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FROM THE PRESIDENT

Dear members, sponsors and colleagues,

In January this year, at the ACS AGM I was elected to the position 

of ACS National President and I am deeply honoured to lead an 

organisation of such talented and engaged members. As one of our 

sponsors recently wrote, “We are still new to ACS community but the 

passion and strong connection we saw from your community is really 

amazing.” ACS members are amazing.

As well as maintaining all the current structures and relationships, my 

goals include continuing to increase the diversity and inclusiveness 

of the ACS and ensuring the new constitution will position the ACS 

well for the coming decades. As technology evolves, the role of the 

cinematographer becomes increasingly vital. The cinematographer is 

the (only) person who has responsibility for the image all the way from 

the beginning to the end of the project.

My thanks to everyone on the ACS National Executive board for 

your support and hard work. It was a pleasure to participate as the 

incoming President at the 52nd ACS National Awards recently held 

in Adelaide. It was a fine celebration of the amazing work created by 

ACS members. Congratulations to all the nominees and winners, and 

our thanks to our wonderful hosts Ernie Clark ACS and the SA team 

and to Ray Martin AM for once again hosting the event with such 

panache.

Soon to be released, A Wider Lens: Australian Camera Workforce 

Development & Diversity is a world first survey into a nation’s camera 

workforce. Done in collaboration with the ACS, the research is led 

by Deakin University’s Dr Amanda Coles, and supported by an army 

of ACS volunteers extracting detailed workforce information from 

Australian production records over the last decade. The resulting 

figures and analysis speak to wide spread discrimination, with 

intersectionality between gender, racial and sexual identification and 

industry wide damaging work practices. We look forward to releasing 

the report very soon, and working with colleagues and partners across 

the industry to make change for the better happen.

This is the last issue by our wonderful editor James Cunningham, 

and our indefatigable Magazine Chair Ted Rayment ACS. On behalf 

of everyone, my deepest thanks to James and Ted for years of 

dedication and hard work, bringing the AC Magazine to the high level 

enjoyed by so many readers around the world.

Happy reading everyone,

Erika Addis
National President, Australian Cinematographers Society

FROM THE EDITOR

Welcome to Issue 94 of Australian Cinematographer 
Magazine, my final issue as your editor.

When I was asked in 2014 if I would be interested in writing 
film reviews for this magazine, who knew what it would lead 
to. A spot as ‘guest editor’ and almost eight years later, it’s 
been my privilege and honour to be your editor for the past 29 
issues. That’s 377 stories and over 2,000+ pages.

I could not have achieved what I have without a tiny team of 
just four individuals who I must acknowlege; the incomparable 
and invaluable magazine chairman Ted Rayment ACS, former 
associate editor Heidi Tobin, art and design Brad Sampson, 
and of course the wonderful Mylene Ludgate.

A huge thankyou also to those on the various committees, 
state branches and national executive who have been so kind 
to me over the past eight years, especially; David Wakeley 
ACS, David Lewis ACS, Peter Curtis ACS, Ernie Clarke ACS, 
David Brill AM ACS, Erika Addis, Dave Le May ACS, Miguel 
Gallagher and Ron Johanson OAM ACS. Not to mention all 
the amazing and inspirational cinematographers I’ve come to 
know over the years. Also to my partner, Fabio.

I am very proud to now be passing on the baton to the super-
talented Sarah Jo Fraser as your new editor of the magazine. 
You may already have read some of Sarah’s great interviews 
over the past few years. And, I may stay on as a contributing 
writer for articles and interviews from time-to-time.

To the ACS and all our readers, thanks for having me. 

It has been a wild ride. Signing off.

James Cunningham
Editor,
Australian Cinematographer Magazine



CARBONIZED
Cinematographer Ed Reiss on shooting music video ‘Carbonized’  

for Australian heavy metal band Northlane - by Ed Reiss
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The very first words to cinematographer 
me from director Ben Wrigley were, ”If 
this Northlane thing goes ahead, let’s 
jump on a call and nerd out on lights 
and cameras for it.”

It was great to have been able to 
collaborate with Wrigley after talking 
throughout Covid about our want to 
finally join forces and make some magic 
in the form of moving imagery. The literal 
visual pitch to me was that we were 
“aiming for a blend of Tyler’s house 
from Fight Club meet’s Matrix rave,” 
and I think we well and truly achieved 
this vision.

Coming into the project I knew that 
we were shooting with minimal time 
on location, as well as having a large 
amount of extras on set. I knew that 
time was going to be one of the biggest 
factors on this shoot, so picking gear to 
assist us instead of working against us 
was my priority. 

We locked in the RED Gemini for 
its low-light capabilities. This would 
allow us to use some of our battery-
powered lights that couldn’t run off 
mains power, dimmed down to a much 
lower percentage to accommodate the 
lighting to last throughout the entirety of 
the production. 

I’d personally opted to shoot this clip 
on the Lomo Anamorphic lenses, a 

go-to of mine for their flavour and 
aesthetic, however our director shifted 
to shooting on spherical for the amount 
of visual effects and roto work that was 
planned in the pipeline. We went for 
the rehoused Lomo Spherical lenses 
to give us a similar look to what I was 
thinking while catering to the needs of 
the project. We stayed on the 28mm 
primarily as it looked stunning, gliding 
through the location on the Steadicam, 
filling up the frame with all the beautiful 
elements of the building and the chaos 
that was ensuing with the nightclub-
esque ‘rave world’ we had created.

Lighting for this project was one of my 
favourite locations to light in recent 
memory. It was a gorgeous location, 
spanning over two stories, with lots 
of architectural shape, texture and 
character. We used a large array of film 
lighting and practicals hidden all over 
the location. My main goal in lighting the 
space was so that we could ‘set and 
forget’ the lighting and make minimal 
to no changes while shooting. As in 
our main location, we actually only had 
about five hours to shoot absolutely 
everything. It was extremely time-
sensitive. 

I lit the space entirely so we could shoot 
in any corner at any time. This gave us 
invaluable time while shooting to hone 
in on and perfect our shots, as well as 

allowing us to get as much coverage 
as possible in the time. The space itself 
also had no internal running power. 
We bought some second-hand wall 
fixtures that we were able to drill into 
the walls and install Aputure B7C bulbs 
into. These absolutely made the shoot. 
Having them run off internal battery 
power and be able to manually adjust 
them during the takes was crucial. I 
personally adjusted the settings in the 
Sinus application and had them bloom 
during the chorus. This added a whole 
new look to the project that wouldn’t 
have been possible to do otherwise.

We had a few key visual references we 
wanted to pay homage to. In particular, 
The Matrix (1999, cinematography 
by Bill Pope ASC) was the key visual 
stimulus that Wrigley wanted us to 
draw inspiration from. There were a few 
scenes and moments from that film 
which we set out to pay homage to, 
something for avid cinephiles to watch 
the clip and see if they can pick out 
some of the frames we were heavily 
inspired by.

For this project, I handed off my camera 
to Steadicam operator Ed Bellamy. 
The two of us have been working 
together for a while now on a multitude 
of different sets and productions, and 
we’ve started speaking the same 
language and can almost telepathically 

From the ‘Carbonzed’ music video - DOP Ed Reiss



at this point. It was this trust that made 

it an easy choice to have him as the first 

person I would contact to come onto 

this as part of my camera department. 

While I did do some operating, we really 

did want this to be Steadicam heavy, to 

have the shots glide through the location 

and give the edit a continuous motion.

We knew exactly the colour palette we 

were looking to lock in from day dot. 

From the get-go, I locked in our three 

desired colours to keep the look of 

the project cohesive. We always knew 

our choice in green was going to be a 

bold in your face look, we came to the 

choice of a warm amber and yellow 

to give the locations a more grounded 

feeling while mixing in some cool white 

elements to tie everything together 

where it was needed. This made life 

easy when shooting in our second 

location and made the set build we 

created from scratch feel one and the 

same as our pre-existing real-world 

location. In post-production, Wrigley 

also took on editing and grading duties. 

He knew the exact look he was after 

and really made the clip shine with his 

incorporation of visual effects.

In hindsight, it would have definitely 

been a help to have had a live 

communication line between myself, the 
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Behind the scenes on ‘Carbonzied’ - PHOTO Supplied

director and the operator. Our only time 
to communicate was between takes 
and I think we could have definitely 
benefitted from being able to talk to 
each other during takes. Usually, this 
wouldn’t be as much of a problem, 
but with the nightclub setting we were 
shooting in with loud music, it was hard 
to give notes on the fly.

Otherwise, we had a stellar time on this 
project and prior planning definitely led 
to a smooth shoot and stress-free filming 
environment. Which really lends to the 
talented team we had put together!  

Ed Reiss is a cinematographer from 
Melbourne with over seventy music videos  

and counting in his arsenal of work.

From the ‘Carbonzed’ music video - DOP Ed Reiss
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Upcoming feature documentary Gravel 

Road, from cinematographer and 
director Tristan Pemberton, follows the 
story of Jay Minning, a singer-songwriter 
with rock band the Desert Stars. This 
musical four piece are traditional land 
owners of Spinifex Country, in the Great 
Victoria Desert, Western Australia, home 
of the last nomads. 

From their home in remotest 
Tjuntjuntjara, Gravel Road follows 
Minning and the band’s first tour as 
they rock their way across the Western 
desert with songs of hunter-gatherer 
life, surviving British atomic testing, and 
a profound connection to culture that 
spans back 2,000 generations. 

Minning shares the journey with east-
coast friends and provides a rare 
glimpse into his country, his culture, his 
music, and his extraordinary everyday 
life. The film gives rare insight into the 
convergence of Indigenous Australian 
culture and contemporary rock music, 
following the adventures of an Aboriginal 
band as they undertake their first ever 
road tour. 

“What an utter privilege it’s been to 
collaborate with singer-songwriter 
Jay Minning and the community of 
Tjuntjuntjara in the making of this 
film,” says Pemberton. “Every journey 
changes you, and this one left an 
indelible mark on all participants in 
the true spirit of ngapartji-ngapartji 
(reciprocity). It was all made possible 
because of Jay’s incredible passion to 
share his remarkable life, culture and 
Spinifex history through music.”

The band’s music reflects on the 
artists’ profound connection to their 
vast culture as they are the last true 
nomads. With songs of hunter-gatherer 
life and their people’s survival of the 
British atomic testing at the infamous 
Maralinga site, Desert Stars’ fan base is 
diverse and rapidly growing. 

The Desert Stars are joined by East-
Coast Australian band The Re-mains, 
who mentor the band, guiding them 
through the logistics and experience of 
putting on a live tour, while Minning and 
his bandmates give insight into their 
culture and way of life in their remote 

Aboriginal community. Their delight in 
taking their first tour is both palpable 
and bitter sweet.

Much like the tour itself, the production 
of the self-funded, low-budget 
documentary proved challenging, at 
times near impossible. Pemberton 
served as the all-encompassing director, 
cinematographer and sound recordist, 
while sound designer Phil Snow worked 
tirelessly to clean up the sound, as there 
was no official sound person on the 
shoot.

The Phoenix Film Festival, in Arizona, 
selected Gravel Road, to make its 
international premiere. 

“I’m pukulpa (happy) our film has 
been selected for the Phoenix Film 
Festival,” says Minning. “The band is 
looking forward to sharing our music, 
culture and history with US audiences. 
It’s a dream for us.”

Gravel Road is a Flywire Films production, 

directed by Tristan Pemberton and the 

Tjuntjuntjara Community.

GRAVEL ROAD
Filmmaker Tristan Pemberton is director, cinematographer and sound recordist  

on upcoming feature documentary Gravel Road - by Slade Phillips

From documentary ‘Gravel Road’ - DOP Tristan Pemberton



As a young cinematographer starting 

my career I was inspired by many great 

Australian cinematographers; Don 

McAlpine ACS ASC, John Seale AM 

ACS ASC, Russell Boyd ACS ASC, 

Geoff Burton ACS, Dean Semler AM 

ACS ASC, Jane Castle ACS, Sally 

Bongers and Jeffrey Darling among 

many others. 

