 

Wrong, Jim did.

Jim Frazier OAM ACS DSC was a quiet country 

boy with a love of bugs and beasts who grew 

up to be a highly respected cinematographer, 

photographer, environmentalist, maker of wildlife 

documentaries and innovative inventor.

Dick Marks OAM is a director, cinematographer 

and former editor of Australian Cinematographer.

Jim Fazier OAM ACS DSC and the impossible lens - PHOTO Supplied






