
Some Quotes  
from Cinematographers 

I admire

Compiled by Oliver Stapleton, BSC 
 Nov 2015 



After I decided to leave Cuba, I chose to come to France because I 
very much liked the new wave movies.  For 3 years I relied on my 
former profession, teaching languages, and I survived.  Then by 
chance I met Eric Rohmer: I just happened to be on the set while he 
was shooting Paris Vu Par.  The cameraman left because he 
quarrelled with Rohmer and they couldn't get anyone so I said “I’m a 
cameraman”. They tried me, they liked the rushes and that was it!

Nestor Almendros - 1930-1992 
Days of Heaven 
Sophie’s Choice



American Directors shoot too much I think. It takes more time for the editing: you have 
too many choices, too many angles.  With many American films, you feel they are cutting 
for no reason: its just because they have another shot of it.  The films tend to look alike 
because they all go through the same method of shooting - it comes out as if it were 
made by computers.  A computer could actually make a movie: it could see how many 
camera positions you can have for a scene - ask the computer and it will tell you.. 

It just becomes a mechanism and has no personality. I believe in limitations and 
discipline.

Nestor Almendros - “Masters of Light” 1984 
Days of Heaven 
Sophie’s Choice 



Angles tell us emotional things in ways that are mysterious - 
emotional things that I am often unaware of.  I think a 
particular angle is going to do one thing, and it does 
something quite different often.  I no longer have any sure 
sense that I have any grasp of it.. Occasionally you will hit on 
an angle that is absolutely inevitable: its just the right 
angle..it’s puzzling and mysterious.
Michael Chapman  
Taxi Driver 
Raging Bull



The hardest photography in the world to do is Day Exteriors - 
you have so much less control.  How to impose myself on 
daylight rather than it impose itself on me? In a night scene, you 
do it all.. With daylight, it’s mostly a matter of angles and 
choosing good locations in terms of light and shadow.. 

I wish someone would tell me, because I struggle and struggle..
Michael Chapman  
Taxi Driver 
Raging Bull



Gordon Willis and Vittorio Storaro are really the two that are 
my idols.  I’ve seen The Conformist probably twenty-five 
times.  It’s a real treasure chest: its almost a textbook on film-
making. American Gigolo very deliberately has a lot of he 
stylistic characteristics of The Conformist. 

John Bailey   
American Gigolo 
Ordinary People



It would be wrong to take a painter and ask him to paint in a 
certain style from the past.  It would be wrong to ask a 
Cinematographer to photograph a film in the same style as another 
picture because you can never do that. The same elements, the 
same history does not exist in the same way as it did previously.  
But you can reference past work in order to be more clear with 
yourself about where you want to go and what you want to do. 

Vittorio Storaro   
The Conformist 
Apocalypse Now



How do you choose the basic subject for your films? 

I don’t really know.  It’s part of my whole person.  Like you ask guys how 
they choose their girlfriends and they may say “I just like redheads” -  
but its very likely an oversimplification.. 
So I think I choose what I do because of inner voices - I have a whole 
rationale to tell you about my conscious beliefs and my obvious political 
bent and so forth..but I don't think that’s truly why I choose what I do.  

Haskell Wexler -  1984.  
Bound for Glory 
Medium Cool 



I had a philosophy, which I used more in Godfather II than in the first one, that I 
didn’t give a shit whether I saw their eyes or not.  It seemed more appropriate 
not to see their eyes because of what was going on in their heads at certain 
moments.  I had a lot of trouble with that from traditionalists.  I said: “That’s the 
way it is because I think it is appropriate at this moment.  In another scene, you 
will see their eyes because it is appropriate to that moment..” 

Hollywood is full of rhetoric - they never really see that they are looking at. 

Gordon Willis - 1931-2014 
The Godfather 1,2&3 
Annie Hall



Pretty photography is easy: it’s really the easiest thing in the world.  But 
photography that rounds a picture off, top to bottom, and holds the content 
together is really the most beautiful.  That means it can be visually very 
beautiful: it can also be pedestrian in certain ways because that is more 
appropriate to the story.  You try not to put the photography in front of the story: 
you try and make it part of the story. 

It’s when you step outside of the picture that you’ve made a mistake.  

Gordon Willis - 1931-2014 
The Godfather 1,2&3 
Annie Hall



The photography is a very large contribution. 
It just can’t look like a large contribution. 