Darling is not always on the list of 

influential Australian cinematographers, 

and neither sadly is Bongers or Castle. 

Yet his work inspired me possibly more 

than any other cinematographer. 

I first met Jeffrey Darling at the Australian 

Film Institute (AFI) Awards in 1990. 

I was an AFTRS film school student 

nominated for Best Achievement in 

Cinematography in a Non-Feature Film 

for The Space Between the Door and 

the Floor, and Darling was nominated for 

Best Achievement in Cinematography 

for a Feature Film for The Crossing. We 

both won. 

Darling becoming the youngest 

ever recipient of that award. Being 

photographed together at those awards 
was an incredibly proud moment 
for me because he was exactly the 
cinematographer I aspired to be. His 
work was refined and composed. 
His lighting was bold and his ability 
to capture texture and detail became 
signature to his work. His decision 
to ultimately focus on shooting and 
directing commercials I think was a 
natural progression for him considering 
these talents. I will however always 
wonder what other great collaborations 
may have eventuated had he continued 
as a cinematographer on feature films. 
I can still recall being mesmerised by 
the opening credit sequence on The 

Crossing. Simple, elegant and pure Jeff. 

My heart sank on hearing of his passing. 
I was in disbelief. I think I still am. The 
news prompted me to revisit his work. 
The bold, crafted compositions and 
intricate detail was all there. His use of 
fractured, layered imagery that is so 
ethereal and seductive. 

And something else I noticed… 
hands. Hands are always entering his 

compositions. They frame images, 
caress skin, touch surfaces, disturb 
water. Floating through frame after 
frame. For a visual artist his work is 
amazingly tactile. 

As I reflected on all these images 
and the many stories he told through 
the hyper-focused lens of commercials, 
I was left with a sense of gratitude for 
his contribution to the world of visual 
arts and towards his lasting influence 
on my work. I owe a lot to having 
experienced Darling’s unique view of the 
world.  

Australia has lost one of its great talents 
and I know his unique perspective 
and bold, original work will continue 
to influence many more generations of 
young Australian image makers and 
storytellers. 

Jeffrey Darling was an award-winning Australian 

cinematographer best known for his work on 

Young Einstein (1988) and The Crossing (1990), 

music videos for Crowded House and acclaimed 

commercials for Jaguar and Boeing. Darling died 

while surfing at North Palm Beach in Sydney and 

could not be resuscitated by lifeguards.  

He was 60 years old.

JEFFREY DARLING
Academy Award-winning cinematographer Dion Beebe ACS ASC (Memoirs of a Geisha)  

reflects on the passing of fellow cinematographer Jeffrey Darling - by Dion Beebe ACS ASC

A scene from Colorbond ‘Anthem’ commercial - DOP Jeffrey Darling
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AC How did you come to work on 
  the Maap campaign?

BG I had worked with director Luke  
 Farquhar on a campaign eight or 

so years ago for Channel V when it was 
at its peak. Since then I have been living 
and working in London and Los Angeles 
so we lost touch. When I returned, 
we caught up for dinner in Brisbane 
and picked things up right where they 
left off. He pulled me straight into a 
campaign for Afends and then soon 
after, we started to throw some ideas 
around for the Maap campaign. Next 
minute I get the call and the project is 
in full swing. I have a background in 
directing also, so Farquhar and I really 
workl well together. I also love his fluid 
approach of not locking ourselves too 
much into a set shot list. 

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

visuals?

BG Like many cinematographers,  
 I have an infatuation with film 

and the feeling it gives. Unfortunately 
we didn’t have the option to shoot on 
film so this lead me to being particular 
about my lens choices. After weighing 
up my options and bouncing ideas 
of fellow cinematographer Casimir 
Dickson, I decided to go with a set of 
rehoused Soviet vintage lenses by Iron 
Glass, provided by Rentacam Sydney. 
Farquhar had put together a mood 
board which acted like moments that 

we needed to capture. Otherwise, the 
look and feel he let me run with. 

AC What factors did you take into 
 consideration when choosing 

what camera to shoot with?

BG The director and I both like to  
 be nimble enough that we can 

adapt to situations to capture moments 
that may not have been scripted in pre-
production. Taking this into consideration 
we decided to go with the RED Komodo 
for its small-form factor. This is also why 
it was really important to go with the 
vintage lenses to take the edge off the 
sharp sensor. The outback is harsh and 
so I wanted there to be some grit and 
character to the image. It couldn’t be too 
clean or polished, which also fits with 
Farquhar’s style of direction.

The final film is very raw and the lens 
choice leans into that. I also knew we 
didn’t need any high-speed footage as 
the edit was fast quick cuts with high-
intensity movements so the Komodo was 
perfect. The combination of the Komodo 
with the Iron Glass set was incredible.

AC Can you speak briefly about  
 your own camera department 

or unit? I’m guessing there was a lot 
of travelling on this project. How big 
was your camera package?

BG I have to say, it was a mission to 
 get out to Broken Hill from 

Sydney. It started with a 6am flight 
from Sydney to Melbourne where I was 

greeted by the Maap crew. They pulled 
up in an official looking ute with a flashing 
yellow light on top. We loaded it up and 
drove eleven hours straight to the Palace 
Hotel where we were staying. It was a 
good chance to get ourselves pumped 
up for the shoot and run through what 
we were needing to capture. 

The camera package was small and all 
packed into three Pelican cases. I was 
operating without an assistant. I would 
have loved to have my go-to Luke 
Rodely with me as he is a gun, but the 
budget was tight. We managed again 
because the Komodo is so easy to 
operate. I even set up a second camera 
for Farquhar to operate at time when 
he wanted to capture things on the fly. 
I had him on the Sony A7III with an E to 
PL mounted bundled with the Iron Glass 
set. The cameras matched really well in 
the final video.

AC In terms of filming, did you  
 have a documentary, fly-on-

the-wall or more structured approach? 

BG We had our beats planned out  
 and I was really particular about 

the time of day and where we would 
be shooting. Once we set up our 
moments, we would roll cameras and 
shoot as much as we could. We had 
location reconnaissance the day prior 
to shooting, to map out all our spots, 
which always is a huge advantage. But 
even so, we would seek out new ideas 
or locations in the distance and had 
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Cinematographer Justin Carrig behind the camera on ‘Mutt’ - PHOTO Supplied

A scene from the Maap campaign - DOP Benjamin Gattegno



time to go with it. 

In one instance, we were driving past 
a car wash at the end of the shoot. 
Farquhar looked at me and without 
even saying it, we both nodded. Let’s 
shoot the riders washing their bikes 
after an exhausting day of riding! We 
tend to lock into the exact same vision 
when working together. It also felt like 
an authentic moment, because they 
were exhausted. We had them sprinting 
all day and their bikes were filthy. We set 
them up, I jumped in the back of the ute 
and shot them as we drove past to give 
it more of a fly-on-the-wall perspective.

AC What was your general  
 approach to lighthing on this 

project?

BG I had to stand my ground and  
 hold the crew until the light was 

perfect, shooting really early mornings 
and late afternoons. As soon as it hit 
about 10am we would break and shoot 
interiors, in which I was using two 
25cm Nanlite Pavo Tubes. They were 
incredible and versatile. I leant towards 
a green hue to add to the grit I was 
getting outside. We shot a lot in the 
Palace Hotel which was made famous 
by The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of 
the Desert (1994).

The late evening to night moments were 
my favourite. I didn’t want it to feel too 
much like a tourism commercial, so I 
avoided sun flare moments and waited 
to shoot right at twilight. I was ble to 

work with a few practicals to help boost 
the mood slightly. One being the fire 
where we had the riders drying the bibs 
and then attaching the two Nalite tubes 
to the bed of the truck as we had it 
driving past the riders. 

AC Can you share with us  
 something that went wrong, or 

how you approached solving or fixing 
an issue or problem?

BG Luckily, we had no technical  
 issues. We did however have a 

moment of miscommunication whereby 
we were supposed to link up two crews 
out in a remote location by a lake. No 
phone reception and out of range with 
our radios. We had gotten ourselves 
completely lost and disconnected. We 
were fighting the light as it started to 
set and we had a key set of shots we 
needed to capture. 

Somehow, right then we thought we 
had lost our opportunity to get the 
shots, we saw the Maap van pull up in 
the distance. We rallied together and 
managed to capture a great sequence 
by the lake. I had the drone in the air 
capturing aerials and then did a quick 
swap to the Komodo as the riders 
stripped off and jumped into the water. 
The shots turned out great, and we were 
so lucky to get what we did. Sometimes 
it does just come down to luck.

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

BG I wasn’t too involved in the  
 actual editing process, however 

I did put together the look for how the 
shots need to be graded. I had pulled 
together a selection of stills from the 
footage and graded them to send over 
to the team for reference.

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

Why? 

BG The last day, shooting the ute  
 burnout into the fire moment 

thern into the car wash. These all 
happened within moments of each 
other as the light quickly disappeared. 
Not only do I love how these all turned 
out, but it was the moment we wrapped 
and we all got around each other 
to celebrate what we knew was a 
successful shoot. Everyone on the team 
worked so hard and it paid off.

AC Finally Ben, what are you  
 working on next? 

BG I have a few projects that have  
 been in the works and edging 

closer to signing off. One is a tourism 
commercial, working alongside Knack 
Studios, and the other will be another 
Maap campaign. This is just the start 
of my relationship with Maap which is 
really exciting.

Benjamin Gattegno is a cinematographer  

and director with Content Originals.

A scene from the film ‘Mutt’ - DOP Justin Carrig
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Kerby Brown in ‘Facing Monsters’ - DOP Rick Rifici



FACING 
MONSTERS

From award-winning director and cinematographer Bentley Dean,  
feature documentary Facing Monsters digs deep into the psyche  
of West Australian ‘slab wave’ surfer Kerby Brown, a man whose 
connection with the ocean runs as deep as his love for his family.

- by James Cunningham
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Out of the blue, pun intended, cinematographer and director 
Bentley Dean (Tanna) received a call from producer Chris 
Veerhuis in Western Australia asking if he was interested 
in taking over directing Facing Monsters from the brilliant 
Geoffrey Smith, who had to leave the film due to personal 
family reasons.

Smith and Veerhuis told Dean big waver surfer Kerby Brown 
was a shy but complex person willing to risk all, including 
his life and family, for fleeting ecstatic moments on truly 
monstrous waves. They insisted this wasn’t just a surf film, but 
an exploration into deep human drives. “I was convinced,” 
says Dean. “But if I’m to be completely honest, the clincher 
for me was the opportunity to be taken to some of the 
wildest coastlines on the planet by those who know them 
intimately.”

Facing Monsters was always intended for the big screen. “It 
had to be luscious, immersive, cinematic,” explains Dean. 
Luckily the production came with one of the world’s best water 
cinematographers in Rick Rifici, who is a good mate of Brown 
and in may ways their relationship is the reason this film exists. 
He was also responsible for the terrestrial filming. “Rifici and 
a number of other surf camera people had gathered an 
impressive archive of Brown surfing ridiculous waves over 
a number of years.” Coming from Melbourne, Dean had to 
quarantine for two in weeks in Perth and used that time to 
review all this material, as well as two weeks of rushes. Dean 
also watched a lot of surf films and felt strongly he could do 
something different.

“Most surf films concentrate on only the moment the wave 
is being surfed, buttoning on as the wave is caught and off 
once the ride is over,” says Dean. “To me, this missed huge 
dramatic potential. By buttoning on earlier you give the 
audience space to wonder, ‘Surely he won’t attempt this 
wave?!’ or ‘It looks certain to kill him!’ By extending that 
time as much as possible we get the chance to feel what 
Brown might be thinking, and care for him more. Similarly, 
after the wave has been ridden you want to hold for either 
his ecstatic reaction, or if it goes bad, the tension of 
whether he will surface again.” 

Dean talked about his a lot with Rifici. It’s incredibly difficult to 
keep a long steady frame under these conditions and Dean’s 
on-water cinematographer was worried that shots would 
look ugly or make the audience seasick. “But to his credit, 
he gave it a go,” says Dean. “One of my favourite shots 
of the film is where Brown attempts a wave never surfed 
before, hours off the southern coast of Australia. Not only 
does Rifici perfectly frame the ride and wipeout, but keeps 
rolling for what seems like a gut wrenching eternity until the 
Brown’s bloodied head surfaces, centre of frame.” Dean 
says it’s power in no small part comes from not cutting away.

