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So You Wanna Work in Movies

 
 
 
I'm totally useless at everything. 

This is not necessarily a problem as plenty of people working in the 
industry are totally useless. Some of them are Executives working in 
the Studios. If you don't know what this means, go to the part on 
Studio Executives, although it may not be very helpful, as I've never 
quite worked out what they do. Some people who work on the floor, i.
e. actually making the film, are totally useless but they usually don't 
last very long, unless they are either very enthusiastic or very 
entertaining or very pretty or all three. 

I'm totally useless at everything but I'm willing to learn. 

Now this is much better. Modern schooling damages more people 
than it helps*. This is because the grade system means that you are 
never first. And if you were, you wouldn't be reading this. So you 
may feel useless because people kept telling you from childhood that 
you could do better if you worked harder. So you worked harder but 
never got to be first. So then you got very pissed off, set fire to 
some things, smoked some joints and decided you were useless. 
Many successful film people started life like this. Film People are kind 
of outlaws anyway: it's not a proper job. So if you've got bored of 
being bored, then working in film might just prove to you that you're 
good at something, even if you can't figure out what it is. Yet. 

*This is obviously untrue: education is the key to a better future. 
However, bad education is also responsible for a great deal of the 
problems of the world today. 

I am good at figures.. numbers that is. 

This is easy. Films employ Accountants by the bucket loads. When 
there’s a few million dollars to control, or a few hundred million, the 
Accountant is a rather important figure. He or she (and it seems to 
be she quite a lot of the time) does the same job that accountants 
do elsewhere but they can say "I'm working with Meryl Streep at the 
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moment" and stuff like that. Accountants rarely see anyone 
connected with the film, unless they don't pay them. So if they see 
someone, they are usually angry. This makes the job quite hard, as 
sometimes films run out money to pay people, then the crew turns 
quite ugly. The producer or the director will make some kind of 
encouraging speech - "The money is definitely coming next week.." 
that kind of thing. When it doesn't, the accountant is first in the 
firing line. You may not want to be a movie accountant. If you're 
good at numbers, you could ignore that and do something more 
interesting - but don't ask me what. On the other hand, film 
accountants are usually pretty happy because they get really well 
paid!

There's a fella called Andrew who left a message in the Guestbook 
(2008) and disagrees with some of what I say here.

I like reading. 

Well this opens up a host of possibilities. This might be the moment 
to confess that I am a Cinematographer, or Director of Photography, 
which sounds rather more grand. This means that I only really know 
about what goes on when we shoot a film: what goes on before and 
after is not something I know much about but I can guess, and I hear 
stories. Anyway, if you like reading then there are people who read, 
and get paid for it. Oddly enough, they are called readers, and work 
for studios and producers who attract more scripts than they can 
read themselves. There are some pretty amazing statistics for the 
number of scripts written versus the number of films made. I don't 
know what they are, but I know they are amazing. This need not put 
you off being a reader however, as it means there’ are plenty of jobs 
for readers. 

Now as you may have guessed, after you read a script you have to 
say something about it, so just being able to read doesn't really get 
you the job - you have to be able to digest and regurgitate the 
material in marketspeak. Marketspeak may or may not exist as a 
word, but what it means is that the some Studios don't really care 
whether you think the script is any good, they care if you think it 
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might make money. This might also mean that it is good. There's 
some really complicated system of analyzing scripts that is all 
entered into a computer which is supposed to say whether the script 
is going to be a hit. It's usually wrong, but sometimes isn’t. If the 
producer you work for actually is interested in good films, then 
you're lucky. And he or she might be able to converse with you at a 
higher level than marketspeak. 

This might be good moment to remind ourselves that films are many 
things, from shorts, docos, nature films etc to Titanic type films. It's 
important to realise that the words Film Industry are significant. Film 
is an Industry, just like making cars, and on one level is rightly 
perceived as such by the major studios. At the big end it is: Big 
Industry. At the little end it may be pure art. And some big films are 
Pure Art because someone decided they wanted to make the Big 
Meaningful Statement and they had the money to blow. And they 
probably did blow it. And some little films are pure industry because 
they are conceived, shot and designed to make money. They 
sometimes don't. In between these things are most films, and most 
films have every combination of people working on them. It is all 
started by the Writer. 

I like to write. 

Well this is good. So do I, but I'm not a script writer. Script writers 
kick-start the whole process. Directors like to think that they are The 
Business, but the truth is that Script Writers should be right there on 
the Pedestal with them. Unfortunately, a lot of good scriptwriters are 
really unpresentable to the modern world. That's why Directors get 
the media interest, because Directors can talk, which many 
scriptwriters can't. Or at least they might not be able to be suave 
and charming and er.. well.. tell... er.. partial truths. Being able to tell 
partial truths is very important for publicity, so if you don't think you 
can face the camera and say that you think the leading lady is an 
Absolute Dream when you know that she is 9/10ths SuperBitch, then 
don't be a Director. (Or don't do publicity). But Writers can be any 
kind of personality, as they don't have to appear in public. And they 
don't have to tell partial truths. 
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Writing film scripts is very different from writing novels or journalism 
or any other kind of writing. This is because it's not really writing. It's 
a PLAN. Like an Architects Plan. The dialogue is the only bit that 
really survives, and even that gets changed by the Director or the 
Actor or both. So if you want to write and have what you write 
filmed exactly, then you have to Write and Direct. Lots of people 
want to do this, but God made very few creatures who are able to do 
this. This is because the personalities of Writers and Directors are so 
different: and even when such a person exists, usually one side of 
that person fails in the end. Unless they are one of the few i.e. A 
BRILLIANT ONE. 

Anyway, back to writing scripts. There are people who write and re-
write scripts their whole lives, get paid bucketfuls of wonga (money), 
and may never have had one of their scripts turned into a movie. This 
is strange but true. These people are usually rich when they are 
middle aged, and pissed off. They only live in Hollywood; other 
countries in the world don't appear to support this species. You 
could be one of these people if you like to read scripts, then go to 
meetings and say in a knowledgeable and forceful manner why it 
doesn't work and then suggest better ideas which you, naturally, 
would write after your Agent has asked for a suitable 6 figure sum. I 
guess the people who do this job started by writing original scripts, 
or adapting books and then got employed by Studios. Most of them 
have degrees in English Literature. 

Then there is writing scripts because YOU HAVE SOMETHING TO SAY. 
Now this is something else entirely. I have had the good fortune to 
photograph a number of films where the Writer has something to 
say. Sometimes the Writer may be a person of "First Order 
Originality". This phrase was coined by a friend of mine to define an 
Artist. (Not an Actor). The word Artist should be reserved for "A 
Person of First Order Originality". This means a person who HAS 
SOMETHING TO SAY and can say it in a way that has meaning for 
others. This idea can be applied to any Art, but it does mean that the 
only true artist working on a film is the Writer, or a Writer/Director, 
or sometimes a Director working in close collaboration with a writer. 
The rest of us are working to execute and contribute to THE IDEA. So 
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if you think you have something to say and want to say it on Film, 
you may be a Writer or a Writer/Director. 

Kieslowski famously said, when asked why he stopped making films: 
"I've nothing left to say."  
If the rest of the Worlds Directors were that honest, they'd quit 
tomorrow. 

I'm a good organiser. 

This is something that Producers do. Well, some of them. Stephen 
Frears once said to me that a Producer is someone who organises 
Airline Tickets. I think he meant a Production Manager but I'm not 
sure. 

Producers are the top of the tree for people who work In the Office 
as opposed to On the Set or In the Studio. Producers come in all 
shapes and sizes. I used to just not like them in principle because I 
must have been influenced by all the bad things I read about them, 
as well as the fact they employed me, and naturally I resent authority 
figures. Anyhow it turns out that now some producers are my friends 
and I not only like them but really admire them because they do 
something I could never do: persist through thick and thin for years 
on end believing in a film and getting it made. This is very very hard 
as well as often financially very precarious. This is because everyone 
thinks Producers are rich and whilst some of them are, many of them 
are not. There are other kinds of producers too: lying, cheating nasty 
people who snort coke and mercifully go to an early grave. Try and 
avoid this kind. 

If you want to work in the Production Office, you call the production 
(get the number from a trade magazine like Hollywood Reporter) and 
ask for the Production Manager. The person who answers the phone 
is called a PA or Production Assistant and is doing the job that you 
want. They won't put you through to the Production Manager who 
has better things to do than listen to another 18 year old asking for 
a job. So he or she will tell you to send in a Resume, which is hard if 
you haven't done a job yet. Blank sheets of paper don't go down 
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very well. 