Gordon Willis - 1931-2014 
The Godfather 1,2&3 
Annie Hall



If a shot lasts five seconds, the audience must see clearly in that five 
seconds what the picture is about.  You have to see the actors right 
away, but at the same time you have to light the mood. Composition 
is really important in creating the mood: it also helps to sort out what 
you want the eye to see and in what order.. 

Vilmos Zsigmond   
Close Encounters of a third kind 
The Deer Hunter



Very few people find themselves becoming a Cinematographer after finishing 
film school. I always tell them it will take ten years.  You have to put in a lot of 
work in those years.  You have to sacrifice a lot.  You cannot lead a terrific life, 
play around and then occasionally think about becoming a great cameraman. 

You have to work hard at it every day. 

Vilmos Zsigmond   
Close Encounters of a third kind 
The Deer Hunter



I have developed my eye as a cinematographer through 
the craft of operating. When I am not operating, I am often 
anxious, uncertain, restless, sometimes irritable. When I am 
in the position of working with Steadicam or remote 
cameras, I fly with a broken wing. 

Robert Richardson   
Django Unchained 
Aviator



On a film set, I think of myself as a cook. With its own minor notes and surprising 
harmonies, the sauce I make concurs to the taste of the movie and brings out the story 
and the actors. Three extra grains or too little spice can change the experience of the 
people eating the meal. I love to cook, and when I do, I want to start with the best 
ingredients. If you leave something out of the recipe so you can cook faster or easier, it's 
probably not going to taste the same. Cinematography and cooking are sensual 
experiences. They are part art and part science, part tradition and part innovation. 
Whether I am cooking or part of a team creating a movie, I love improvising under 
pressure.

Denise Lenoir  
Righteous Kill 
Food of Love



Lighting is so complex that it's hard to quantify. It's like playing piano. How did I do that? What 
did my fingers do? What made me think about where they should go? I like to equate cinema 
to music. I'm performing a musical composition when lighting a scene. There are crescendos, 
allegros and pizzicatos. The visual language is an undulating language, and, like music, it has 
to have its peaks and valleys. You can't just photograph everything beautifully; otherwise. how 
would you get the gasps if you had nothing but gasps? You can only get a gasp because the 
audience hasn't been paying attention to anything but the story and the actors. Then 
suddenly, there's something magical that grabs them. Those instances do something to the 
story and the individual watching, and it's those rhythms that are important. 

Conrad Hall  1926 - 2003 
Fat City 
American Beauty



I'd done a big movie that I wasn't happy with, and I was moving 
out of London when I got approached about Barton Fink, because 
my agent said the Coen brothers were in London. We hit it off 
immediately, and suddenly I found myself on the way to America! 

Roger Deakins 
No Country for Old Men 
Sicario



There's nothing worse than an ostentatious shot. Or some 
lighting that draws attention to itself, and you might go, 'Oh, 
wow, that's spectacular.' Or that spectacular shot, a big 
crane move, or something. 

Roger Deakins 
No Country for Old Men 
Sicario



Cameras, ya know they'll hate me for saying 
this, but cameras don't matter to me, i think 
that it's the lenses.. 

Matthew Libatique  
Black Swan 
Noah



Actor: 
"Where is the light coming from if it's meant to be completely dark?” 

Cinematographer: 
"Same place as the music" 

Andrew Lesnie 1956 - 2015 
Lord of the Rings Trilogy 
Babe 





Christopher Doyle 
In the Mood for Love 
Hero

I think the point of cinematography, of what we do, is intimacy. Is intent, 
is the balance between the familiar and the dream, it is being 
subjective and objective, it is being engaged and yet standing back 
and noticing something that perhaps other people didn’t notice before, 
or celebrating something that you feel is beautiful or valid, or true or 
engaging in some way. 

You see the world, you end up in jail three or four times, you 
accumulate experience. And it gives you something to say. If you don't 
have anything to say then you shouldn't be making films. It's nothing to 
do with what lens you're using.



When I first talked to Dennis Hopper (Backtrack), he said, “Oh, let’s not 
intellectualise, let’s just fucking do it.” Then the week before, he invited me over to 
his house and showed me On the Water Front. That was the only thing said. For 
him, the camera is always motivated by the performance. Once I understood his 
approach, he gave me the freedom to work within my own stylisation of film noir. 
Plus, there were all these references to the art world for me to play with as a 
cinematographer, from Hieronymous Bosch to Georgia O’Keefe to Jenny Holzer. 