Jeremy Ashton was officially the sound recordist on Facing 
Monsters, but quietly revealed he dabbled in drone work too. 
Dean thought, “Ok, that’s useful.” Dean had no idea at the 
time that Ashton would end up filming some of the most iconic 
images of the film.

Kerby Brown in ‘Facing Monsters’ - DOP Rick Rifici
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“I spoke about the production needing to be more mobile, 
leaner, ready to jump into action at a moment’s notice, 
capture action as it happens, always be where Brown is,” 
says Dean. “This meant scaling down crew and kit, swapping 
primes for zooms, more hand-held filming.”

Dean learned the production had acquired a number of 6K 
Waterproof 360-degree GoPros. “I’d never used them before 
and was excited about exploring their potential to get closer 
to what it felt like to be on a monster wave with Brown,” 
he says. “They could provide the ultimate subjective 
experience... and did.”

In all the films Dean has worked on he’s often thought of 
locations as characters. This seemed especially important for 
Facing Monsters. The longer Dean filmed it became clear to 
him, subconsciously or not, each unique place was driving 
Brown’s development. Not just as a surfer but as a human 
being. Through these forces of nature Brown was discovering 
how to be in this world. “Ashton’s stunning aerials of wild 
landscapes and marine animals were as crucial as Rifici’s 
closeups deep into Brown’s eyes,” explains Dean.

All the surf locations were known, and had been surfed and 
filmed for years. The exception was a potential break Brown 
had spotted on Google Earth way off the Southern Coast of 
Western Australia. This became the location for the climax of 
Facing Monsters.

“When the surf was up I was working with the dream 
crew,” says Dean. “Through decades of experience Rifici 
knew exactly where he had to be and if there was a second 
operator on the water he would direct them, not me. With 
Ashton I discussed the kind of aerials I wanted, standing 
over his shoulder at first, but after seeing what he was 
getting, stood back and encouraged him to keep using ‘the 
force’. He had a knack of being in the right place at the 
right time.”

The team attached the GoPros to the front and back of 
Brown’s brother’s jetski. Cortney Brown had the life and death 
responsibility of towing his brother onto the dangerous waves, 
and their relationship became the emotional heart of the 
film. Fortunately for the crew Brown’s brother is well-versed 
at using a GoPro mounted to the end of a stick, capturing 
priceless action and brotherly moments.

Brown acknowledged that it was not a matter of if but when 
he would get badly injured. He insisted that should tragedy 
strike it should be filmed. Dean always kept a camera ready to 
go on the support vessel. “It’s still disturbing thinking about 
the images I captured,” he says.

For the non-surfing elements of the documentary, Dean 
needed a mixture of elements including a ‘raw truth’ that 
comes with a verité-style of filming. “Truth through metaphor 
via highly constructed elemental shots of earth, fire and 
water in slow-motion,” explains Dean. “Our interview 
locations needed to serve the story, so Brown’s master 
interview had to be at his spiritual home on the Kalbarri 
Cliffs in Western Australia, the place where it all began for 
him. His brother on his life-giving and life-saving jet ski. 
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The soul-baring interview with Brown and his partner Nicole 
extremely close and illuminated by flames of a campfire.”

The film’s stunning opening shot was filmed on one of Western 
Australia’s extraordinary pink lakes, south of Kalbarri. “There’s 
an algae that produces this incongruous bright pink colour,” 
says Dean, who always likes to explore locations thoroughly 
for potential brain warps. “I had been thinking about how 
best to represent Brown’s ‘inner world’.”

“Inner worlds aren’t literal,” he says. “What does the 
feeling of riding the wave of your life look like? Or of being 
badly wiped out, bordering on unconscious? Or that space 
that holds deepest feelings of being in the world? Brown, 
floating, dwarfed by pink, looking towards the heavens just 
felt right.”

Dean asked Ashton to start very high above Brown so 
he’s almost lost in pink before slowly descending with his 
drone. “My hope is that this does a number of things 
for the audience; engages imagination... Where are we? 
Who is that? What is happening? The shot goes for an 
unfashionably long time and by the end of the shot, now 
hovering immediately above this inert red-bearded man your 
either going to leave the cinema or be totally hooked! This 
ain’t going to be your average surf movie.” Facing Monsters 
is not your average surf movie.

Dean is really proud of the opening sequence. “Ashton’s 
astounding shot above Brown in the pink lake. Cut to a 
closeup of his bloodied breathing through the pain of a 

broken neck, slowly opening his eyes, as if remembering 
Nirvana. Cut to aerial of Brown dwarfed by a giant slab 
wave looking like he’s skating across bare rock, until 
he is swallowed whole. For me this is the potential of 
cinematography realised,” says Dean.

The crew lost a drone at sea, such are the breaks with this 
sort of filming. But without a doubt the biggest thing that 
‘went wrong’ was Brown getting severely injured on one of the 
waves. This is included in the film. The production was very 
prepared. The professionalism of the rescue and medical team 
saved Brown’s life.

The masterful Michael Graham graded the film at Beyond 
Productions in Sydney. His biggest responsibility was doing 
justice to the magnificent wild nature of the film. “Each 
major surf location had to have its own look,” says Dean. 
“Water, sky and land had to feel different through each 
major progression in the film. A big challenge for him was 
achieving consistency across all the formats used and the 
results are truly magic. I could not be happier with the 
results.”

For Dean, simultaneous with the cinema release of Facing 
Monsters comes a feature documentary about Neo-Nazis 
in Australia on Stan, called amongst Us. “I’m currently 
collaborating with some fabulous filmmakers on a series 
which I can’t tell you a word about.” We can’t wait.

Bentley Dean cinematographer and director, known for  

First Footprints (2013), Tanna (2015) and A Sense of Self (2016).

Kerby Brown in ‘Facing Monsters’ - DOP Rick Rifici
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GOLD
Australian survival thriller Gold,  

from director Anthony Hayes and  

cinematographer Ross Giardina ACS,  
stars Zac Efron and Susie Porter. 

- by James Cunningham



When two drifters (Zac Efron and director Anthony Hayes) 

travelling through the Australian desert stumble across the 

biggest gold nugget ever found, the dream of immense wealth 

and greed takes hold. 

They hatch a plan to protect and excavate their bounty with 

one man leaving to secure the necessary equipment to pull 

it out of the earth. The other man remains and must endure 

harsh desert elements, preying wild dogs and mysterious 

intruders, whilst battling the sinking suspicion that he has been 

abandoned to his own fate.

Cinematographer Ross Giardina ACS was contacted by 

actor and director Anthony Hayes who pitched the concept 

of Gold to Giardina. “I then read the script,” says the 

cinematographer. “After a second conversation with Hayes 

as to what he envisioned for the film, and where I thought 

we could go visually, I knew this could be a fantastic artistic 

collaboration.”

Giardina faced a number of challenges and considerations 

when choosing what camera and lenses to film Gold, including 

harsh desert sunlight, matching time of day with the ever-

moving sun and shadows, latitude and the texture of lenses 

which are under-stopped as well as the clarity and inherent 

softness in some lenses. “Panavision’s G-series anamorphic 

lenses are amazing workhorses,” says Giardina. “Great 

texture and softness, without being too ‘fruity’.

Giardina developed a great working relationship with the film’s 
production designer, Sam Hobbs, early on in pre-production. 
“We really hit the ground running,” says Giardia. “An 
amazing craftsman and intelligent man. I came to Hobbs 
with the challenge to be able to move our major set as the 
sun moved, to help us match scenes and light and he came 
up with an engineering feat that was quite remarkable.” The 
pair also worked together on pushing their colour palette into 
a muted green. “We wanted the world to be stripped of loud 
colours so we really felt the lifelessness to the world.”

“We wanted the world  
to be stripped of loud colours  

so we really felt the  
lifelessness to the world.” 

Director Anthony Hayes along with Giardina spoke early about 
the emotion, pacing and visual language they wanted to 
evoke the feeling felt in the story and script. The films of Andrei 
Tarkovsky were referenced with their use of wide-lensed long 
takes sitting with a person for an uncomfortable amount of 
time, and the ambiguity of air in the frame. Other references 
included John Huston’s The Treasure of the Sierra Madre 

(1948, cinematography by Ted McCord ACS) and the world of 
the Rover (2014, cinematography by Natasha Braier) due to its 
remote Australian filming locations. But mostly the filmmakers 
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Zac Efron in a scene from ‘Gold’ - DOP Ross Giardina ACS



Kate McKinnon is Carole Baskin in ‘Joe vs. Carole’ - DOP Jules O’Loughlin ACS ASC
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wanted to act from instinct and the film’s underlying message.

“For this particular project there was a specific need for 
a location so sparse that it was almost like we were on the 
moon,” explains Giardina. “I was particularly interested in 
the colour of the dirt, which might sound crazy, but it was 
to play a pivotal role in the film’s narrative. Tonally we 
wanted it in our colour palette. Also certain vantage points 
throughout the story required a certain typography to work 
for our story.” 

Gold is primarily filmed in and around the Flinders Ranges in 
South Australia. Apart from a few scenes which were green-
screened such as a simulated train travel scene, the film 
required mostly on-location work by the filmmakers.

“Lighting for me was all about being well-versed with my 
surroundings and well-prepared to know what weather 
patterns were in the Flinders Ranges,” says Giardina. “To 
my surprise, I learned quickly in pre-production that clouds 
came in at around 4.00pm every day. This was a big win for 
us.”

Fellow cinematographer Dan Freene ACS, who filmed Gold’s 
‘Dog Unit’ pickups had to match Giardina’s lighting from a 
studio in Melbourne as ground temperature on location was 
too hot for dogs to perform. “Sometimes it was up around 
70-degrees Celsius,” says Giardina. “Freene was kind 
enough to pick up a lot of foreground dog sequence on 

green screen, so I had conversations with him about lighting 

and lensing.”

For the film’s night scenes, Giardina had a 4K balloon in 

an arm with HMIs bounced from the floor. Skypanels were 

used for fire light. “The motif for nights was to highlight the 

ominous threats of the deserts and that meant for light to 

fall off to black, and for Efron’s performance to take over,” 

he says.

“We wanted it to be  
grinding and visceral.” 

Coverage was minimal on Gold. Giardina wanted to create 

carefully composed frames and then let the action play out. 

“We wanted it to be grinding and visceral,” he explains. 

“Meditative wide-shots and intensely held tight-shots, also 

some heavily choreographed long single-takes. This meant 

performances had to be perfect and Efron, Porter and 

Hayes nailed it for us.”

First assistant camera Jani Hakli and Giardina have worked 

together for over ten years, so the pair were very familiar with 

each other. “I also wanted Hakli to film Second Unit, so 

he went off for three days and did a great job while Sally 

Eccelston came in to cover,” he says. “She was fantastic as 

well.”

Susie Porter in ‘Gold’ - DOP Ross Giardina ACS





Zac Efron and Anthony Hayes in ‘Gold’ - DOP Ross Giardina ACS



Giardina was also heavily involved in the film’s colour grading 
and post-production. “I built a Lookup Table (LUT) in pre-
production which I do for all my jobs,” he says. “It allows 
everyone to see the world we are creating and for twelve 
months of the edit, to feel the film. It was a great guide for 
us.”

Colourist Trish Cahill, Hayes and Giardina spent two weeks 
polishing the rest. “Cahill had been attached early during 
pre-production and she did a wonderful job!”

“My favourite shot and sequence in the film is when Efron’s 
character comes to after a sand storm,” explains the 
cinematographer. “He stands in frame and the camera starts 
panning. We got him to run around as the camera finds 
him again. He did this three times as the camera panned 
360-degrees. It’s meant to disorient the audience while 
showing that the sand storm had destroyed the camp. Efron 
was a real professional with setups in extreme heat like this, 
being incredibly giving and up for it.”