Now a very useful phrase to use here is Work Experience - providing 
that you can pass for under 20. The word Work Experience might get 
you through to the Production Manager, because they don't have to 
pay you. So you can only do this, if you can support yourself in some 
other way. But the Good News is that if you offer to work for free to 
GAIN EXPERIENCE, they might take you in, at least for awhile. Once 
you are through the door then the sheer CHARM and ENTHUSIASM of 
your personality may make you so indispensable to the production 
that they hire you forever. Or not. Or you may fall in love with the 
Accountant. 

The bad news is that when you finally get employed as a PA, you 
work ridiculous hours and get paid really, really badly. And you have 
to use your own car. A lot. 

The other kind of Good Organiser is the First Assistant Director (the 
1st AD.). To attain this lofty position you start as an On Set Runner. 

You apply for this by doing the same as above but phoning the 1st 
AD during pre-production. He or She won't talk to you for the same 
reasons as above, but you can pull the same Work Experience trick, 
only On Set as opposed to In The Office. The relationship between 
the First AD and the Director and Cinematographer is crucial to a 
good working situation on set. 

I'm a Good Actor. 

So am I.. Or at least I thought I was until I went to Drama School and 
learnt that I wasn't. If you think you're a good actor then you've got 
yourself into a really tough place. Actors spend most of their time 
being rejected and, after rejection, Unemployment. Withnail and I was 
a hell of a Movie, but imagine actually being in that position. Acting 
for film is very different to stage acting, and seems to require 
different talent. I'm still puzzled about what makes a Film Star as 
opposed to a Good Actor. A Star is not necessarily a Good Actor, but 
sometimes is. To become a Film Star or any kind of Actor, you have 
to have totally one hundred percent conviction that this is what you 
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are, and want to be. If you don't have that, GET OUT NOW! It's the 
lousiest life in the world if you don't make it. And it's sometimes 
pretty terrible if you do! Film stars somehow make sense of the 
phrase "Born to It". 

If you just like doing some acting, and being around actors, then you 
might want to think about being a Casting Director, and doing a bit 
of stand-up at the local pub. 

I want to Direct. 

Doesn't everybody. It's the control thing, and the power. All those 
people doing what you tell them. Or maybe YOU’VE GOT SOMETHING 
TO SAY. Or maybe not. You want a career, power, and glory. The big 
question is: DO YOU SEE PICTURES IN YOUR HEAD. If not, forget 
about being a Film Director, or a Cinematographer. Directors and 
Cinematographers can string pictures together in their head, like a 
Composer can "hear" music and then write it down. Now some 
musicians (like me) tinkle about on an instrument until they work out 
a tune: this is not being a real musician. Real Musicians hear music in 
their heads, then write it down, or play it. The rest of us are just 
larking about, and a lot of fun it is too. 

Some people say Directing is a vocation, like being a Priest or a 
Doctor. It's not remotely like being a Priest or a Doctor, but it may 
be a vocation, because no-one in their right mind would voluntarily 
go through the kind of hell that a Film Director has to go through. 

Film Directors not only have to be able to visualise in their heads, but 
they also have to be able to deal with a lot of very demanding and 
very different types of people. Occasionally someone like Karasawa 
or Hitchcock appear. People like them are so brilliant that they clearly 
don't live in the same world as us mere mortals. And it is up to us to 
Protect and Preserve People like Them - the Brilliant Ones. In the 
Good Old Days (a phrase banned from my vocabulary, but I'm allowed 
to write it), the Brilliant Ones were revered by society: Philosophers, 
Writers, Composers, and Artists. Nowadays Film Directors of all kinds 
get the treatment, but most of them are not The Brilliant Ones, but 
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are just Ordinary Mortals trying to get in the limelight and make a 
decent movie. Good luck to them. 

I don't like working with Directors who don't have anything to say, 
and are horrid to everybody because they perceive themselves as 
being important. They don't like working with me much either 
(fortunately). Some Directors are really nice people but not very 
good Directors, and some of them are really Brilliant but not very 
nice. Occasionally you will find one who is really Brilliant and Really 
Nice. Try and work with these! 

The thing to remember if you aim to become a film director is that it 
is not necessary to behave badly (unless you're a Genius, in which 
case you can't help it.) And also that the one person on the film set 
who doesn't have to know anything technically is the Director. He or 
She can have their heads completely immersed in the Script and the 
Actors and that's all right by me. Because that's what we do - the 
Crew: we supply the technical expertise. Actually, when I wear a free 
T-shirt that says CREW on a film, I can't work out whether the DP 
(Director of Photography) is really Crew or Management. Anyhow, 
the DP, Operator (maybe the same person) and the Script Supervisor 
can work out how to shoot the film with the Director. Directors who 
dictate everything are really boring to work with - especially when 
they are nasty. If they are a Brilliant One people forgive them, but if 
they are just dull then they don't. 

Directors have 6 phases of collaboration to make a movie. This 
involves the following procedures, amongst a ton of other things. 

Development. 

1. Collaboration with the Producer(s) (or themselves).  
2. Collaboration with the Writer(s) (or themselves.) 

Pre-Production & Shooting 

3. Collaboration with the Production, Costume & Make-Up .  
4. Collaboration with the Cinematographer. 

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/index.htm (9 of 52)09/05/2009 11:08



So You Wanna Work in Movies

Post-Production 

5. Collaboration with the Editor & Composer.  
6. Collaboration with Marketing (or not!). 

Unfortunately Development sometimes takes years and doesn't get 
paid, so it's a good idea to keep that Cafe Job during this period. Pre-
production is an exciting period because there arises the possibility 
that the film you've been working on for years might actually be 
shot. Shooting is even more exciting because it's the REAL THING, 
the PARTY. Some directors hate shooting because of this. They like 
to be holed up with the material and play with it in the peace and 
quiet of the cutting room. Shooting is exciting because you get to 
see what the writer wrote on the screen. You get to go on location, 
travel in Business Class, and stay for free in Nice Hotels (sometimes.) 
And there is DCOL (doesn't Count on Location) Sex - so I'm told.  
Index 

I wanna work on the movie set but I don't know which job. 

Good Directors and Cinematographers, Production and Costume 
Designers, are people who don't have a real choice. They know by 
the time they are 30ish that that's what they want to do. They may 
not know before this, if they are in the "I'm Useless" category from 
previous life trauma. It might be useful to describe what the other 
jobs are, to see if there’s one there that grabs your fancy. I'm 
sticking to the US system here, as I find the UK system completely 
confusing. The departments are alphabetical in case you think there 
is some significance in the order.  
Index 

Agents 

I used to hate Agents because they always struck me as everything 
that I despise in people: people who live off the talent of others. 
Then I discovered I really like my own Agents so whilst I still feel the 
same about Agents in general, I find it hard to be nasty about them. 
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I worked with young actors doing his first job a couple of years ago 
and asked him what percentage his Agent took. "10%" he said, "but 
then the Business Manager gets 15% also." Getting out my calculator 
I realised this added up to 25% which I thought was outrageous for a 
young man doing his first job and probably not getting much for it 
anyway. I asked him why he needed an Agent and a Business 
Manager and he shrugged and said that all actors had them. So if 
you're thinking about being an Actor, take this on board now! 

Agents work in large corporations like ICM and William Morris and 
spend a lot of their time on the phone and doing lunch. When you 
start out you will hear people saying "I need an Agent to get a job" 
and then "I can't get an Agent because I haven’t got a job." Agents 
won’t talk to you when you're nowhere and they won’t stop talking 
to you when you've arrived. The best way to start work is to work 
with your mates: hopefully you all get successful together then you 
pick and choose your agent because they all want a part of you when 
your WOM (Word of Mouth) gets to be on the ascent. 

As far as I am concerned, Agents do my deals (and that's a great 
relief to me) but they don't usually get me jobs. During my months 
off in Deepest Darkest Devon they call me up to gossip which is nice. 
My English Agent doesn't want me to publish this in case people 
think I'm cynical and nasty... (I'm not). My American Agent thinks its 
just funny. Both of them would prefer it if I just stuck to 
Cinematography. 

Art Department. 