Ed Lachman 
I’m Not There 
Erin Brockovich



We sit in front of our TVs, fax machines, telephones, tape recorders and 
we all become isolated, we become our own terminals of information. 
We don’t have to travel anymore, we’ve lost the immediacy of contact. 
Our technology shouldn’t isolate us. It allows us to relinquish our 
responsibility. We see a documentary about the homeless in the streets 
of New York and think now that we know what it is, we don’t have to 
deal with it anymore. (1990!)

Ed Lachman 
I’m Not There 
Erin Brockovich



When I meet a director, I try to first talk about emotions and what the story 
means for the director. That's why earlier I said that what I want from a 
director is passion; I want to do projects that are important to the director. 
Because then it's personal and it matters. Every decision about a movie, 
about cinematography, about light, about camera placement, is emotionally 
important. And after all, what matters in life, I think, is what you feel. So 
movies are represented emotions. I try to put those emotions into images. For 
me, that's the main approach. 

Rodrigo Prieto 
Babel 
Biutiful



There are a lot of times when I’d like to be with my daughters 
more and I haven’t been able to. So it made me cry.  In 21 
Grams, when we were shooting Naomi Watts listening to the 
message that her husband left right before they were run 
over by a car. Hearing the little girls – at that time my girls 
were little–her listening to it over and over, I was bawling.

Rodrigo Prieto 
Babel 
Biutiful



I don't like being called 'Mr. Dogme'. The soul, not the style, is what matters. Technique that 
does not become art is of no interest. People fear the new and unpredictable. It's difficult to 
understand why, because the language of cinema needs to be renewed. Every story has its 
form and now I've experimented with the Dogme method, I want to move on to something 
new. I get a lot of offers from America, but I want to keep my base in Denmark, where I do 
the odd commercial to keep my technique in trim and to enjoy a bit of family life. Major 
Hollywood projects which may offer dramatic technical challenges but have no interesting 
ideas or plots, are not what I want to waste my energy on. I'd much rather make films with a 
dedicated director who is seeking out new paths. Habits are there to be broken

Anthony Dodd-Mantle 
Rush 
Slumdog Millionaire 



Slumdog Millionaire:
I've done some odd things, but this was the oddest.  It was unknown territory and unknown 
technology, which was exciting. Attaching a gyro to the base of the handheld unit enabled me to 
move the camera in a very unusual way, somewhere between handheld and immaculate 
Steadicam.  I could make fast movements, throw the camera a certain way, swipe it up and 
sideways, and make a brake just before the gyro kicked in so it came to an abrupt stop. 
The SI-2K's handled the highlights amazingly well, I have since shot on the RED camera and 
found I had to be more wary of clipping the highlights in Scandinavia than I had to be with the 
SI-2K in scorching India. Its weight factor obviously allowed me to operate more intuitively and 
emotionally instantaneously than I can with the normal weight of even a modern celluloid 
camera.

Anthony Dodd-Mantle 
Rush 
Slumdog Millionaire 



The problem on the soundstage is it never gives you the challenge or 
the lucky mistakes where the sun will suddenly shine through a cloud; 
you’re shooting and think, ‘I would have never thought of doing it on a 
soundstage.’” There is a big reason why a stage setting can appear 
flawed to an audience. “It’s lit too well to be natural. You have to relate 
back to reality and bring it into the studio; to do it you have to think of 
nature’s challenges that you would have to accept if you were shooting 
exteriors.”
John Seale 
Mad Max: Fury Road 
Witness 



Pre-production is the most important part of filmmaking; you must 
have it all in the brain so when you start shooting, the simple shot is a 
done deal. As a cinematographer you’re like a boxer on the balls of 
your feet. You have to be balanced and ready to go in any direction 
so as to cover a scene in a way which will enable it to fit into the film. 

John Seale 
Mad Max: Fury Road 
Witness 



Actresses want to look great and sometimes a role doesn't demand it. 
That is a very difficult position to be in as a DP.  You want to be in service 
of the story but you don't want to be fired. 

I ended up compromising by using a diffusion filter and lighting her softer 
which I think is wrong for the film.  All her close-ups look too glamorous for 
my tastes, but it saved my job so sometimes you just gotta bite it," he said. 
Seamus Mcgarvey 
Anna Karenina 
The Hours 



It is absolutely essential I get on with director and the director 
gets on with me. Film sets are high octane, intense places. 
What is important is a creative rapport. I have that with Joe 
Wright, he is the most incredible thinker in images... Joe is 
the circus master, he is a great director in that regard and he 
really pushes me. 
Seamus Mcgarvey 
Anna Karenina 
The Hours 



The advice I got the first day I worked in the film business: 
Always be five minutes early to work, never five minutes 
late. But more importantly, live on the edge when it comes to 
your photography — take risks. Put your ideas on film and 
fall down a few times; it will make you a great filmmaker. 