Looking back, Giardina had a lot of challenges thrown at 
him; Covid, very real and dangerous dust storms and even 
prosthetics melting on actors’ faces. “The beauty of working 
on this film was that we solved a lot of those problems 
through the incredible trust of producers Michael Shwarz 

Behind the scenes on ‘Gold’ - DOP Ross Giardina ACS
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and John Shwarz (brothers) and with the support of first 
assistant director Julian Ryan we navigated our way through 
a very challenging shoot without sacrificing craft or what we 
set out to do.”

“Meditative wide-shots and 
intensely held tight-shots,  

also some heavily 
choreographed long  

single-takes.” 
In one intense moment the production was hit by a dust 
storm. Giardina and his crew acted on their feet and shot 
a dust scene sequence, for real, over three hours, Giardina 
reveals. “That scene was originally scheduled to be filmed 
over three days with wind turbines!”

Ross Giardina ACS is an international award-winning cinematographer 

specialising in commercials, music videos, documentary and drama.

James Cunningham is editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.
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WHEN THE CAMERA 
STOPPED ROLLING

Jane Castle ACS tells the story of her  

mother Lilias Fraser and their trailblazing  

mother-daughter filmmaking team, their extraordinary  

lives and the intergenerational trauma that splits  

them apart, in When the Camera Stopped Rolling.

- by Sarah Jo Fraser
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When The Camera Stopped Rolling opens on footage from 

Water Birds of the Inland (1964), a documentary shot by 

trailblazing cinematographer and director Lilias Fraser whilst 

pregnant with her second daughter and the writer and narrator 

of the film, Jane Castle ACS. 

“Mum would crouch in the bush for hours, resting the 
camera on her pregnant belly with me inside listening to the 
clatter of film running through the gate,” Castle elegantly 

narrates. Castle followed in her mother’s footsteps, going 

on to become the second female member of the Australian 

Cinematographer’s Society to earn accreditation in 1993, 

but there’s a lot more to the film than their shared interest in 

cinematography. 

“The film is about her life and career, and it’s about our 

relationship and the intergenerational trauma that came 

between us, but it’s also about the healing power of film 

and narrative as a tool for understanding and healing from 

trauma.”

“It’s strange how we come into being, and then how we 

leave,” muses Castle in the early narration of the film. It’s 

clear from the beginning that the documentary won’t be a 

straightforward retelling of Lilias Fraser’s life. “I actually 

wanted to make a documentary about the topic of death, 

but the film had other ideas. It’s a very different film than 

what I planned to make in the beginning,” explains Castle. 

That sense of a bigger picture lingers, and the result is 

a deeply personal and compassionate interrogation of 

one of Castle’s most intimate relationships. “It was a no 

Lilias Fraser and Jane Castle on location with ‘Women of the Iron Frontier’ in 1988 - PHOTO Supplied

A scene from ‘Aluminuim in Australia’ (1968) - DOP Lilias Fraser
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brainer when you look back because here’s this female 
cinematographer, a pioneer who no-one knows about, and 
then there’s me breaking through. There’s film history, 
there’s trauma, and healing. It was definitely the more 
compelling story.” 

Castle had written a script to secure funding but had decided 

to rewrite it completely, and was in the process of a new 

draft when she realised she had to stop writing the film and 

just start making it to be able to move forward. She began 

recording the narration and placing it in a timeline, starting with 

telling the story of her mother’s life, and then her own.  

“It was good to have something in the timeline. There were 
parts where the images were obvious and in fact I wrote to 
some of mum’s films knowing there’d be great material. But 

then there were minutes upon minutes of black space, and 

so there was this other phase of trying to fill in the images to 

this narrated story that we had to illustrate.” Castle admits 

that she was fortunate to have editor Ray Thomas with her 

throughout most of the process, acting as a collaborator and 

co-creator to build the film from the ground up. 

“Thomas was a wonderful person to bounce ideas off and 

he kept me honest. He was a master because the film moves 

along fast, but there are points where we just stop and allow 

people to take it in, and then we move forward again. I kept 

wanting to make it really slow and laborious and he kept 

pushing back against that, pushing to make a film that had 

momentum and dynamism. Thank goodness he did,” Castle 

jokes.

A scene from ‘When the Camera Stopped Rolling’ - IMAGE Supplied

A scene from ‘Aluminium in Australia’ (1968) - DOP Lilias Fraser



The film’s visuals are a tapestry of Fraser’s archival film, still 
photos and letters, and her husband Norman’s archive of 
materials. Castle contributed her own archival footage as well 
as shooting additional visual elements to bridge the archival 
footage and allow a sense of brevity between, at times, 
intense sections of narration. “It was really quite lovely to 
find this visual language where the material I shot today 
resonated with the past. In the composition and lighting 
they have this emotional resonance with what I’m talking 
about in the narration.” 

These additional elements were largely shot on a Canon 5D 
mkII, allowing Castle the freedom to shoot virtually whenever 
she wanted. “There’s real value in being able to pick up 
your camera and just head out. There’s a couple of shots I 
really love when there were these huge storms in Maroubra, 
and the New South Wales Premier was telling everyone to go 
home and I headed right into the storm. You can’t get that 
by booking the camera two days before and picking it up.” 

The majority of the ocean footage is shot by esteemed 
underwater cinematographer Chris Bryan, “but there’s a shot 
where shafts of light are going through the water and I’m 
underwater for a long time that I just did with a GoPro. 
That and a few of the surfing shots are just GoPro.” The 
5DmkII and the GoPro footage proved to be a bit problematic 
in the grade, “there just wasn’t enough detail in those broad 
planes of colour, so our colourist Roen Davis had to work 
really hard to make those work.”

Lilias Fraser on location - PHOTO Supplied
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“I was trying not to be a cinematographer when I made 
the film. I was really trying to not prioritize the look of 
the film and it was such a big learning curve to be working 
with narrative structure and characters, I was completely 
immersed.” Before Castle embarked on the film she’d spent 
about eight years working as an environmental campaigner, 
having given up film and starting again. “When I started 
this film about death it came out of an intellectual, quasi-
spiritual curiosity… it wasn’t visual.”

“I noticed that with the Maroubra beach shots there’s a 
storm going on and it’s clearly really wild, but the frame 
remains very calm and it’s a very steady shot. Until the 
tracking shots at the end, none of the shots move, they’re 
all like still photos.” Castle narrates the film from a neutral 
perspective, lending a sense of calm to the chaos inside the 
frame. 

“I’m not quite sure what that’s about, except I think it is 
how I survived. I had this great poker face growing up and 
I would just hold firm in the midst of a storm and act like 
nothing’s happening.”

“I think the film itself is a piece of narrative therapy and 
that’s been one of its personal benefits to me, to make sense 
of something that didn’t make sense before that.”

Sarah Jo Fraser is editor-appointee of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.



Lilias Fraser on location, circa 1962 - PHOTO Supplied



YOU WON’T 
BE ALONE

A young girl is kidnapped and transformed into a witch  
by an ancient spirit in 19th-century Macedonia.

Premiering at this year’s Sundance Film Festival,  
horror film You Won’t Be Alone comes from acclaimed  
cinematographer Matthew Chuang ACS (Blue Bayou). 

- by James Cunningham



Maria (Anamaria Marinca) in ‘You Won’t Be Alone’ - DOP Matthew Chuang ACS
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Set in an isolated mountain village in 19th century Macedonia, 

You Won’t Be Alone follows a young girl (Noomi Rapace) 

who is kidnapped and then transformed into a witch by an 

ancient spirit. Curious about life as a human, the young witch 

accidentally kills a peasant in the nearby village and then 

takes her victim’s shape to live life in her skin. Her curiosity 

ignited, she continues to wield this horrific power in order to 

understand what it means to be human.

Producer Kristina Ceyton reached out to production designer 

Bethany Ryan to see if Ceyton had recommendations for 

cinematographers. It was Ryan who mentioned the name 

of Australian cinematographer Matthew Chuang ACS who 

had just wrapped the award-winning feature film Blue Bayou 

(2021), which Chuang had filmed in New Orleans alongside 

cinematographer Ante Cheng. 

“My first initial reaction to the script was… how is this 

film being funded?!”, exclaims Chuang. “On the surface it 

is a film involving witches in 1800s Macedonia, spoken in 

Macedonian with concepts involving shapeshifting. The ideas 

and concepts within this world was daring and bold yet very 

sincere.”

In initial meetings, director Goran Stolevski and the 

cinematographer spoke about how to involve the audience 

and how an audience might feel connected to the lead 

character and her feelings. “In order for this world to feel 

believable, the audience really needs to connect with our 

actors,” explains Chuang. 

“All our creative discussions went into how we can 
support the actors and allowing them the freedom to 
‘discover’ moments on set. We knew we wanted to keep it 
very naturalistic, to not overly design or stage things too 
much otherwise it would feel false. To stay instinctual, 
spontaneous and open was our plan from the outset.”

Bethany Ryan had done a tremendous amount of research 

on the time period and wanted the village and spaces to feel 

authentic. Even down to the size of the windows. Chuang, 

along with Stolevski, Ryan and Ceyton, arrived in Serbia three 

weeks prior to official pre-production to have in-depth time 

scouting, planning and going through ideas. The film’s Serbian 

location scout found an incredible mountainside village that still 

retained the essence of what the filmmakers were looking for.

Some of Chuang’s cinematic references on You Won’t Be 

Alone included Andrei Tarkovsky’s 1966 Soviet historical 

drama Andrei Rublev (cinematography by Vadim Yusov RGC) 

and the 1978 Italian neorealist and Palme d’or-winning The 

Tree of Wooden Clogs (cinematography by Ermanno Olmi), 

along with the film’s of Argentine film director Lucrecia Martel 

and the approach of directors Andrea Arnold OBE and 

Terence Malick.

Chuang brought along his RED Komodo and a set of original 

Cooke Speed Panchro lenses on the scouts in order to better 

assess how natural light was falling into the spaces, and 

to discus how he might enhance that if needed. Stolevski 

and Chuang spent a lot of time in pre-production with the 

cinematographer’s RED Komodo finding their look, framing 

Director Goran Stolevski on location in Serbia filming ‘You Won’t be Alone’ - IMAGE Focus Features
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and compositional ideas. 

“One of our lead actors Sara Klimoska, who plays Nevena, 
arrived very early in pre-production and often the three of 
us would go to locations and try out ideas; performance 
ideas, framing ideas, lighting ideas,” says Chuang. “I ended 
up editing the footage together for a presentation to Focus 
Features one week before the shoot and it was a great 
blueprint to have. It was something I shared with the crew 
and they could see the direction we were heading.”

“Since we wanted our actors to be immersed in these spaces 
and to have the freedom to move anywhere, Ryan and 
her team really needed to create every element, not only 
interiors of our spaces but the entirety of the surrounding 
areas. It was very detailed and felt very real,” Chuang 

recalls.

“We wanted to be spontaneous, so the ARRI Alexa Mini 
with the Cooke Speed Panchro lenses felt right to us,” says 

Chuang. “These lenses have the painterly quality we were 
drawn towards. A lot of our favourite films were of that 
era.” 

“Our village was on the side of a mountain, in fact it seeme 
like we were always on a slope. Even the interiors were not 
flat and each room was on a different level. Placement of 
the fireplace was important since it’d be a key source of 
light for the interiors,” says Chuang. “The opening interior 
location had no roof so we discussed building a section 
of a roof but keeping the lower half open. Ryan and her 

production design team would often build onto the existing 

structures, such as entire balconies and staircases.”

Stolevski felt strongly about longer focal lengths. “We’re 

inside the perspective of our lead character and her inner 

feelings,” says Chuang. The 40mm and 75mm were used the 

most, quite often the 75mm with a diopter +1. A few times we 

used the 32mm. Chuang had a Ronin 2 which he was remote 

operating with the DJI Force Pro for some walking scenes, but 

he found the hand-held camera to be far more instinctual and 

immediate. 

“In fact, our first shot of the film was on an older gimbal 

and we got the first take but when we went for a second 

take the gimbal batteries died from the cold,” says Chuang. 