The Art Department works both on the set during the actual 
shooting process, and "prepares" the sets. The jobs here are The 
Production Designer (chief Honcho), then Art Directors (they draw up 
the plans that he or she has visualised), Construction Managers who 
supervise the building of sets, Buyers who drive about renting or 
buying the props, then Propmen who actually control the props on 
set. This is the only Art Department On Set job, apart from someone 
called the Standby Painter. People who do these jobs are often quite 
strange. Particularly Stand By Painters, who are often very skilled 
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painters who earn lots of money for the job but gain precious little 
job satisfaction as the job mostly consists of darkening down 
hotspots created by the lighting. If you're a good Artist, you’d be 
better off aiming to be a Scenic Artist who paints the backdrops that 
are used outside windows etc. It's quite a lonely job because you're 
not part of the Crew, but at least you get to paint some Really Big 
Pictures! And the Good Ones get to be Very Well Paid! I have no clue 
how you get to be a Scenic Artist. But you can always use the Work 
Experience trick! If you're a Really Really Good Artist, don't work in 
films, or work in films for the money then use it for your art. Or 
become a Production Designer. 

Production Designing is a fascinating job, and is what you get to be 
when you've either climbed the Art Department ladder, or are a 
Brilliant One who comes in sideways, or goes to Film School. 
Sometimes they trained as Architects. Production Designers do the 
same job as the DP - a one-to-one thing with the Director - only it 
happens in early pre-production. When the DP turns up, the emphasis 
turns to him or her, as the DP’s arrival means: We’re Actually Going 
to Shoot This Movie! People think the "look" of a movie is in the 
hands of the Director and the Cinematographer but that's not true. 
It's in the hands of four people: Director, DP, Production and 
Costume Designer. (Oops, Make-Up too!) You can't photograph 
something that isn’t there, no matter how you light it. (But see The 
Future). 

I copied this from the guestbook:  
Hi, I am a set dresser, I noticed that you didn't mention my line of 
work. Most of the time "I pick things up and drop things off". This is 
the by far best part of my job. I am also called upon to think on my 
feet. I fix things, wire things, hang lights and over pack everything. I 
have worked as a scenic and a construction utility on many 
productions,I was also a wife and mom for 23 years, they don't call it 
the mother of invention for nothing. My experiences comes in handy 
since we are constantly thinking outside of the box. I was called upon 
to repair antique treadle sewing machines for a very large sweatshop 
scene on King Bolden. We are filming in Wilmington, NC. I made the 
mistake of admitting I can sew. I am now apparently an expert on 
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antique sewing machines, nice. I am enthusiastic, a fast learner and 
apparently not hard to look at, as you mentioned advantageous to 
keeping my job for months at a time. it is my belief that we have the 
best job of all the crews, unless of course the Head Set Dresser hires 
his tiny, inexperienced wife, then her problems become my problems. 
If she can't do the job apparently it must be my fault because I am 
called upon to facilitate her, but her ineptitude is without bounds...
oops I was venting. Oh did I mention set dressers have a lot of time 
to whine...hehehe.  
Fix it in production..  
Kelly 

So under the auspices of the Art Department come all sorts of 
people, and there may be a skill here you fancy. Painters, Carpenters, 
Scenic Artists, Construction Foreman, Riggers (Grips),etc..etc. 

Here's a good link to a site that gives more detail about Set 
Contruction jobs: "Howstuffworks"

For an even more detailed overview of the Art Department see: 
"Skillset"

Index 

Assistant Director 

It would not be unreasonable to think that this department might be 
one you would enter if you thought you might direct some day. 
Strangely enough, this is not usually the case - with some notable 
exceptions. At the runner level, this job can be quite interesting for 
awhile, as the tasks you get to do are many and varied.

"Get me some Tea, get the Actor some tea, get someone else some 
tea and then ... get COFFEE!" 

That's about it. Well, apart from driving 30 miles to get a Starbucks 
Maciado for Mr Superstar, then putting up with being blamed for it 
being cold. If you survive a couple of years of this, you get to be a 
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Third which involves trying to get the actors out of their trailers 
which can take considerable skill, then a Second which means you get 
more involved with the schedule and spend more time on set, 
covering for the First when he/she has to go to the Dentist etc. The 
First Assistant Director is probably the most under appreciated job 
on the set, and certainly in the wider industry. In a world where you 
can just about get an Oscar for Craft Service, it is surprising there is 
no AD Oscar. It could be because only those who work on the film 
know whether the AD did a good job - it's quite impossible to tell 
from looking at a movie, unless you are one of those strange people 
who look at background action, which is set by the AD, mostly. A 
good AD makes my life a lot more pleasant. The worst ones are 
mostly English (with notable exceptions as always). That's because 
there is a certain kind of Englishman who thinks anyone foreign is 
crap. They shout a lot and think they are very important, which is 
very tedious. A good AD makes everyone efficient by exerting quiet 
authority and competence, which makes everyone work well and 
enjoy making the movie. The First AD is chosen by the Producer and 
Director, but the DP needs to be involved or at least aware of who it 
is, because if they don't like each other it makes for a Bad Movie 
Experience (which of course has nothing to do with the result being 
good or bad). Remember that Making a Movie is a completely 
different thing from Watching a Movie. I sometimes wonder if they 
are connected at all! 

I have had a very good experience with a "new generation" English 
AD (2007) which I am happy to say has transformed my opinion of 
English AD's. He didn't call anyone a nasty name and he and his team 
were a real delight to work with! 

Index 

Casting Director. 

This strikes me as rather a good job, as the people who i've come 
across who do it seem to have lives. In other words, they are not 
constantly on the road, working ridiculous hours and looking 
harassed. Quite a lot of women do this job for some reason - maybe 
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the above reason. It involves reading the script and understanding 
which actor would be good for what role. This is not as easy at it 
sounds as you have to (a) know every actor in the world and (b) 
know which one fits the role. Once you've worked that out you have 
to find out if they are interested/available/affordable etc. You do all 
this in collaboration with the director and producer who naturally get 
the credit - or the grief - for the choices. Curiously you can only offer 
a role to one actor at a time, so movies frequently get hung up 
waiting for an actor to accept or reject an offer: naturally they hang 
on as long as possible to reply, knowing that the Producer can't 
move on till they have. I think this is completely ridiculous but what 
do I know. So Casting Director I would rate as an OK job, as long as 
you don't mind never being thanked and getting no public 
acknowledgement for your contribution. You have to like eating. A 
lot. And often.  
Index 

Catering 

I forgot to put this in until a friend pointed out it was the most 
important department on the shoot. I can't imagine people dream of 
being caterers when they are little, but maybe they do. It's a terrible 
job with absolutely no glamour attached in any shape or form. The 
actors don't usually talk to you as some hapless PA (maybe YOU) has 
to take their lunch to their zillion dollar pop-out (that's a trailer). But 
then some actors don't do this: they join the queue like ordinary 
mortals, call the caterer by their first names and ask politely what's 
on the menu. Then they come to the lunch tent - unless you're in the 
UK where you are more likely standing by the side of the road with 
your lunch balanced on a traffic signal box... then they sit with the 
crew i.e. us. I like these people! 

All I know about catering is that they get to the set very very early 
in the morning (probably 5am) and never stop working for one 
moment in a hot cramped steamy hellhouse truck. They do Breakfast 
in 5 languages, then Morning Tea, then Lunch for 1pm which might 
be 4pm and then Afternoon Tea. Somehow these miraculous human 
beings remain cheerful and bright and often serve astonishingly good 
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food in appalling conditions. Naturally half the crew always hate the 
catering which shows that people have different tastes. 

I salute you if you decide that Catering is your thing.  
Index 

Composer 

One of the crosses I have to bear is that I’d rather be a Composer 
than a DP. Unfortunately I've only composed about 3 tunes in 50 
years which wouldn’t really pay the mortgage. I am more jealous of 
Composers than any other person in film, because these people don't 
need a hi-fi to hear music — what a gift! Composing for film I would 
rate as qualifying for the word Artist, as Music for Film stands on it's 
own outside of the film, just as The Script does (and everything else 
doesn't). You don't need to think about being a Composer — you 
either are one or you aren't. And don't forget being a Composer is 
different to being a Musician, or mucking about on a Guitar. Strangely 
enough, some Composers can't write music, but rely on others to do 
it for them from their ideas. These people are more like Producers, 
and sometimes come from a DJ background.  
Index 

Costume Department. 

It's not hard to imagine what they do. If you're handy with a sewing 
machine or like laundering sweaty famous peoples clothes or are a 
Brilliant Costume Designer, there's a good job at the bottom of the 
"costume" ladder here. The Costume Designer is working behind the 
scenes, with an assistant who is actually responsible for the day to 
day fitting and maintaining of the costumes. Costume and Production 
Design is sometimes (but rarely) the same person. If so, they are 
kinda busy and may not be able to take your "I'm really handy with a 
knitting needle" type call. Dating a sewing girl may be the answer, or 
if you're not that way inclined, try the "I designed this dress myself" 
approach. But only if it's any good. Costume Designers for film 
definitely can be "I Like This Job" type people, as it is very creative 
and influences strongly the overall look and colour of a picture. 
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Costume Designers on the whole are pretty obsessed, and know 
more about clothes from every country and every century than any 
human being has a right to know. They usually come from some Art/
Fashion background and are often good painters or musicians. 