Salvatore Totino 
Everest 
Da Vinci Code 



Cardiff's great sense of color was also evident in John 
Huston's 'The African Queen'. Before shooting, Humphrey 
Bogart told him: 'Listen, kid, you see this face? It's taken 
me a good few years to get these lines, I don't want you 
to wash them out with lights.'

Jack Cardiff 1914 - 2009 
The Red Shoes 
The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp 



Marilyn Monroe once handed Jack Cardiff a signed 
photograph of herself and said: 'Dear Jack, if only I could 
be the way you have created me.' 

Jack Cardiff 1914 - 2009 
The Red Shoes 
The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp 



"Never employ a cameraman to direct a film 
because he never sees what's going on"

John Ford 
1894-1973 



Learn the rules before you try to bend or break them. You 
need a foundation on which to build.

Douglas Slocombe - 102 yrs old this year 
Indiana Jones 
The Servant



Emmanuel Lubezki 
Birdman 
Y Tu Mamá También 



Birdman: 
We did not use movie lights. It’s all light bulbs. All the lights that you 
see in the set are the lights that are lighting the scene. These cameras 
allow us to do that because the dynamic range of the camera was able 
to capture the light bulb and the face of the actor without clipping. 
There is one scene where we used probably a 20K. It was outside a 
window in the stage to create the impression of daylight, but all the 
other lights are just lamps and practicals.

Emmanuel Lubezki 
Birdman 
Y Tu Mamá También



Sometimes I wish nobody would talk about how the movies 
are made. The idea would be that the audience goes to the 
theatre and they don’t even notice how it’s shot. I want the 
audience to just become immersed in the movie and feel the 
anxiety that the character goes through while his life 
implodes. That would be ideal. 

Emmanuel Lubezki 
Birdman 
Y Tu Mamá También



There really aren’t a whole lot of people out there who know 
how to direct. There are lots of people who wander through 
movies, which is amazing at the level some of these are 
being made. When you find somebody who really is a film 
director, someone I may actually learn something from, it’s 
hard to say “no” to that. I do that every chance I get.

Robert Elswit 
Inherent Vice 
There will be Blood 



My real job description is to light a set and the ideas all come from a 
300-400 year period of painting during the Renaissance throughout 
15th, 16th, 17th century in northern Europe. All ideas about how to 
create images that are expressive and use light as the metaphor for 
understanding a meaning of what the painting or image is, all come 
from this one time period. The biggest influence on me was painting 
because of my background in theatre - lighting a stage or a set.

Robert Elswit 
Inherent Vice 
There will be Blood 



I think lighting is the only metaphor that works in film.  
We light the set in a way that supposedly is a correlative for a state of a character, 
or the nature of the scene, or the mood. It's hopefully more than just the mood of 
what appears in the theatre, but it becomes a dialectic. There's a sense in movies 
that things are not standing still the way they are in the theatre. We are recreating a 
realistic space and trying to make something optically real even if it's not 
naturalistic. We're trying to create the illusion that time is advancing: it's early 
morning, late afternoon, midnight. This infuses the story with some kind of meaning. 
I have a secret power that I can change the nature of this film by how I light it. 
That's why it's so easy to fuck up someone’s movie. 

Robert Elswit 
Inherent Vice 
There will be Blood 



Russell Metty 1906-1978 
Spartacus 
Touch of Evil 



Russell Metty 1906-1978 
Spartacus 
Touch of Evil 



Dante Spinotti 
LA Confidential 
The Last of the Mohicans



Dante Spinotti 
LA Confidential 
The Last of the Mohicans



Unsworth was committed to the principle that the 
cameraman's input should be unobtrusive. He believed 
that cinematography should not call attention to itself but 
support directorial intent and the flow of the action. 

Geoffrey Unsworth 1914-1978 
2001 - A Space Odyssey 
A Bridge Too Far



Billy Williams 
Ghandi 
Women in Love



John Alcott 1931 - 1986 
Barry Lindon 
A Clockwork Orange

"The most ravishing set of images ever printed on a single strip of celluloid."
Barry Lindon

When I went around looking at locations with Stanley we discussed diffusion among other things. The period of the 
story seemed to call for diffusion, but on the other hand, an awful lot of diffusion was being used in cinematography at 
the time. So we tended not to diffuse. We didn't use gauzes, for example. Instead I used a No.3 Low Contrast filter all 
the way through - except for the wedding sequence, where I wanted to control the highlights on the faces a bit more. 
In that case, the No.3 Low Contrast filter was combined with a brown net, which gave it a slightly different quality. We 
opted for the Low Contrast filter, rather than actual diffusion because the clarity and definition in Ireland creates a 
shooting situation that is very like a photographer's paradise. The air is so refined, I think, because Ireland is in the 
Gulf Stream. The atmosphere is actually perfect and we thought it would be a pity to destroy that with diffusion, 
especially for the landscape photography.