“I ended up doing it hand-held on my shoulder with a 

Cinesaddle under my arm and it just felt right. It really set 

the approach for the rest of the shoot.”

Stolevski wanted moments in the film to feel ‘discovered’, 

which meant the filmmakers never blocked or rehearsed 

before each scene. The director would talk with the actors 

when they arrived on set and they were given the freedom to 

move and do whatever felt right to them in that moment in 

line with what Stolevski needed to get for the scene. Often he 

would give direction during a take, guiding both the actors and 

the camera with what was unfolding. Stolevski would always 

put himself into the mind state of what the character was 

feeling and I took that lead when it came to representing that 

visually.

Nevena (Sara Klimoska) in ‘You Won’t Be Alone’ - DOP Matthew Chuang ACS



“We wanted to take away the mechanics of filmmaking away 
as much as we could,” explains Chuang. “With the hand-
held camera, I was moving with the actors very instinctually 
but also constantly lighting with the camera position. I had 
spent so much time in these spaces during pre-production I 
knew what the lighting would be from different positions and 
I would be constantly adjusting the camera angle and iris in 
sync with the actors performance.”

“Our approach to framing and composition was abstract 
in the way we would frame the actors in how they would be 
feeling in any given moment. We were hyper focused all the 
time because any given second we could come across an 
incredibly moving and insightful moment and we didn’t want 
to miss it.”

This creative approach put a lot of pressure on the crew 

to be open and ready for anything. Chuang says his focus 

puller Nikola Jovanovic was incredible. “He would often ask 
me ‘Matt, do you have any idea what is happening in this 
scene?’ I might shrug and we would both laugh. The crew 
understood why we were taking this approach because what 
we were capturing felt so alive and immediate. We could 
all feel it was working for this film and the crew really 
embraced it. It felt very refreshing and liberating to work in 
this way.”

You Won’t Be Alone is shot entirely on location. A cave in the 

opening of the film was a real cave with two existing holes 

at the top. Chuang had gaffer Igor Pavlovic build a structure 

closing off those holes with ARRI Skypanels to give us control 

for daytime, dusk, nighttime looks. 

“For our interiors we never had any lighting on stands or 
stands in general,” says Chuang. “All our lighting was from 
exteriors or hidden in the ceiling. ARRI Skypanels, Litemats 
and Astera tubes. Ryan had the walls darkened and aged 
and this helped with shaping our faces.”

Pavlovic built two custom fireboxes with 1K tungsten sources 
on a dimmer gelled to match firelight. Often the crew would 
have real firelight mixed with the firebox, constantly dimming 
depending on where the actor would move within the space. 

For one of the night semi-interior/exterior scenes we had an 
Airstar Helium Balloon with four 1.2kw HMI bulbs. “Since we 
were filming on a mountainside it was our most effective way 
to light the courtyard we needed,” he says. “For close-ups 
we had multiple Aladdin China Balls we would float around 
on high walker stands.”

“My key grip, Sasa Djordjevic, was always next to me and 
a big part of why our approach worked so successfully,” 
says Chuang. “Not only was he watching out for me when I 
was operating the camera hand-held, he really was my eyes 
for a lot of what was going on surrounding the set. While 
he was stopping me from falling on my arse, he was aware 
of all the elements on set. Because we kept it very minimal 
on set, he was guiding the boom operator, taking notes on 
continuity, letting me know of lighting changes such as cloud 
movements. There would be so many things he would do 
every day that made it easier for the actors, the director 
and myself.”

Maria (Anamaria Marinca) in ‘You Won’t Be Alone’ - DOP Matthew Chuang ACS
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Behind the scenes on the film ‘You Won’t Be Alone’ - PHOTO Matthew Chuang ACS



Stolevski used the expressive nature of the horror genre in 

more of a thematic way for these characters and this world. 

“The shapeshifting, the fairytale elements were used to 
deepen the internal feelings of what our characters are 
going through,” says Chuang. “Our approach visually was 
to always focus on that. We certainly strived to make it 
feel very real and tangible. As mentioned earlier we did not 
want to stage things or to force things too much otherwise 
it would feel too sterile. We wanted to stay away from haze 
and artificially creating shafts of light. If texture came from 
the scene itself, we embraced it but it had to be grounded in 
what was really happening.”

Australian Marty Pepper from Kojo in Adelaide was colourist 

on You Won’t Be Alone, who also did some incredible visual 

effects in the film. Chuang was in communication with Pepper 

early in pre-production and the cinematographer shared with 

him some of the footage he’d shot with the RED Komodo. The 

pair designed a Look-Up Table (LUT) based on the footage 

that had natural colour saturation and deeper blacks that 

Stolevski was drawn towards. 

Chuang was then involved with remote colour sessions with 

facilities provided by Pace Pictures in Los Angeles, linking with 

Kojo in Adelaide with Pepper, Stolevski and producer Kristina 

Ceyton. “We did use LiveGrain to add more texture to the 
film,” says Chuang. “The LiveGrain stock was Kodak 5219 
500T at a 4K scan size and IV base setting.” 

“You’re always nervous when you watch the edit for the 
first time,” says Chuang. “You’re hoping all your creative 

choices work for the film and for the performances. I feel 
proud of our approach towards ‘discovering’ the moments 
and scenes with all of our actors and giving them the 
freedom to go with what they felt and us building on that. 
It felt right for this film and everyone on the crew really 
embraced this.” 

“My favourite sequence changes every time I watch the 
film,” he says. “I can say the last time I saw it, it was 
the final shots of Anamaria Marinca as Maria and how 
we captured her heartbreaking performance. We were all 
responding to the energy in the room, the performance she 
was giving. All the elements in terms of lighting and choice 
of lens were in place but in that one moment it all lined up 
together in a way that felt very profound.” 

Looking back on the experience of filming You Won’t Be 
Alone, Chuang remembers the moment both he and his gaffer 
were looking up at the sky and seeing nothing but blue… “It’s 
winter, we’re freezing cold yet it was full sun with no clouds 
in sight,” he says. “Would we have liked some clouds for the 
scene? Sure, it might have been nicer, visually, to have more 
diffused light, but that wasn’t possible given the freedom we 
allowed our actors. But we had done our homework in terms 
of sun direction and scheduling. We embraced what was 
given to us and I feel like the film has a distinct feel to it. 
Instinctive, sensory and alive.”

Matthew Chuang ACS is an award-winning Australian cinematographer  

known for his work on Blue Bayou (2021).

James Cunningham is editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Cast and crew on location with ‘You Won’t Be Alone’ - PHOTO Bethany Ryan
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Bosilka (Noomi Rapace) in the film ‘You Won’t Be Alone’ - DOP Matthew Chuang ACS



LAYERS 
OF LIES

An ex-fireman returns to his home country  

of Iran after a decade-long absence,  

only to have his old enemy resurface.

Australian cinematographer Mark Hobz on  

how to film an international action blockbuster  

in the Islamic Republic of Iran for only $400,000.

- by Mark Hobz



Behind the scenes on ‘Layers of Lies’ - PHOTO Supplied
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like we were back in Europe. He also mentioned that a lot of 
the cinematography in the region is over-lit, flat and way too 
saturated in post-production. Immediately I started pulling in 
frames from films he had referenced and putting them into Da 
Vinci, checking out the scopes and false colour to compare 
our references from the look books we had created. Sohrab 
was looking for a natural feel for the day scenes but more 
stylised lighting for night shots. It was easy to talk about these 
things and plan them before we got to the country, but little 
did I know what we were about to face.

Sohrab had me create a lot of look books and reference 
boards for the Iranian team, because he told me the local 
crews just won’t understand what we are trying to achieve as 
they have never been exposed to our type of cinema. Apart 
from these cultural differences, the language barrier added 
another mix into our problems. As always I usually break down 
the script myself with ideas, but with our micro-budget and 
lack of drawing skills we had to pre-visualise 3D stills of every 
single shot we wanted to take with lighting mapped out in the 
3D images just to help communicate the mood we were going 
for. It took us about two months beforehand using Shotpro, 
but we managed to construct just over six-hundred frames to 
create a basic 3D storyboard.

The only crew that came over from Europe to Iran apart from 
Sohrab and myself, was Sohrab’s stunt coordinator and fight 
choreographer assistant Peyman Karai, as well as Finnish 
gaffer Anton Jokikunnas. Our list of translators was limited, 
which is where our visual boards really helped communication 
to the local crew.

When filming in Iran, there are a few things you need to 
understand when it comes to your equipment availability 
and budgets. The first red flag is the political and economic 
sanctions. At 8am you could be well within budget, by 12pm 
100k over budget, by 3pm on par with budget. The economy 

Back in 2016, I was wrapping a feature when I stumbled 
across a cool Kung Fu video on social media and noticed the 
person performing in the video was based in Helsinki, Finland, 
which at the time was my residence. The account belonged 
to action director and Wushu master Ramin Sohrab, who was 
born in Iran but has lived in Europe and the United States for 
the better part of his life.

I dropped a message to Sohrab to meet up when I was back 
in Europe. We met up and talked about working together in the 
future. Fast forward a year and Sohrab calls me about working 
on an independent action film called Layers of Lies to be filmed 
in Iran, with the twist that he wants the film shot like it’s a 
western production and we have about a $400,000 budget.

At the time I knew nothing of the region, the political sanctions 
from the west that were in-place on the country and that 
nobody had ever filmed an action film in Iran, especially a 
western film crew shooting something so bold in the country. 
Given the script and the vision for Layers of Lies, $400,000 
sounded like it was going to be far short of its ambitions. 
However the opportunity to be the first to do something so 
groundbreaking in Iran was too tempting and I couldn’t say no.

Without spoilers, it’s a classic revenge film but with the spice 
of some cool Wushu Kung Fu, sort of a Taken-meets-John 
Wick mashup, if you will. It’s something that the region 
has never done before, not just on a film release level but 
also in film execution. The majority of the films coming out 
of Iran are dramas and some comedies. A lot of the local 
Iranian crew had never seen some of the film techniques or 
cinematography execution we were using.

One issue Sohrab noted early was even though Layers of 
Lies was to be primarily in Farsi with only seldom scenes 
being in English, he didn’t want this to feel like an Iranian film. 
He wanted the visuals and story to be filmed and executed 

Cinematographer Mark Hobz (in his ACS Cap) on location in Iran filming ‘Layers of Lies’ - PHOTO Supplied
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is so volatile that nothing is predictable. The second red flag 
was equipment availability, given the trade sanctions a lot of 
western companies that develop film gear are not allowed to 
trade with Iran, so a lot of the equipment is brought across the 
border from Turkey. Companies like ARRI have zero tracking 
of their assets in Iran and finding out availability of gear was a 
tough task.

Our next complication was that our principal photography 
was to cross over the month of Ramadan. I currently live in 
Dubai and Ramadan for westerners isn’t so strict. We can still 
drink on the streets and eat when needed. In Iran, though, the 
regime is strict with Islamic law. Even in the heat we still must 
wear long pants and sleeved shirts, but most importantly is the 
strict laws about the fasting during the day.

One of our production assistants got caught drinking during 
the day and unfortunately was noticed by police and punished 
with seventy lashes across the back, and was unable to return 
to complete Layers of Lies. As a westerner it is tough to see 
these kind of things happen in front of you, but you have to 
come to the understanding you are in their country, these are 
the laws that are in-place.

After learning about these cultural and political hurdles, 
Sohrab’s choice for filming was on RED due to its lighter-

weight setups for the amount of action sequences we had, 
and the many high-speed shots he was planning. We planned 
for two camera units due to the amount of coverage we 
needed to film in our project timeframe. What we ended up 
actually obtaining based on availability in the country was a 
one RED Epic Dragon and one RED MX Scarlet for B-camera.

We had some issues that both sensors were slightly different, 
the Dragon had a much nicer roll-off on the highlights with the 
OLPF and nicer skin tones in general. Whilst our B-camera 
sensor was totally left field and damaged, we had about 3000k 
in difference and the tint was off the charts. With what we had 
available, we tried everything from Frankenstein OLPFs and 
different Hot Mirrors to try get them close, but even shooting 
RAW it was going to need some minor tweaks in post-
production to get them as close as they could. Color charts 
and white balancing wouldn’t even bring them close. We 
worked out that whatever A-camera’s settings would be, then 
B-camera would be would need around +3400k and about -27 
tint to get them marginally the same. Lucky we were shooting 
RAW, the power of RED RAW really shined in post-production.