As you can guess, I don't know much about Costume Design, and 
wear the clothes to prove it.  
Index 

Editor 

I would love to be a film editor (if I can't be a Director or a 
Composer). 

I spent a year cutting a film of my own once a long time ago. It was 
absolutely fascinating! But I couldn't take being locked up in a room 
with monitors all over the place for weeks, months and years on end 
so it's not for me really. Editors are incredibly important to the film 
process as they can literally save a film from catastrophe. They don't 
get a lot of credit in Public but the industry really values a Brilliant 
Editor. If you like putting images together on computer and playing 
with sound/image combinations then you may be on the road to 
being an Editor. There are lots of very intellectual books written 
about film editing. Good luck reading them. Actually, there are a lot 
of intellectual books written about film: this isn't one of them. 

I have to love the editor who is cutting a film I shoot, because all my 
hard work winds up in his of her hands. Occasionally an editor cuts a 
film against the way it is shot, which is a catastrophe and never 
works. Mostly editors improve enormously what was shot in the first 
place by juxtaposing it in the right way and adding all sorts of ideas 
that were never thought of during the shooting. It's a fascinating job, 
but you have to like sitting down a lot, and persuading all sorts of 
people that your way is the right way.  
Index 

Key Grip and Grips. 
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This title seems to baffle the public more than any other - along with 
Best Boy. The Gaffer and the Key Grip both have a Best Boy, or 
should I say, employ a Best Boy. Sometimes the Best Boy is a Girl but 
she's still called the Best Boy. Now that really de-mystifies it doesn't 
it? Perhaps not. The Best Boy is simply the next one down the line in 
Seniority from the Key Grip or the Gaffer and is usually responsible 
for the paper work and liaison with the Production Office. They aren't 
either Boys or Girls but usually Real Men. don't ask me where the title 
comes from, but all things lead back to the Old Days in the Studio, - 
so ask someone who was there. A Key Grip said this: 

The term Grip and Best Boy come from English theatre. The "Grip" is 
a term for a bag of tricks. So get the grip, or bag if tricks, became 
the guy with the bag of tricks. "The Grip". And the Best Boy as the 
first assistant was the best boy Apprentice of sorts, to the gaffer 
doing lighting with limelight. 

The Key Grip is the Chief Honcho of the Grips. Grips, like it sounds, 
do stuff with their hands, and after a few rounds at the pub, 
occasionally use their feet. Carpenters, Riggers, Stagehands (UK) are 
all Grips in the USA. In the UK they are Carpenters, Riggers and 
Stagehands. In the UK they don't have an on-set boss, and are 
employed by the Construction Foreman who is not part of the on-set 
crew. This is the daffiest system ever invented and causes a lot of 
grief. In the USA all the people on set concerned with lighting the set 
either fall under the Key Grip or the Gaffer so everyone has a Leader. 
This is a good thing. Italy, Germany, France and Australia all have a 
kind of hybrid in-between system that is not as good as the USA but 
better than the UK. Note that I am talking about structure here, not 
people. Other DP's love the UK system and hate the US system. 
That's life. 

The Key Grip accompanies the Gaffer and the DP - and 
representatives from all the other departments on the Recce from 
the word "reconnaissance" or Scout from the word er.. "Scout".. 
before the film commences. This is where everyone finds out what is 
going on - sometimes. The Key Grip makes all the notes about 
Camera stuff, Tracking, Cranes etc and the Gaffer makes the notes 
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about the lights. In the UK, the Gaffer is supposed to make notes 
about everything but can't because it's too much work for one 
person. 

In most countries other than the UK, The Key Grip owns a truck full 
of Grip type stuff. These are things like Track, Speedrail (an 
improvement on scaffolding), Nets (for Lights), Reflectors, etc etc. 
This is called a basic package and you hire the man and his package - 
as it were. Then he has his Grips who often he will work with for 
years on end. This team is thus very coherent both in terms of 
equipment and personnel. 

In the UK, this type of equipment is rented from Rental Companies, 
as we don't have Key Grips with gear. We have a Dolly Grip who 
pushes the dolly, but usually they don't own any equipment, and if 
they do it's restricted to camera type equipment, as the Grip in the 
UK has nothing to do with lighting. Because the Grip Gear is not 
privately owned in the UK, it's usually not in as good condition, nor 
as up-to-date as the equivalent in the USA. And it is "deployed" by 
Electricians, who usually don't like handling large sail-like sheets of 
plastic that have a habit of taking off in the wind. Nor do they have 
the necessary gear for holding them down, with the result that many 
more reflectors blow over in the UK than they do in the USA. This 
would just be funny if it wasn't dangerous and expensive. There is a 
statistical study on this available at www.blowndown.com.  
Index 

On-Set Dresser/Standby Art Director (UK) 

This is a post that happens on some movies and not on others. It's a 
position that is very helpful to the Production Designer as the On-Set 
Dresser looks after the "integrity" of the set. A good one also keeps 
a constant eye on the frame, and makes helpful suggestions to the 
DP about alternative ideas for the dressing. Some on the more anal 
ones make constant complaints about anything that is slightly out of 
continuity, like my teacup. I don't like these kind of people and do 
everything I can to avoid them. Luckily they are in the minority.  
Index 
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Lighting 

The Gaffer runs the lighting crew, who are called Electricians (UK) or 
sometimes Lamp Operators ("Lamp Ops" - US). In the UK an 
Electrician has to actually be a qualified Electrician, whereas in the 
USA they don't. The Electricians in the UK are responsible for not 
only putting up the lights, but also any reflectors, nets etc 
associated with lights. This is daft, and is very slow compared to the 
US system. But British is Best and so no one appears to be 
interested in changing the system. There are an increasing number of 
women working in the USA as Electricians, especially on the East 
Coast. They are really good, but have disadvantages in being shorter 
and less strong than men. On the other hand they work really hard, 
and have boxes they can stand on. 

Grips and Electricians on location are not far removed from when the 
cowboys rode into town in times gone by. They work hard, play hard 
and are the worlds nicest people. A famous Make-Up artist said to me 
once when I was talking to her about Male Actors: "Of course, they're 
not Real Men. Real men are Grips and Electricians." Actors are highly 
paid, pampered and flattered. Grips and Electricians are moderately 
paid, work long hours often in appalling conditions and rarely 
complain. Real Men. But then some actors are real men too, so 
they're OK.  
Index 

Locations 

This department is one of the hardest working and the least 
rewarded in the industry, During the pre-production phase they have 
to come up with a thousand folders full of pictures which the 
Production Designer then chooses from and takes the Director to 
see. Getting the pictures involves extreme amounts of charm and 
ability to drive great distances for a very long time, with very little 
sleep. Just when you think prep is over and it's time to relax, you 
become responsible for parking the 8 thousand equipment trucks and 
star trailers, as well as all the crew cars and anyone else who cares to 
drop in. This means being on set hours before call (when you get 
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there) and wrap (when you leave). Just in case you thought you 
could take a nap during the shooting day, the cameraman announces 
he or she needs a very large light on the balcony three stories up 
owned by some fella whose been yelling at you for half an hour to 
get the hell out of his neck of the woods. This is where the charm 
comes in. If you are mad enough to want to do this (and plenty are), 
call the production office and ask for the location department. 
Explain that you never sleep, don't want any money, know the area 
intimately and own a Ferrari. Who knows what might happen.  
Index 

Make-Up and Hair. 

This sometimes is one job (like at the BBC) but usually separate on 
Big Features. This is a job that you can actually train for outside of 
making films. Successful "Star Attached" make -up and Hair people 
can make outrageous sums of money for some reason. Probably 
because they make the ageing female star more comfortable and 
flatter her with "youthful" make up techniques. Traditionally there is 
a kind of war between Make-Up and DP's - usually because the Make-
Up People want every female to be lit with flat light near the camera 
to iron out the wrinkles, and the DP may be more interested in 
dramatic lighting. Usually it's the DP that gets fired, because the 
make-up people are "career dependent" on the Star, and they can 
whisper in their ear whilst they twiddle their hair. 