John Alcott 1931 - 1986 
Barry Lindon 
A Clockwork Orange

The objective was to shoot these scenes exclusively by candlelight - that is, without a boost from any artificial light 
whatsoever. As I mentioned earlier, Stanley Kubrick and I had been discussing this possibility for years, but had not been 
able to find sufficiently fast lenses to do it. Stanley finally discovered three 50mm f/0.7 Zeiss still-camera lenses which 
were left over from a batch made for use by NASA in their Apollo moon-landing program. We had a non-reflexed Mitchell 
BNC which was sent over to Ed DiGiulio to be reconstructed to accept this ultra-fast lens. He had to mill out the existing 
lens mounts, because the rear element of this f/0.7 lens was virtually something like 4mm from the film plane. It took quite 
a while, and when we got the camera back we made quite extensive tests on it. This Zeiss lens was like no other lens in a 
way, because when you look through any normal type of lens, like the Panavision T/1.1 or the Angenieux f/0.95, you are 
looking through the optical system and by just altering the focus you can tell whether it's in or out of focus. But when you 
looked through this lens it appeared to have a fantastic range of focus, quite unbelievable. However, when you did a 
photographic test you discovered that it had no depth of field at all - which one expected anyway. So we literally had to 
scale this lens by doing hand tests from about 200 feet down to about 4 feet, marking every distance that would lead up 
to the 10-foot range. We had to literally get it down to inches on the actual scaling.



Ossie Morris 1915-2014 
The Spy who came in from the Cold 
Moulin Rouge 

In 1952, Morris “broke every rule in the book” while shooting Huston’s Moulin Rouge. On being 
interviewed for the job at the Dorchester Hotel Morris asked Huston how he envisaged the completed 
film would look. “I would like it to look as though Toulouse-Lautrec had directed it himself,” replied 
Huston. Morris shot using strong, light-scattering filters on the camera, which had never been used 
before. “We also filmed every set full of smoke so that the actors always stood out from the background,” 
he recalled. “The Technicolor people hated it.” Their tune changed, however, on the film’s positive 
reception. “The head of Technicolor in America wrote to Technicolor in London congratulating them on 
the wonderful colours in the film. No mention of me.”



Ossie Morris 1915-2014 
The Spy who came in from the Cold 
Moulin Rouge 

“I worked on eight films with the notoriously difficult John Huston. I used to go up and say, 'John, 
we have a problem.’  He would always say: 'Well, kid,’ — he always called me kid — 'what are you 
going to do about it?’ and I’d go and find a solution. We always came up with something in the 
end.” 

Unlike many cinematographers, however, Morris never wanted to join their ranks. “I didn’t want to 
have to deal with actors,” he said late in life. “If the acting is bad, blame the director. If you can’t 
see what’s going on, blame the cinematographer.”



Phil Meheux 
Casino Royale 
Edge of Darkness 

There are so-called auteurs but I think that a lot of the best films are 
collaborations by people with a shared vision. Someone has an idea which is 
turned into a script. A director and cameraman get together and interpret that 
script. Production designers, location managers, costume designers, makeup 
artists and other people play roles. We all need each other. Everyone 
contributes.



Philippe Rousselot 
A River Runs through it 
Big Fish 

Don’t forget that the director chooses you. He holds the keys to the project. As 
for continuing to work with some directors, sometimes I had to say no because I 
was already engaged on another project. That means the rhythm is interrupted, 
and sometimes they choose other directors of photography because of 
availability or because they prefer them. Although this can sometimes be hurtful 
or upsetting, it is something I can understand. You always wonder if you did 
good work, etc. The only thing you can do in cases like these is to take your 
ego, put it in your pocket, and cover it with a handkerchief.



Philippe Rousselot 
A River Runs through it 
Big Fish 

My whole life, I have fought against the trend of filming against the light which I 
don’t like when it’s not justified, and so I don’t do it. Similarly, there are colours 
that I don’t like together. When I arrive on a set, I am the cleaning lady for light, 
meaning that I try and get rid of everything that bothers me.  
Everything that I don’t like, I leave in the dark.