When it came down to lens choice, Anamorphic was of 
course the first preference, but with availability of equipment, 
economic volatility and our two sensor issue we ended up 

A scene from ‘Layers of Lies’ - DOP Mark Hobz
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obtaining a set of ARRI Master Primes to start with, which 
eventually ended up becoming a mixed bag of candy by the 
end due to availability. In the end, our footage was a mix of 
Master Primes and Ultra Primes. There were a few sequences 
shot on Xeen CF lenses as well… and a big thanks to Xeen 
Seoul for helping us out.

I think now, knowing the challenges of filming in Iran, I would 
insist on bringing in equipment from the outside, which I 
understand is another can of worms itself, but it would at 
least guarantee the availability of our requirements and help 
maintain better continuity. Another thought would be to plan 
filming outside Ramadan and in the cooler months just to save 
strength for longer days as it can really take it out of you.

My crew was split over four blocks of filming. We shot 
two blocks in Finland and two blocks in Iran. I was always 
operating A-camera as well as Steadicam as the Steadicam 
operator they hired wanted to learn some different techniques 
from myself. I used to operate years ago. I’m actually 
a goofy operator and have the camera on my right. My 
B-camera operator on the first block was Award-winning 
cinematographer Ebi Ashfari and on the second block we had 
Abolfazl Nabati. My camera team were tough, actually the 
entire crew.

In Iran, insurance does not exist. We did have a few accidents 
across our seventy filming days. Sohrab broke his ankle during 
a stunt and went on recover for nearly eighteen months before 
we could finish Layers of Lies. This was just one of many 
injuries Sohrab sustained during filming. Also my camera crew 
took some hits; one of our lighting crew broke a leg during a 
scene as well as B-camera focus puller Ashkan Kalhori broke 
a bone in the forearm that he pulled focus with. With a quick 
one-hour visit to the hospital, Kalhori was back on set pulling 
focus with his arm in a cast.

It can be tough to see people working in these conditions 
coming from the west, but people in Iran have no guarantees, 
a bad economy and cannot say no to work because the 
livelihood situation there is not as stable as one would want. 
The work skill level there was fantastic and most importantly 
really good attitudes behind the crew. English was minimal, 
but on both blocks our producer Mohsen Sarafi ensured 
my first assistant camera would communicate in English. In 
Finland, we had a splinter unit consisting just of myself and 
first assistant camera Olavi Murto who was helpful over the 
many days we were out filming in the Baltic sea on small 
Islands in the Finnish Archipelago.

Coverage came down to planning in pre-production and 

A scene from ‘Layers of Lies’ - DOP Mark Hobz
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Sohrab’s intention in the edit. I first wanted to understand how 
my director wanted to move between scenes in the edit room. 
I would spend endless hours on Zoom, breaking down every 
shot with examples from other films even before seeing the 
location, just to map out how we saw the story and implant 
that vision in our execution.

Once we saw our locations we would then find a way for our 
intentions to fit our surroundings. There were opportunities 
where we could really block a shot and draw out the length 
of the take, and some places that just fit the story with some 
basic over-the-shoulders, singles and a few different wide-
shots or two-shots to help the edit. Our performance shots 
we tried to vary with longer following or leading shots on 
Steadicam and some tele-photo shots. If locations didn’t allow 
we would use some Dolly movements or just a simple locked 
off shot on sticks to show the beauty of the shot.

For our action scenes, Sohrab wanted to plan Layers of 
Lies similar to The Raid (2011). The fight sequences he 
choreographed were sometimes very long. Iran has a lack of 
experienced talent and athletes that know how to do Wushu 
in camera, so Sohrab had to spend quite a few months 
beforehand preparing his goons and villains just to sell the 
action in camera.

Wushu Kung Fu has beautiful movements in the arms and 
legs and we wanted to showcase all of that. We would usually 
grab the entire fight scene hand-held on a wider lens showing 
the entire movements, whilst B-camera would grab tighter 
mid  and closeup frames during the same take. We always 
made sure we had two cameras running because there would 
be that off-chance that hits would miss or the reaction didn’t 
match the hit. This way Sohrab would have an edit, the only 
things that helped stitch the fights together were getting 
closeup reactions of each talent and or items that were used 
during the fights.

Before post-production began, Sohrab asked me to collate 
references for the grade because I knew it was going to be 
a challenge with the matching to A-camera. That sensor on 
B-camera was just on another planet and we did what we 
could do on set to get them as close as we could. Not just 
this issue but also the understanding to how Sohrab wanted 
Layers of Lies to ‘look Western’. He didn’t want the over-
saturated and over-brightened look that the Middle East 
usually delivers.

Layers of Lies went through a pass in Iran with the colourist 
they had hired there. After one month working on the movie 
and some frustrating episodes with the colorist in Iran, Sohrab 
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asked me if I could color the film. Being that I shot the film, 
understood the issues with the sensors, having a history with 
color grading, and just so happen to have a color suite in 
Dubai, I decided to take the job and try and preserve what we 
intended to create. Sohrab flew over from Tehran to Dubai to 
stay with me for a month whilst we colored Layers of Lies. We 
were so appreciative of the power within RED RAW, and how 
much we could push on the footage before even hitting the 
nodes and starting the grade. Thankfully everything which we 
shot in Europe was working and calibrated as it should be with 
no issues.

There were a lot of filming and lighting techniques which our 
local crew hadn’t seen or experienced before. I think for us one 
of the craziest issues we were always struggling to fight with 
was the use of haze. Haze machines were unheard of in film 
and really only used in stage productions. For film, only smoke 
machines are mainly used. Because of this, the rental house 
wouldn’t let us use haze machines with their lenses on set. It 
ended up with me chasing a confirmation email from ARRI and 
Rosco that their fluids are okay to use with the ARRI Master 
Primes. It was quite a challenge but we eventually go there and 
managed to get our haze and smoke machines onto set.

Another big issue I had was lack of availability, not in the sense 
that the equipment wasn’t available in the first place but its 
consistency of staying with you on set. I had such an issue 
with the sets of neutral-density filters for both cameras, some 
days we might have a full set but then one morning you could 
open the box and the 0.9 is gone, then the next day the 0.9 is 
back but the 0.6 is gone. It really became a ‘lucky dip special’ 
everyday with all sorts of equipment.

The last and one of the biggest issues we had were with 
the HMIs and LEDs. A lot of lighting equipment came 
from China and we had a lot of inconsistency in color. The 
HMIs were either too cool, too warm, or too green. Gaffer 
Anton Jokikunnas and I would get the bulbs changed but 
unfortunately what was available was just the same. It felt like 
the factory the LEDs came from would produce thousands of 

LEDs and then test just a few of them for accuracy.

We then came down to the conclusion that no matter 
where you are in the world, there is always one light that is 
consistent, and that’s Tungsten. Tungsten became our friend 
and so did a hunt for all sorts of Gels we needed. I think the 
most interesting part of sourcing equipment was building our 
own bounces and diffusions. Tehran has the largest Souk 
market in the world spanning 10kms. We went to various 
vendors in the Souk to find different Muslin materials.

I think my favourite scene in Layers of Lies is definitely the big 
opening action sequence which involves a burning building. 
This fifteen minute scene is something we initially discussed 
months before even arriving in Iran, because no matter what 
lights you use, no matter what gels or DMX automation you try 
to implement, at the end of the day fire is fire. You just cannot 
mimic the way the flames move or reflect off surfaces.

We filmed the scene’s interiors in a four-floor building used by 
the Tehran Fire Department for rescue training. The building 
itself was designed to be engulfed by flames, so we had 
no issue lighting the building up and shooting under safety 
precautions.

The fire you see in the scene is real, the only lighting tools I 
brought into the building were gold reflectors to help that glow 
in any closeups and a few flags to help push smoke where we 
needed. On our cameras the air-intake for the REDs are just 
under the lens mounts so I had the team fix up some custom 
filters to stop any carbon and unwanted dusts getting pulled 
into the brain.

To simulate a building that was on fire and collapsing we 
had our art team throw shovels of dirt and grit all over us to 
really feel it in camera. The escape tunnel was also a training 
confined space within the same training facility. The sewer 
piping was filled with scorpions; just another day at the office. 
It was definitely a lot of fun to shoot.

 Mark Hobz is an award-winning Australian cinematographer based in Dubai.
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AMERICAN NIGHT
A courier carrying Andy Warhol’s famous  

‘Pink Marilyn’ arrives in New York City.

Set in a corrupt art world, cinematographer  

Ben Nott ACS (Predestination) joins the neo-noir thriller  

American Night for first-time director Alessio Della Valle.

- interview by James Cunningham



AC How did you come to work on American Night?

BN I was having coffee with a friend planning a kitesurfing  
 trip as the script landed in my inbox followed 

immediately by a call from my agent asking if I was up for 

an adventure. The next two hours scrolling down the pages 

revealed American Night to be a contemporary action-drama/

heist story that played out in the dark corners of New York 

City’s underground art world. Good bones for some tasty 

visuals with a good cast attached; Jonathan Rhys Meyers, 

Paz Vega, Emile Hirsch, Jeremy Piven and Michael Madsen. 

The production company need a quick turn-a-round on the 

answer, the school fees were due and as freelance technicians 

we are preprogrammed for immediate catastrophic upheaval 

to our daily routine and life planning so naturally the answer 

was yes!

Six hours later I was booked on a flight. In that time, I had 

spent two hours on a video call with the director, Alessio Della 

Valle. My agent had closed the deal, I had received a shooting 

schedule from production, a mood board from production 

designer Francesca Fezzi, spoken to the first assistant director 

Alessandro Stellari and packed for ten weeks in Eastern Europe.

As you may have guessed this was a film that was floundering. 

It was an Italian production and director that had begun in 

Italy with Polish cinematographer, Andrzej Sekula, attached. 

That had not worked out due to a personality miss match. 

They shot for a week in Calabria and were due to relocate to 

Bulgaria for the remaining nine weeks of principal photography. 

This was when they decided to make the change. The director 

was a fan of my work on Predestination (2014) and asked me 

if I was willing to step in. As I settled in for the long schlep to 

Europe I reflected on my agent’s initial summation of the job 

as being an ‘adventure’ and mentally amended it to ‘probable 

shit fight’.

AC What was your collaboration like with production  
 designer Francesca Fezzi before filming? What 

was the intention for the look and feel of American Night?

BN Coming in as a rescue remedy does have some  
 advantages. I knew from experience that whilst I was 

going to be constanstly behind the ‘8 Ball’ as far as prepping 

for every upcoming set and sequence, the situation, with 

nothing to lose, offered an opportunity to be somewhat 

fearless in the photographic approach. Not in an arrogant 

or irresponsible way, just that circumstance had the door to 
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visual expression a little more ajar than it might otherwise be. 
Francesca Fezzi had a wonderful vision for the look of the 
film... it looked like really good visual fun. 

Truth be told it was her mood board that sealed the deal and 
had me on the plane. At the heart of the narrative was the theft 
and forgery of Andy Warhol’s ‘Pink Marilyn’. Fezzi’s referenced 
images bloomed with primary colours in a reflection of 
Warhol’s painting. From my brief discussions with the director, 
it was clear he wanted the images to be striking. Given that 
art was to be the axis around which the story revolved and 
that he is a student of the master painters of the Renaissance 
it was clear we would look no further than chiaroscuro for our 
approach to light and shade. 

AC Did you have any infuence over your cameras and 
  lenses before joining the production?

BN Before I joined the team, they were seeing this world  
 via ARRI’s Master Anamorphic lenses. To my taste, I 

find them to be a little devoid of character, so I swapped to 
the Cooke Anamorphic series. I love the warmth and the focus 
degradation of Cooke’s anamorphic optics. Each lens in the 
set has a slightly different character in the way that they fall off 
at the edges.