Quite ordinary people do make-up and hair jobs in some quite fancy 
films. It's a good job providing you don't mind getting up very early 
in the morning and working long hours - albeit with many breaks. It's 
quite mixed in gender - more so than any other department. Some 
Make-Up Chiefs are very fierce and often quite Brilliant at what they 
do. And some of them should go back to doing manicures in a LA 
highstreet. If the Make-Up and Hair is full of good humour, the actors 
are more likely to arrive on set in a good frame of mind: something I 
very much approve of. But if they keep telling the actor/actress that 
"out there" is a bunch of no-goods hell-bent on making them ugly, 
then that makes my job a tad more difficult. I've only had a couple of 
nasty experiences with Make-Up people: as for the rest, I love them!  
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Index 

Props Department 

This falls under Art Department really, although some Prop Men think 
they are working only for themselves, and act like Security Men for 
the set. These type of Propmen are basically a pain. There are not a 
lot of Propwomen, but I wish there were. On the other hand, a good 
enthusiastic witty and insane Propperson can liven up an otherwise 
dull shoot. Especially if they are Scottish. Props is often a family 
thing, so unless your great grandfather was a Propman, forget about 
it. Or make one up. You have to really like objects and knowing where 
they are: you may be a butterfly collector in your spare time.  
Index 

Publicity and Marketing 

This is a very important element of making films, which can make or 
break the release of a film in terms of box office. I've shot a couple 
of really good films that no-one went to see because of inadequate 
marketing, as well as the reverse. Someone should e-mail me with 
something about this department because I know so little about it. 
There are people called EPK (Electronic Press Kit) who actually are 
humans (I think) who lurk about the set - usually on the day when 
you are shooting a close-up of a newspaper or a frog - then they 
aren't there the next day when you have 14 cameras and drain the 
Red Sea. The hapless video cameraperson (note the non-sexist 
terminology), endlessly rolls tape of people doing very mundane 
things - then when they try to photograph the Star they get shouted 
at. They interview the important people - and some of the less 
important people but they don't use that footage. 

The "Making Of...." docos have become very popular on TV and DVD 
so Marketing people have more to aim for than they used to.  
As a sidenote, 90% of the newspapers, magazines, TV stations etc 
etc are owned by the same few giant companies (who also own the 
film studios): if you work in this field you cannot, absolutely cannot 
tell the truth about anything. Publicity and Truth are not on the same 
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page: but if you attracted to Marketing: Good Luck - someone has to 
do it.  
Index 

Script Supervisor or Continuity Girl (UK - but changing name to SS) 

For some reason a woman always does this job. Perhaps because it's 
a kind of "keeping house" type job. (Oops!) The script supervisor in 
the USA does a lot less work than the equivalent in the UK. In the 
USA the script supervisor doesn't appear to be responsible for 
continuity: this job is given to the relevant department - props for 
props, wardrobe for wardrobe etc. In the UK, continuity is taken 
VERY SERIOUSLY by the Continuity Girl. Some of them are the most 
annoying people that God has ever created. Many times as the 
Actors get themselves revved up to some pinnacle of performance, 
the hard and bitter tones of the English Continuity Girl chime in with 
some irrelevant detail of continuity which as often as not is not even 
in the frame! This drove Michael Winner to mutter the immortal line: 
Continuity is for Cissies! People who watch movies for continuity 
mistakes clearly don't enjoy watching movies. 

Fortunately as the younger generation of UK Continuity girls take 
over, the old dingbats are retiring. Many of them of course are 
absolutely lovely and very very good at their jobs and I shall miss 
them dearly. And some of them.. Well, enough said. In the USA, the 
job has a different emphasis, as they don't get involved in the 
Continuity of the different departments. But this drives me bats as 
well, as No-one seems to Care! So I find myself watching out for 
Continuity when I'm doing a picture in the USA, which definitely isn't 
my job. 

As far as my job is concerned, the most important contribution that 
the Script Supervisor makes is listing the shots we have decided to 
shoot, then reminding the Director and I about what we decided, as 
well as pointing out Eyeline blunders, and occasionally making brilliant 
suggestions that everyone else has missed. Some do this really well 
and frequently save both the Director and me from terrible blunders. 
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It's a good job to do for a while if you are a budding scriptwriter, 
because you work closely with the script and see at first hand the 
triumphs and failures of the written word being translated into film. 

Just recently some second unit shooting was all rendered unusable 
because the production didn't want to pay for a Script Supervisor for 
the second unit, resulting in a whole slew of glaring continuity errors 
that could not be consigned to the "never mind" category. 

Oct 2005. Just finished shooting The Hoax directed by Lasse 
Hallstrom. The script supervisor (the Really Excellent Mary Kelly) took 
great delight in chuckling about my apparently bad attitude towards 
Script Supervisors as evidenced in this document. In re-reading it, 
however, I feel no need for apologies or changing anything as it really 
amounts to the same thing as any other job in the business: there 
are people who do the jobs well and people who do them badly. 
Mercifully, I mostly work with people who do them well!

 
Index 

Sound Department. 

People who record sound on pictures are often very eccentric. This 
could be because the job requires a great deal of technical skill, an 
"artistic" vision, and a thick skin. The latter requirement is very 
important because no one on the set really cares about sound. This 
could be for a variety of reasons. One would be that it can be re-
done afterwards (called ADR), another would be that it is regarded as 
secondary to the picture despite the fact that it is 50% of the 
sensory input of Cinema. Above all the microphone just doesn't have 
the same "pull" as the lens - put a microphone in front of someone in 
a public place and you get a very different reaction to concentrating 
a lens on them. People tend to go mute in subtly different ways 
when confronted by the camera or the microphone for some deeply 
mystifying reason. The well known idea that the camera steals your 
soul applies just as well to microphones, albeit in a different way. 

Yesterday (well yesterday a couple of years ago) we filmed a lot of 
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love scenes (for Birthday Girl) and decided to do them without 
sound. The set was "off-limits" to everyone except the Director, DP, 
Focus Puller and Make-Up. This had a curiously liberating effect as all 
the razzmatazz of film technique was left outside the door. We 
didn't call for quiet as we shot, so everyone in the studio just carried 
on talking while we shot these breathy love scenes. This is how they 
shot before sound came along and people had to shut up during the 
takes. What is interesting is the process is less reverential to the 
Actors, allowing it to be just one activity on the stage amongst many 
others. So, over here we have a man sawing a piece of wood, over 
here the Producer and Production Manager discuss what is wrong 
with the Catering, and over here (behind the wall) the leading Actor 
and Actress are pretending to shag each other. Mmmm.... 

Anyhow, back to the Sound Department. The Recordist is the Chief 
Honcho, followed by the Boom Swinger who wields the microphone 
on a long pole across the set (and has long arms and big biceps), and 
on bigger pictures there is an Assistant who helps. Good Sound 
Recordists are a great asset to a picture through their good humour 
and temperament. When you come across films set and see someone 
standing behind the leading Actress with a hand up her skirt, this is 
only because they are placing a radio mike. This job is often given to 
the "Dresser" if she is a woman. Some Sound Recordists are 
permanently in a Bad Mood because they've had a lifetime of abuse, 
mostly from Cameramen who think they are Gods Gift to the 
Universe. 

If you put headphones on your head for 40 years you might feel a bit 
strange too. A sound recordist called Will Masisak left a pretty funny 
rant (number 74/75) in my Guestbook recently (Jan 2008) which 
you might enjoy reading. 

For some reason, when people on set who do all kinds of jobs are 
asked which department they would most like to be in, most of them 
say the Camera Department. The Camera is the "focus" of cinema, 
so Sound always plays second fiddle. And, anyway, you can fix it 
afterwards. On the other hand, go to this site and you'll find 
everything there is to know about recording sound. 

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/index.htm (25 of 52)09/05/2009 11:08

http://www.a-free-guestbook.com/guestbook.php?username=OliverS


So You Wanna Work in Movies

http://www.coffeyinteractive.com/phpbb2/index.php 

Index 

Special Effects 

This is a very interesting department that is often maligned (special 
defects etc), but does require a wide ranging knowledge of all kinds 
of things from guns to building bridges to rigging explosions, flipping 
cars and, (ugh) making smoke. It often is populated with really 
talented interesting people who make everyone feel very safe and 
when they press the button, something goes bang in just the way 
they said it would. Occasionally, something goes bang in just the way 
they said it wouldn't and you have one less camera on the shoot and 
hopefully no injuries. You have to be the kind of person who got 
given a tractor when you were three and immediately pulled it apart 
to see how it works. There are very few (any?) women working in 
this area, probably because women have more sense and don't feel 
like pulling everything to pieces. Like props, quite a lot of families 
work in special effects, and a good job they do. 