The choice of camera systems proved to be the only major 

clash between myself and the director. They had begun with 

the ARRI Alexa and I think that the camera was in some small 

way held accountable for the troubles of the first week. That 

sounds ridiculous I know, but it’s all I got. The director had 

good previous experience with the RED and was insistent we 

go down that road. No amount of negotiation was going to 

change that outcome.

“I arrived in Sophia, Bulgaria, 
with mountains of work to 

achieve in the four remaining 
days of pre-production.” 

AC Can you speak about your crew in the camera  
 department? Had you worked with any of them 

before? What is your approach to managing a camera 

department? 

BN I arrived in Sophia, Bulgaria, with mountains of work to  
 achieve in the four remaining days of pre-production. 

My first call was to fellow Australian, grip Ian Bird, who has 
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been living and working in Eastern Europe for many years. Bird 

gave me the heads up on the best choices on the list provided 

by production and a couple that were not included. Within 

hours I had a grip and electric team that were first class. 

The camera department proved a little more challenging. 

Sadly, we had to make some changes from the original 

choices but soon settled in a really good place. Key to this 

was camera operator Anton (Tony) Bakarski, who is a well-

established local cinematographer in his own right and 

thankfully was generous enough to come on and operate the 

A-camera. Bakarski is also very well respected by the local 

crew and was vital in bridging the inevitable communication 

gaps.

I had such a wonderful time with the Bulgarian crew. They 

really responded to being given ownership in the creative 

decision making on this movie as opposed to being a hired 

heavy lift force working under foreign keys, as is mostly the 

case. I’d like to think that this project gave them opportunties 

to show their creative skills and eleveated their professional 

self-worth. I have genuine respect for the spirit of that crew 

and still maintain contact with some of them.

AC There are lots of sytlised cutaways and insert shots 
  which are like clues in an unravelling mystery. Can 

you talk about all these shots? Were they storyboarded? 

Were they second unit?

BN To my knowledge the storyboard did not make an  
 appearance on the set of American Night. As far as 

the insert moments, these were all shot by the only unit we 

had, main unit. Our director, Alessio Della Valle, is an artist 

himself and was very particular about pretty much everything 

regarding the sets and dressing. Each morning bought with it 

at least an hour of finessing to camera which was a godsend 

An explosive scene in ‘American Night’ - DOP Ben Nott ACS
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because it allowed me to work out how we were to execute 

the day’s work on the fly. Della Valle oversaw all the inset shots 

because, as you have alluded to, they were a big part of his 

storytelling language.

“From my brief discussions  
with the director, it was  

clear he wanted the  
images to be striking.”

AC It was unexpected to see singer Anastasia pop up  
 in the film to performa a song?

BN She wrote the title track and performed it in the scene,  
 set in an underground New York jazz club. Regardless 

of one’s musical taste, it is, and always will be awesome to 

watch great performers do their thing. That was quite a cool 

day at work.

AC Lighting can be pivotal in a highly-stylised film like 
 this. Were you shooting locations or were you 

doing mostly studio work? What was your general 

approach to lighting in American Night?

BN The Nu Boyana studio complex in the mountains  
 above Sophia is unique. Bloody cold in winter but 

unique all the same. The backlot is comprised of two blocks 

of New York streetscape to four stories with practical interiors 

allowing for seamless connective tissue between interiors and 

exteriors. Streets, alleys, shop fronts, sidewalks, fire escapes 

all exist ready to be dressed. A cable system over the entire 

two blocks supports a series of textiles, both black drapes and 

grid cloths, for light attentuation if desired. 
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Eighty percent of our schedule was executed on the studio lot 

and remainder on location in Sophia. Having a single location 

servicing most of the schedule was key to allowing me to 

prepare, pre-light and deliver with basically no preparation. I 

was able to visit with the art department regarding practical 

lighting, paint and texture for upcoming sets and pre-light 

those sets with the gaffer. 

The interior day lighting was mostly directional soft light 

sourced through the windows created by big units positioned 

well back to shape through the apertures with minimum fall 

off. The light was then soaked up by dark wall paint finishes 

to created the desired contrast. Our night interiors were 

motivated by practical sources as well as LED strips that 

trapped into primary reds and violets.

AC Can you share with us something that went wrong,  
 or how you approached solving or fixing an issue 

or problem?

BN Oh, plenty went wrong but thankfully most of it  
 happened before I arrived!

The daily lunchtime production meeting is worthy of a mention. 

Bulgarians would sit at one end of the long table, speaking 

Bulgarian, the Italians would sit at the other end, speaking 
Italian and I would sit in the middle armed with only the English 
bare essentials and a totally confused Google translator app. 
After more gesticulation than a room full of sign language 
interpreters, lunch would end with a minimum positive 
outcome. 

“I had such a wonderful time 
with the Bulgarian crew.” 

After a week of this I grew wise and would attend only for the 
last five minutes of the meetings when the noise subsided and 
a decision had to be made beofre ‘we’re back on’ would stab 
out from the first assistant director’s radio. Somehow these 
decisions filtered down to the shoot floor and American Night 

came into being.

AC How involved were you across the post-production  
 process on the film? How did you approach colour-

grading on American Night?

BN  Della Valle was blessed to have the services of Zach  
 Staenberg to edit his film. Staenberg, an American, 

bought so much to the table with his creative craftsmanship 

Singer Anastacia as herself in ‘American Night’ - DOP Ben Nott ACS 

A scene in ‘American Night’ - DOP Ben Nott ACS
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and did a lot of the heavy lifing while working remotely in Los 

Angeles.

The director was unable to travel from Rome at the time due 

to the whole Covid mess. My involvement extended only as far 

as the colour timing. Thankfully Della Valle and the producers 

were very keen to have my play a part. Unfortunately, the 

post-production facility was in Rome and I was unable to 

attend so it was via a partnership with Brisbane facility Cutting 

Edge that we were able to live stream a couple of sessions. 

Defiantly not first prize but great to make notes in a calibrated 

viewing environment. Thankfully we were quite exacting in 

our acquisition of the project which meant that colouring was 

mainly balancing and not reinventing the wheel. 

AC Do you have a favourtie shot or sequence in  
 American Night? Why?

BN I do have a favourite sequence in the film. Our  
 two leads make love in an artists’s studio as part of 

a flashback. These intimate scenes are tricky at the best of 

times, but our director artfully added the complication of paint 

to the equation. 

The actors played the scene in a beautiful New York loft 

surrounded by half-finished art works, morning sun streaming 
through the windows and covered each other with gallons of paint 
in primary colours. The underling metaphor was clever. When 
freshly applied the colour were at their most vibrant reflecting a 
new and exciting relationship. As this relationship wore on the 
colours all blend turning a dull shade of brownish-grey.

AC Finally, what are you working on next?

BN I am fifty five days into a two-hundred day schedule  
 on a Disney+ series of the works of Jules Verne, called 

Nautilus. It is being done on an incredibly ambitious scale 
by British Production company Moonstories. Production 
designer David Lee and his team are delivering amazing sets 
and thankfully our long lingering La Nina has not done too 
much damage to the aesthetic of our exteriors. I travel fifteen 
minutes to work each morning at Warner Roadshow Studios 
on the Gold Coast, and with it a ‘normal’ home life with my 
beautiful wife Frankie and daughter Ruby. Happy! 

Ben Nott ACS is an award-winning cinematographer best known for his work 

on Daybreakers (2009), Predestination (2014), Jigsaw (2017),  

Winchester (2018) and Danger Close (2019).

James Cunningham is editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

A scene from the film ‘American Night’ - DOP Ben Nott ACS

A scene from ‘American Night’ - DOP Ben Nott ACS
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NO TIME TO DIE
Australian Jason Ewart is A-camera and Steadicam operator  

on the latest James Bond adventure No Time to Die  

for Swedish cinematographer Linus Sandgren FSF ASC.

- interview by Mel Noonan



Daniel Craig with A-cam Steadicam Jason Ewart and A-cam 1st AC Jorge Sanchez on the Matera Hotel set at Pinewood Studios  
-  PHOTO Nicola Dove



AC How did you receive the offer to work on  
 No Time to Die?

JE I received the emal that every operator dreams about 
  entitled ‘Maybe, Maybe’ from cinematographer Linus 

Sandgren FSF ASC in November 2018. He said that there 
was a very good chance that he would be offered the next 
James Bond film and if he did, he would love me to do it with 
him. I had the pleasure of working with Sandgren a few years 
earlier on the film The Nutcracker and the Four Realms (2018). 
Sandgren is brilliant. He is incrediibly talented and also one of 
the best people in the business. He wanted to concentrate 
on his lighting for this film, so he asked me to do A-camera 
and Steadicam for him. ‘Maybe, Maybe’ became ‘Definitely, 
Definitely’ and the No Time to Die adventure began.

We started shooting in April 2019 on a frozen lake in Norway, 
then onto Jamaica in some stunning locations. Jamaica 
also doubled for Cuba, before going to Pinewood Studios in 
London including a huge Cuba streets backlot set. Scotland 
doubled as Norway, and then we were off to Matera in Italy to 
shoot the opening sequences and a car chase.

AC With a film like No Time to Die, are all the  
 Steadicam moves known or storyboarded 

beforehand?

JE Not necessarily. More often than not the director or  
 cinematographer will know if they will use the 

Steadicam on a certain scene, for example if the scene is a 
long walk-and-talk in a corridor or on a staircase where you 
can’t use a dolly. However sometimes during the blocking of 
a scene it just becomes apparent that the Steadicam is the 
best tool to use for the scene and to help the story. Steadicam 

gives you a certain freedom that other camera platforms don’t. 
Sometimes though that works the other way as well if a scene 
that originally you thought would be on Steadicam is better on 
a dolly or a crane for one reason or another. On a job this big, 
the Steadicam has its own camera body and is set up ready 
for use all the time so it isn’t a big deal to get it ready quickly if 
you weren’t planning to use it. 

AC Obviously there must be atype of teamwork going  
 on between the cinematographer, the camera and 

Steadicam operator, focus puller, lighting and others. Can 
you briefly explain the reality of it, does this vary from 
film-to-film and was it any different on No Time to Die?

JE The teamwork exists no matter what the job really  
 and a Bond film isn’t any different in this regard. Once 

the scene is blocked and you know what the first set up 
is, everyone does their job to make it happen as quickly as 
possible and in the best possible way Once we know how 
the scene is going to be shot, the camera assistants get 
the camera ready, whether that’s on the Steadicam, crane 
or a dolly. The grips will be getting the dolly track laid or the 
crane ready. The lighting department will be working with the 
cinematographer so set the lights and flags and it’s my job to 
get the shot set up and make sure that there is no equipment 
in shot and that the shot is working as we wanted it to. This 
happens on any film job but obviously the thing that I noticed 
with a Bond film is the pressure and expectation is raised quite 
a few notches.

AC Do you work with the cinematographer or the  
 director to choreograph moves? Are you able to put 

forward suggested moves that you think will work best? 
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JE It can vary from job to job depending how the  
 cinematographer likes to work. Generally the director 

will block the scene with the cinematographer and they 
work out how they would like to shoot it. I always watch the 
rehearsals and will definitely suggest shots and moves that I 
think will work if I see something that they haven’t. 

Sometimes after a couple of rehearsals you see that maybe 
you could continue the camera move on and develop it and 
this is a great bonus of being on the Steadicam, as you 
generally have a little more freedom than if you are on a dolly 
or the crane.

AC No Time to Die used several different film formats  
 including IMAX. As the IMAX film cameras are so 

big, how on earth do you smoothly follow the action?

JE We used a mixture of IMAX, 65mm and 35mm film.  
 IMAX shots are generally wide to show scale but we 

moved these cameras a lot. The whole opening sequence in 
Norway on the frozen lake and in Italy was shot on IMAX as 
well as the Cuban streets sequence, so this turned out to be 
quite a lot of the film. These cameras are big and heavy and 
can be quite awkward to operate, but once you get used to 
them they are fine. We did a lot of handheld and this was a 
challenge due to the sheer size and weight of the camera 
because they aren’t balanced well on your shoulder and are 
awkward to move around quickly, especially following action 
and fight sequences.