If you're interested in this department, drop by the effects lock-up 
(the place they work) and show the guys your latest radio controlled 
amphibious tractor/submarine that you built out of elastic bands and 
sticky tape. You might find they like you. If you can't figure out how 
to get past the gate at the studio there's easy ways to do this. 
Borrow a beaten-up old van, and put clothes on that you last used to 
decorate your house. Put a pile of old paint brushes on the passenger 
seat and wave as you go past the security guard. Find out the name 
of any of the productions shooting at the studio, and if they ask, 
quote the name and say you're "helping the scenic". Good luck 
figuring out what that means. 

The above was written in 2001. Nowadays (2007) it might not work 
anymore. Now you have to wear a suit and look like an Executive. Go 
to security and tell them you are visiting "the Bond" or whatever else 
big production is on the lot. Find out what studio is making the 
picure. When the security guard rings the PA (remember this is the 
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job you want!), have him say it is "Jeff" from "Disney" (substitute 
studio name). There are so many executives visiting these days that 
the chances are you'll be through! 

Once through, change our clothes as Effects Guys don't wear suits. 

Further Update: (2009). Unfortunately all of the above is no longer 
true as the gates of every studio are now patrolled by armed guards 
with sub-machine guns. In the USA you need a "drive-on" which 
means that the someone needs to have pe-approved you to go 
through the hallowed gates. At the gate they ask for "picture-id" and 
once they've entered your entire life into their computer system 
they print out a series of permits - for the car, your case, your coat 
etc etc. Then you deliver this permit to another guy with a sub-
machine gun and, on a good day, they let you in to wherever you are 
trying to go. So maybe don't try the old van thing: they might shoot 
you. 

Index 

Stills Photography 

Curiously I left this section out on the first go: curious because that 
is how I started in the business way back when in Cape Town. A 
gentleman called Lightning Bear sent me an e-mail reminding me of 
my omission - so a thank you to him for taking me back to my own 
past.  
This job is the most lonely on a film set, because you a department 
of 1, and you are not making the film, unlike the rest of the crew. 
You are, however, a vital and important contributor to the film, as 
publicity relies heavily on your work in promoting the film. The 
problems for the stills person are:  
1. You get in the way - to varying degrees.  
2. Most actors treat you like dirt for some strange reason.  
3. No matter how friendly you are, you still get treated like an 
outsider.  
4. No-one who you are working with sees your work, and those who 
do see it aren't on the set so they have no idea what you went 
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through to get the photos they so casually throw in the bin. (See 
Publicity above). 

The good news is that if you have enough sense of yourself to get 
through a lifetime of abuse, they might give you a really big 
exhibition and a huge coffee table book full of your photos, although 
you may already be too weak to lift it! This is definitely the hardest 
job in the industry to pull off without falling into a full-time 
depression. I really respect still photographers.  
Index 

Studio Executives 

The problem from my perspective is that very few of them actually 
know how to make a film, so discussion is limited to a few casual 
remarks about say.. the weather? No seriously, I don't know anything 
about Studio Executives. Bear in mind that we don't really have 
Studio Executives in the UK because duh.. we don't have any studios! 
A Director or an Independent Producer will have a very different 
perspective on Executives from anyone else, because they have to 
deal with them on a creative level which can be quite frustrating. 
Some Directors (usually already famous) refuse to deal with them at 
all. Here's a friend who is an Executive so I'll let her give a first hand 
account... 

Here's what I do. Keep in mind that there are two kinds of 
"production executive" in a studio. One is "creative" and I use that 
terms loosely, and the other is "physical production" which is what I 
do. 

The "creative" exec, purchases properties on behalf of the studio - 
scripts, books, plays, articles, pitches, etc. and develops them, with a 
writer or two, into a script. They will also attach the creative 
elements- writers, directors, lead actors to the project, with an eye 
towards getting it into good enough shape to get greenlit. They read 
a lot of stuff, do a lot of meetings and go to a lot of lunches. They're 
generally fairly articulate and somewhat charming, but usually know 
very little about film or production. Which is why most scripts suck. 
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Nobody knows what makes a hit, so these folks follows opinion polls, 
screening cards, etc. and make wild guesses about what the audience 
wants, usually disregarding a writers original vision. They sit around 
inventing stuff for the writer to change, years will pass between 
drafts, and projects will be developed into the ground. Writing by 
committee basically. 

Once a project is deemed interesting, it will be sent down to 
someone like me. I'll hire a line producer to do a schedule and budget 
and then we'll work on it to try to get it to a number that's 
acceptable to the studio (which is usually several millions of dollars 
less than it takes to actually make the movie). For example, I'll be 
given a script for a drama about a family - no stunts, no VFX, just 
straight talking heads. I will be given a budget number of $15 million 
to make the movie. Fair enough. Unfortunately, in order for the 
movie to be worth the studios investment, we have to hire Jack 
Costs-a-lot which is $10 million in salary and $1 million in perks. That 
leaves me $4 million to make the movie. Not possible. Nevertheless, I 
have to figure out some way of squeezing a production into that 
number. Usually, there's a lot of tugging and pulling and more often 
than not, the picture just doesn't get made. If, by some miracle, the 
budget is met and we go into production, then I'll talk to the 
producer on a daily basis to make sure they're OK schedule and 
budget-wise. If they're OK, then that's all I do, check the numbers, 
etc., talk to the producer - it's actually kind of easy. If they're not 
doing so well, then I have to show up on set and help solve the 
problems. Sometimes this is fun; most times it's not. 

Luckily for you, dear reader, and my reputation with Executives, 
Gregor Jordan (The Director I shot Buffalo Soldiers with in 2000) 
sent the following to me (used with his permission). 

Dear Oliver, 
Just read your article about the film business and was very 
impressed. It was a good read apart from anything else. I agreed with 
almost everything and was enlightened several times. At the end of 
the article you invited comment so here is mine. I hope it's welcome. 
The only thing I disagreed with was the description of Executives. 
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The one thing I've noticed about all film executives is that they are 
film fanatics, often film school or Arts (Majoring in Film Studies) 
graduates. These are people who are passionate about the history 
and art of film. They are generally not practitioners but are somehow 
in awe of the people who do the actual work. Sometimes they are 
misguided but generally that's out of over enthusiasm. If it's out of 
incompetence then generally they don't last. It's interesting when 
you look at bullfighting; an essential part of that particular art (if you 
can call it that) is the aficionado i.e. the person who is an expert 
theorist or outsider who rates the matadors performance. This is an 
essential part of the whole process. In film, a skilled overseer is 
neither a producer or director but a creative and financial overseer 
who, when they are good, provide absolutely valuable feedback 
particularly during the final stages of scripting, the casting and the 
then the last stages of cutting... 
Peter Weir said the hardest thing about being successful is finding 
people who will give their honest opinion about your work. It is so 
easy to surround oneself with yes’ men... I think one of the most 
important processes in the life of a film is in associating with good 
smart executives whose judgement you trust. The relationship 
between director and executives is key.  
Index 

Stunt Department 

As more and more Making Of docos got shown on TV, the publics 
fascination with this department has grown. Interviews with wizened 
old cowboys who bounced off horses firing guns, got trampled 
underfoot and speared by whooping Indians, have fired the 
imagination of TV viewers. We used to kill more stuntmen than we do 
now, but it's still a very dangerous job - hence the fascination. The 
requirements to be a successful stunt person in today’s world are 
pretty hefty in terms of what you need to know about - and you 
have to be very fit and athletic, apart from the obvious skills of 
Karate, Driving, Diving off Cliffs and High Buildings etc etc. Most 
middle aged stunt people have either retired or become Coordinators 
- the chief honcho of this department. They usually have trouble with 
metal detectors at airports.  
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With so much emphasis on action movies, a young person interested 
in this department has a potentially bright future - but go and hang 
out in the bars where stunt men go after work - just to check this is 
the life for you. Stunts are a lot safer than they used to be, thanks 
to legislation, but there are still more accidents than there should be. 
Curiously, in an industry obsessed with awards, there are very few 
(any?) for Stunts.  
Index 

Visual Effects  
You can get an Oscar for this, and it is a fascinating and growing area 
of Film Making, so you would still be working if no films go on location 
in 50 years because it's all done on the computer. I'm trying to get a 
pal to write for this section but they're all too busy working. The 
skills you need are high order graphic computer skills and a lot of 
patience: as well as the ability to draw painstaking frame-by-frame 
mattes around some actors wispy hair when they suddenly decide 
the monster should appear behind him instead of beside him. The 
latest Star Wars (2002) shows what happens when you shoot 
digitally and then scale everyone into a group shot. Each person's 
face "artifacts" in a different way. Very disturbing to me, but still 
makes a whole ton of money! 