We  only did a couple of scenes with IMAX on Steadicam and 
this was very challenging due to the weight of the camera, but 
also due to the displacement of the film as it goes through the 
magazine. It changes the balance of the rig quite dramatically 

in a short amount of time, which makes it very hard to keep 
it steady and level. I tested the Steadicam Volt with Danny 
Hallett and Robin Thwaites from Tiffen in pre-production and 
found that it really helped with this, so I purchased one. I had 
been doing Steadicam for over twenty years and thought I 
didn’t need the Volt, but I am so glad that I bought one. I now 
use it all the time and can’t imagine operating without it. 

AC If No Time to Die was mainly shot on film, how did  
 this affect your operating?

JE The main differencer between shooting on film as  
 opposed to digital is you generally get more rehearsals 

on film as you don’t want to waste the film stock. I really enjoy 
shooting on film as there is a little more discipline. Also the 
sound of the film going through the camera and the smell of 
the film stock is a little more old school and romantic in a way 
and it’s great operating through an optical eyepiece. With 
Steadicam it can sometimes be a little trickier as you can’t see 
as good an image on your monitor as you can with a digital 
camera. Also the film cameras we used are much bigger and 
heavier than most digital cameras so this was physically a 
challenge as well.

AC Doing Steadicam on any film you are going to  
 be working close to the actors, working with them 

to get the best moves for the acting as well as for the 
cinematographer, the director, lighting... am I right?

JE As an operator you work very closely with the actors  
 and it’s very important to have a good working 

relationship with them. We have the best seat in the house 
witnessing amazing performance and I think it helps them if 
they feel comfortable around you. Also as an operator you 
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need to be able to talk with them and be able to ask them if 
they mind slightly changing their pace when they are walking 
or where they stand for example, if the shot needs it. I was 
very lucky to have a great working relationship with Daniel 
Craig. He was very good to me and helped me out quite a few 
times. 

One time in particular in Scotland, I was doing handheld and 
running out of some woods that had been completely filled 
with smoke. I couldn’t see two feet in front of me and veered 
off the narrow path and fell into a small hole. When Craig 
realised I wasn’t behind him he came to see what happened 
and when he saw the hole I tripped into, he went and got 
sandbags to help fill it in so I wouldn’t break my ankle. It was a 
surreal experience to be helped out at work by James Bond.

AC Having finished No Time to Die, has it added to  
 your Steadicam skill set?

JE I’ve been operating cameras and Steadicam for over  
 twenty years, but still find I learn things on most days. 

I learned a great deal on No Time to Die. Cary Joji Fukunaga, 
our director, was very particular about operating and framing 
and I was challenged on a daily basis, which is what you want, 
to be pushed by someone and to improve. I also had to cope 
with the pressure of working on a film this big and to try to 
not be the reason why we had to go again and do another 
take. We did some very big sequences and these were very 
challenging to operate at times but when it all comes together 
it can be an amazing feeling. One of the things I love about 
operating Steadicam is it is just me and the focus puller doing 
our thing and it can be a dance with the actors. It’s all rhythm 
and timing. 

AC You’ve operated Steadicam with your Ultra2 for  
 some time now. How did adding the Volt affect or 

impact your work?

JE The Volt has made a big difference. I could always  
 hold a steady and level shot but there were times if 

it was windy or during a particularly hard shot where I was 
concentrating on something else, I might have lost level a little. 
The Volt just takes these little moments out and it has helped 
me concentrate on my framing and timing more. It’s been a 
great investment and I am so glad I purchased it. I couldn’t 
imagine operating without out it now and I look forward to 
seeing how it improves over time as well.

AC Earlier in your career you came over from Australia.  
 What was your first big job in the UK and how long 

did it take you to get that?

EJ When I came to the UK in 2011 I didn’t have any  
 contacts over here and it was really hard to get a start 

in the industry. There were some dark days early on where 
I wasn’t sure I had made the right decision coming here. It 
took quite a while to get going but I was lucky to meet some 
very good people who helped me along the way. It is so much 
busier here than in Australia, which is why I wanted to come 
as I knew there were so many more opportunities, but with 
that there are also so many more people competing for these 
jobs. 

I managed to get some television drama work, which is where 
most of my experience was in those days. A cinematographer, 
Owen McPolin ISC, took a chance on me and gave me a 
job on a drama called Secret State (2012) and I will forever 
be grateful to him for that, as he gave me my first start over 

Jason Ewart (behind the camera) filming James Bond (Daniel Craig) on location in Scotland for ‘No Time to Die’  
- PHOTO Michael Wilson
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here. This was about eight months after i moved to London 
and until then, I hadn’t had much work at all. Once you get an 
opportunity like that and do a good job then it’s easier to get 
work as people can recommend and vouch for you and then I 
had a UK credit to fall back on.

I always wanted to do big films though, and my first big break 
was on the film Everest (2015). Salvatore Totino ASC AIC was 
the cinematographer and he took a punt on me and gave 
me the most amazing opportunity. The job was incredibly 
challenging but so rewarding and it gave me the start in films 
that I always wanted. It is still one of the favourite jobs I’ve ever 
done and after that I was off and running.

AC What differences do you find between working on  
 episodic television and feature films?

JE You have a lot more time and resources on big films  
 compared to television drama, especially the drama 

that I had been working on, but with this comes a lot more 
pressure. Pressure to get it right and not make mistakes too 
often. but if found I really thrived on that pressure and enjoyed 
the challenge. 

Television drama is a great place to learn your craft though 
and I am so pleased that I did so many years of it, as it allows 
you to learn and make mistakes along the way. This stood 
me in good stead for the bigger filmsl Time in the saddle is 
so important for new operators. You definitely have to learn 
to walk before you can run and I think some newer operators 
sometimes make the mistake of trying to do too much too 
early before they are ready.

AC Your earlier years were mainly television work. Was  
 this always drama or were you ever involved in 

multi-camera productions?

EJ I started at a television network in Australia, so the first 
  eight to ten years of my career was doing multi-

camera productions. I did two Olympic Games, a Winter 
Olympics and the Rugby World Cup as well as many other 
big outside broadcasts. This was invaluable training working 
on these things as it’s live and there is no chance to go again 
if you make any mistakes. After this I then used Steadicam to 
get into drama and eventually into films. 

AC Finally, how do you now look back on the  
 experience of shooting No Time to Die?

EJ Back in Australia I had always loved James Bond films  
 and when I decided to move to the UK, if anyone 

asked me why, more often than not I would say because I 
wanted to work on a Bond film. For it to actually happen was 
a dream come true. There was a lot of pressure but with that 
came immense satisfaction of getting it right and doing a good 
job. It is such an iconic film and it was an honour to work on 
it with such a good bunch of people led so well by Fukunaga 
and Sandgren. It was an incredible experience, one which I will 
never forget and an absolute career highlight. 

Jason Ewart is an Australian camera and  

Steadicam operator based in London.

Mel Noonan is an Australian writer  

based in the United kingdom.

Jason Ewart filming ‘No Time To Die in Matera, Italy, with Daniel Craig and the iconic Aston Martin DB5 - PHOTO Michael Wilson

66 / NO TIME TO DIE



Jason Ewart (L) on location with his Steadicam -  PHOTO Nicola Dove
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AUSTRALIAN SHORTS
Looking at five of the selected Australian short films from this year’s  

Melbourne Queer Film Festival (MQFF) - by James Cunningham

MARY - Single, thirty-something Aaron 

(Patrick Moonie) is packing up his recently 

deceased mother’s home with his sister Jane 

(Raelene Isbester) when his one-night stand 

unexpectedly turns up on the doorstep.

Simon Trevorrow’s short film Mary is shot 

by local Melbourne cinematographer Hugh 

Turral who beautifully uses colour throughout 

the film, with golden hues of amber light 

emanating from a front door. 

Some of Turral’s 4:3 framing is excellent 

too, as is Trevorrow’s direction and 

blocking. Wider shots evoke a loneliness 

and isolation of characters, with Turral’s 

camerawork adding to a sense of tension 

and awkwardness.

ATOMIC LOVE - It’s 1988. Recently 
married Dana (Priscilla Doueihy) helps 
her eternally-single friend Aleea (Maddy 
McWilliam) make a video profile for dating 
service Atomic Love, provoking a confession 
which forces them to address the nature of 
their relationship.

Cinematographer Lucca Barone-Peters 
applies a 4:3 aspect ratio, as well as choosing 
to film Atomic Love on Digital8 camcorder 
tape, to immediately transport the audiences 
back to the 1980s. Hair is big and makeup is 
garish. Credits also evoke this aesthetic.

Direction is simple and effective, with the 
entire film playing out from one camera 
angle, that of the characters’ camera. This 
also cleverly allows us to watch as the 
narrative, drama unfold. Atomic Love is a 
clever little piece of filmmaking.

BE CAREFUL WITH ME - 
When Luke (Lachy Barnett) sees his much 

older ex-boyfriend Mark (Brian North) again, 

he struggles with deep feelings that he 

thought were under control.

Director Gilbert Attrill is a writer and director 

from Adelaide, currently undergoing a 

Masters at AFTRS. Attrill has teamed up with 

cinematographer Rebecca Dunker to create 

a gorgeous and graceful short film in Be 

Careful With Me.

Focus pulls add to a sense of intimacy, as 

do drastic changes of lighting from scene 

to scene, and indicate an attention to detail 

sometimes absent in short filmmaking. 

Performances are subtle and sublime.

A scene from ‘Sammy the Salmon’ - DOP Hossein KhodabandehlooA scene from ‘Judas and the Black Messiah’ - DOP Sean Bobbitt BSC

Patrick Moonie in short film ‘Mary’ - DOP Hugh Turral

Priscilla Doueihy and Maddy McWilliam in ‘Atomic Love’ - DOP Lucca Barone-Peters

Brian North and Lachy Barnett in ‘Be Careful With Me’ - DOP Rebecca Duncker
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Full-frame digital cinema camera with internal X-OCN recording 
and choice of 8K and 6K sensors.

To learn more, scan
the QR code or visit
pro.sony.com.au



70 / AUSTRALIAN SHORTS

FORGIVENESS DAY - Op-Docs 

is the New York Times award-winning series 

of short documentaries by independent 

filmmakers. Forgiveness Day, from 

Melbourne-based filmmaker Derek Ho.

The film is a portrait of love and trauma, 

where two brothers find themselves 

navigating the space between trust, faith and 

healing. Ho journeys back to Singapore in 

the hope of revealing to his brother Jeremiah 

a secret that has been deeply buried for the 

last thirty years.

Cinematographer Poonpat Don 

Vadhanasindhu crafts thought-provoking 

visuals as his camera travels with Ho. Shots 

are meaningful, but not overly designed. 

Images are sometimes juxtaposed with 

animation, but it’s Vadhanasindhu’s images 

that shine. They bring the viewer into Ho’s 

world in a highly aesthetic way while still 

maintaining intimacy and focusing on story. 

Forgiveness Day is highly recommended.

WE’RE DOING WELL - When 

a housemate of Laura (Jordan Barr) and 

Johnathan (Patrick Silva) can’t go on a pre-

booked weekend away, they both feel they 

deserve the free weekend more than the 

other. 

Winner of the Audience Choice Award at 

this year’s Melbourne Queer Film Festival, 

director Andrew Mills and cinematographer 

Konrad McCarthy team up to produce a 

wonderfully relatable short film.

McCarthy’s cinematographer looks and feels 

crisp, with subtle hand-held movements 

effectively deployed by camera operator 

Alastair Duffield. 

Production design is on-pointe, with colours 

and textures feeling warm and lived in, and 

the film tips it’s hat to certain undefined 

Melbourness. McCarthy and Duffield work 

well together, especially when handling 

comic moments and leading up to the film’s 

conclusion.

James Cunningham is editor of  
Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Special thanks to David Micallef and  
Spiro Economopoulos at MQFF.

A scene from ‘Forgiveness Day’ - DOP Poonpat Don Vadhanasindhu

A scene from short film ‘We’re Doing Well’ - DOP Konrad McCarthy