I recently shot Casanova (2005) for Lasse Hallstrom and there are 
160 VFX shots in it, so times are changing. I also did my first 4k DI 
(Digital Intermediate) on this film which I thoroughly enjoyed. 

The Waterhorse (2007) became my real into to VFX. Lucky enough I 
worked with the Weta Digital team in New Zealand - the people who 
brought us Lord of the Rings and King Kong. This was a real break for 
me: to learn from and collaborate with the likes of Joe Letteri was a 
real treat. 

Creating "Crusoe" (the Loch Ness Monster) was a truly collaborative 
process with a terrific end result. Again, it all come down to PRE-
VISUALISATION. All the decisions we made at the beginning led to all 
the good stuff that's in the film.
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Index 

 
Video Tap/Split Operator  
There is a curious job available on Features which is recording the 
Video output of the film camera. In days gone by, the Director had to 
Trust the Operator. At the end of the shot the Director would turn to 
the Operator and say "How was it" and the Operator would say: OK, 
or We need Another or I screwed up, or whatever. The point is the 
Operator was the only person who actually saw the shot through the 
camera, so he (it was always he) had a lot of power and input as to 
whether a shot was any good. The old style "A" camera operators 
were not just commenting on framing and operation of the camera: 
they often was a tacit understanding between them and an actor. If 
they actor gave him the nod, the Operator would ask for another 
take whatever the Director thought. And if the Director wanted 
another take but didn't want the actor to know it was because they 
were lousy, the Operator would say "We need another for Focus" or 
some such thing.  
This interesting 3 way event disappeared with the invention of the 
Video Split. In many ways this was a shame. Directors under 40 now 
remain glued to the monitor and none of them look directly at the 
actors. This strikes me as very strange as the Monitors are pretty 
low quality and it's hard to see the subtleties of a performance. 
Essentially today's Directors are more interested in the framing of 
the shot than the performance, so they watch "the shot" on a tiny 
monitor to make sure it's OK. So the Operator's opinion is often no 
longer required do "Check the Gate" is called from the Monitor tent 
before the Operator is even asked what he thought. Anyhow, this job 
- for better or for worse - is operating that equipment. It's quite 
boring to some people because of it's mechanical nature: but if 
you're interested in the process of making a film, it's a golden 
opportunity to be at the heart of the action and you get to stand 
right next to Mr Big for months on end. If Mr Big is an interesting 
individual it's a great job, but then... oh yeah, it's really badly paid 
because usually the Producers niece is doing it. 

Oct 2005. This has now changed quite a bit: at least at the "high 
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end" of film production and commercials. It's become a real job, 
together with sophisticated and fancy digital recording equipment 
that enables Directors who have no confidence in what they have 
shot to cut it together on set and make sure it cuts OK. Great.. 
another way of slowing down the shoot! 

Actually, when a good person does this job, it makes life at the 
Monitor a lot more tolerable as he (not many "She’'s" in this 
department!) is able to whizz around everything you have shot at 
lightning speed and print out little pics of the frames which can be 
very handy for reference later in the shoot. The "animatics" or pre-
viz storyboards can also be played through this equipment and half-
keyed on the monitor when lining up shots is important. 

Camera Department 

If you've noticed that this heading is out of alphabetical order, then 
that might tell you something about the kind of mind you have. I've 
put it last because it's the only department I really know anything 
about. 

This is called a department although in reality it is quite small. It 
consists of a Trainee, Loader, Focus Puller, Operator, and Lighting 
Cameraman. In the USA the same jobs are called Loader, 2nd 
Assistant, 1st Assistant, Operator and Director of Photography (or 
DOP or DP). 

The Intern or Trainee is just that - a learner. In some countries this 
person drives the camera truck, but only in sensible places like 
Australia. In the USA and the UK the truck driver drives the truck and 
then.. well.. hang out - usually in an unused Star Trailer playing poker 
or reading a bad newspaper. Recently some UK truck drivers have 
started helping out on set and learning to Load the Camera - so that 
they aren't truck drivers till death. I like this. 

The LOADER loads the camera, oddly enough, with Film made by 
either Kodak or Fuji. Agfa used to make film but gave up, which was 
a shame. Now they only make film for Prints. Loading may not sound 
like much of a job, but in actuality it is very important. If the wrong 
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film is in the camera, or if it gets loaded twice, or lost, or put in the 
wrong can, then the scene which corresponded to: Scene 56 - The 
Army advanced over the hill, the jets dropped their bombs, and the 
volcano erupted... could be lost. When this happens the Loader can 
become deeply unpopular very quickly. Kubrick fired one loader I 
know on his first day of work for walking across the set holding a 
magazine upside down. Not Kubrick’s first day of work - the Loaders. 
This was a trifle harsh, but there is a right way to do the job, and the 
rules are there for a very good reason. If you screw up the minimum 
cost is about $20,000 and the max any figure you might care to 
imagine. 

So this job is important, as well as being the bottom rung of the 
ladder to becoming a DP. There's at least one loader in the UK who is 
over 50 years old so it shows you don't have to move on. 

The 1st AC (or Focus Puller) has one of the hardest jobs on the set. 
And it's one of those jobs that are never noticed until it is wrong. 
Then you get an almighty bollocking, or you get fired. If it's my focus 
puller I usually laugh, because my Focus Pullers are absolutely Brilliant 
so they rarely make mistakes. I only ever fired one guy, but he 
wasn't a focus puller. Focus Pulling not only involves what it sounds 
like, but also the Focus Puller "runs" the department, in the sense of 
taking care of all the camera gear, and making sure that everything is 
tickety-boo. I have my own camera, so it's treated very well! A focus 
puller relies heavily on the Operator to tell him if the shot is out of 
focus - after all only the operator is actually looking through the lens. 

The Operator is a very different animal in the USA to the UK 
Operator. And then again, many films in many countries are lit and 
operated by the DP, so it isn't a separate job. In all unionised places, 
it's looked at as "2 jobs" for obvious reasons - more employment. 
There's a lot to say about Camera Operating, and this isn't the place 
to do it. Operators often stick at the job and never move up to DP, 
as they like the job so much. Can't blame them, as I like it too, and 
often operate my own films. I look at being a DP as a two-part 
process, one Mental and one Physical. The lighting requires you to 
stand or sit and point your finger at lights and talk to your Gaffer and 
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Key Grip. Not much physical activity here. Operating means that your 
body is bent into all kinds of shapes, and made to endure the most 
uncomfortable positions for as many takes as it takes. This can be 
quite physical. Hand held work is very physical as the camera is quite 
heavy and you have to have good balance and strength to move a 
camera well. I trained in Pa-Kua (which is like Tai Chi) to help with 
Hand Held work, as well as cause I fancied it. I still do it now, 25 
years later. 

Steadicam is a device that means the Operator can move about with 
the camera, but it is steady. The best Steadicam Operators achieve a 
level of steadiness, and exactness of composition that is virtually 
equivalent to a Dolly Shot. The worst ones make you feel as though 
you are on a cross channel ferry in a winter storm. I never learnt to 
use this device, as I never fancied it. Anyway, it's only for Tough 
Guys/Girls. 

In the UK the tradition has been that the Operator sets up the Shots 
with the Director and the DP lights them. This means that the DP is 
essentially a Lighting Cameraman i.e. a Cameraman who does the 
Lighting - and doesn't do the set-ups. This is changing as the new 
generation of DP's find this less acceptable as many of them come 
from Film School or Documentaries, where they have Operated their 
own camera. These people - and I include myself among them - find it 
hard not to be involved with the set-ups and so prefer either to 
operate themselves, or use an Operator who is comfortable with the 
notion that the DP is the Boss and will be happy to "execute the 
shot" that the DP and Director decide on. This is the accepted 
method of work in the USA, which is why I find it much easier to work 
with US Operators than UK Operators. But I still find the easiest 
Operator to work with is myself: keeps the talking to a minimum. In 
the best situations, the DP, Operator and Director work in harmony - 
each contributing to the others ideas, and deciding to go with the 
best idea without "scoring points" for "your" idea being adopted. 
Sometimes there is a lot of competition between any two of the 
three people, and then it is very tiring. I get much less tired when I 
Operate and Light - which shows that the most tiring thing on a film 
set is Stress. 
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There is an article on Operators at the end of this piece: Some 
thoughts about Operators.(1989). I mostly still agree with what I 
thought back then. I have, in fact, now stopped operating myself (in 
2004), as I now find it a bit much. Luckily I have worked with great 
guys (and girls) in the last couple of years, so my opinion of 
Operators in general is on the UP: especially with the now-normal "A" 
Camera/Steadicam combo which makes for a very versatile way of 
shooting. People like Mike Proudfoot, Daniele Massaccesi, Larry & Jim 
McConkey, Pete Cavaciutti etc make such an enormous contribution 
to a film that it is a shame to find their names in a rolling title when 
they should be listed along with the DP. 

The Director of Photography is the Chief Honcho of the Camera 
Department. In the past, the only way to get to this position was by 
going up the ladder. This meant that most DP's were over 40 in the 
UK and Hollywood, because it took that long to go up the ladder..... 
A lot of gravity I guess. But then Film Schools started in the 70's, 
and suddenly there were people in their twenties and thirties 
appearing and saying: I am a DP. In the UK they were called Clapper 
Lighters: a jokey kind of insult. The Camera Department in the form 
of the Union and the BSC took a very dim view indeed of Film School 
Graduates. I don't know if this was the case in the USA, but I 
wouldn't be surprised. It's very different now as there are so many 
well-known DP's who went to film school. 

The DP on a film sets the "tone" of the shoot. If he takes a long time 
to light, and is grumpy and surly then the crew suffer because of it. 
Some DP's have really bad reputations with film crews because they 
are egocentric, surly, arrogant and over-paid. These same people are 
occasionally a Brilliant One. But more often than not, they just give 
the profession a bad name. Because the DP is the only person on the 
set who has an idea of what the picture will look like, they have a 
kind of shaman-like power. This is because the picture "disappears" 
into the camera, only to magically re-appear at Dailies (Rushes) the 
next day or next week if you're working in Guatemala. The DP will 
continue to exert this power until film is a completely digital process. 
At this point the DP's power will disappear, as the image will be 
completely subject to post-production manipulation by Editors and 
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Producers and Film Stars. His or Her power over the image will be 
gone, and the job with it. This is why I feel lucky to have just got in 
my career before the door closes forever. 

So long as there is Film in the camera, the DP has a job. Once the 
film is a chip, the DP becomes a Videoperson, because his/her power 
over the image is lost. 

It is worth describing exactly what a DP does, as few people outside 
of the Industry seem to understand this. The word Director of 
Photography is really a title conferred only on Cinematographers who 
photograph Feature Films, as distinct from Television Films and 
Documentaries. There are arguments about this, but essentially the 
role is different, not so much between TV and Features, but very 
much between fiction and any other kind of film making. This is 
because Fiction Filmmaking is Drama, Storytelling.. A Movie. A DP's 
first requirement is to understand Drama. Understand that his or her 
job is to tell the story in Pictures. This isn't as simple as it sounds. 
Every day at 7.30 AM I go into the Studio or on to a location and 
bleary eyed Actors and the Director turn up on set with their scripts, 
and try to make sense of Scene 128 on Page 54. Yesterday was 
some other scene from some other page that was before or after the 
scene we are currently doing. It's like a jigsaw puzzle, except that 
the pieces haven't been cut, but you know which bit of the picture 
has to go on it. The shape of the piece is what you decide, and as 
you continue to make the film, the shape of other pieces gets to be 
more restricted, because some of the pieces that you are joining it 
to have already been cut. Fortunately, the Editor can take a hacksaw 
to the whole thing and recut stuff if you got it wrong. But the truth 
is that if the Script is wrong, or if the Actors don't get it, or if you 
shoot it badly, then no amount of tinkering is ever going to fix it. 

If the script is right in the first place, and you have the right Director 
and Actors, then the film seems to shoot itself - like playing the jazz 
piano and becoming unaware of what you are playing. 

There seems to be no "right way" of making a film. Nor does the on-
set atmosphere necessarily reflect anything about what the film will 
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be like to watch. Bad atmosphere on the set can lead to wonderful 
movies and vice-versa and everything in between. Celluloid just has a 
life of its own that only starts when the projector rolls. 

When the actors and the Camera are doing the right thing, there's a 
thread between them and the camera that sucks the audience into 
the experience. Altman talks about Real Cinema, meaning that 
Celluloid delivers a Real Cinematic Experience which is Not Artificial - 
unlike Remote Cameras, Digital Effects etc. He won't use 
mechanically operated cameras as he maintains that it distances the 
audience. I've noticed an increase in Critics reviews talking about 
"digital effects" in a generally negative way. 

The reason why I find it hard to let go the "set-up" i.e. the choice of 
lens and camera angle, is that I see Lighting as intimately connected 
with Framing. Composition is often set before the shot is lit: but the 
way it is lit can have a profound effect on the composition - meaning 
that after lighting a shot it may be necessary to alter it in a subtle 
way to accommodate the change of balance because of the light. 
Sometimes I'll alter a shot to accommodate a lighting unit that I 
know is crucial because of the angle of the light in relation to the 
actor. When I'm operating myself, this process requires no 
discussion, but is internal: I just say, Let's change this Mark (where 
the camera is positioned at a particular point on the Dance Floor) and 
that's the end of it. With an Operator it's a discussion: hopefully 
short! And if I give myself a hard time with a lamp that is very close 
to the edge of frame that's my problem. Operators often request 
that you move a light out just that bit further - "for safety". This can 
make the difference between the light doing its job well and doing it 
OK. 

At this particular moment (June 99) I'm having a rather interesting 
experience on Birthday Girl, shooting the Russian Dialogue sequences. 
It has really underlined how the process of deciding how to light and 
shoot a scene is completely dependent on understanding the nature 
of the scene. When Nicole Kidman rehearses a scene in Russian I find 
myself completely at a loss as to how to shoot it, because I don't 
know what she's talking about! So I ask the actors to play it once in 
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English then it all falls into place - but Jez Butterworth (the Director) 
doesn't like it because the actors fall out of character when they 
play it in English! The cinematographer is the person on set who has 
to translate the Actors performance into pictures, and understand 
what is the right shot with all its elements of movement, size and 
lighting. There's always a shot that's the right shot for that moment 
in the film: the trick is finding it. I seem to find it by allowing the 
rehearsed scene to flow as a series of pictures in my head: and if 
that doesn't happen I'll work with the Director until it does. 

There's nothing very mysterious about lighting. An old time 
Hollywood Cameraman was asked how he lit the set and he said: You 
put a light up and turn it on. If you like it, you leave it. If you don't, 
you move it. I like this approach because it undercuts a lot of rubbish 
that gets talked about lighting. It's possible to read all kinds of 
intellectual symbolism into approaches to lighting, but I can't do that 
because I'm not an intellectual. (Someone once described an 
intellectual as "someone educated beyond his or her own 
intelligence). 

The only approach that makes sense to me is to become completely 
absorbed in the Story in Pre-Production, talk to the Director about 
Films or Paintings or Novels or Music or the Script, talk to the 
Production and Costume Designer, forget about any work you may 
have done in the past and then do what comes naturally. This is 
sometimes quite hard, because it's easy to get an image on the 
screen, but much harder to make that image uniquely belong to the 
film you are shooting. 

If it's a genre piece i.e. a Romantic Comedy or Horror etc then there 
is an expectation of what the film should look like based on the 
genre, and generally speaking it would be foolhardy to go against 
this. But it's possible to stay in the Genre and still make the film your 
own. 

If the film does not obviously fit into a category, then life becomes 
all the more interesting as you then have a wider choice of 
possibilities. I always do a lot of testing in Pre-Production and some 
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producers tell me that this is not generally the case - but they would 
say that wouldn't they? I like to start each Film as though I've never 
shot a film before, so I have to look at everything that bears relation 
to the Film at that particular moment. The types of lights available 
change, the film stock changes, the lenses change so each film has 
it's own possibilities both in space and time, so if I find myself just 
relying on some old formula to make the next movie, then I'll know 
it's time to quit!  
Index 

THE FUTURE 

The Photographic Process is at the heart of Cinema, and it is this 
process that may be about to change, and with this change Cinema 
is about to turn into a different medium from the one that has 
existed for the last Hundred Years. This is because the "fix it 
afterwards" mentality is invading the filming process because of 
Digital Post Production. When you transfer a photo of your sister on 
to the body of a donkey on your home PC, you are performing a 
manipulation that only 5 years ago was only able to be executed by a 
skilled artist/photofinisher. Computers have put an end to this skill: 
the skill is transferred to the programmer and computer technician. 
When George Lucas makes Star Wars Prequel 6, he probably won't 
bother to go to any location as he will be able to make the whole 
movie right there on Skywalker Ranch. He'll pay a license fee to the 
actor, haul them in for a couple of days to do a computer model of 
their face and body and that's that. Actor goes home. This process 
will only exist at the expensive end of cinema for the next few years, 
but after that the technology will become cheaper and cheaper to 
the "crossover" point where it will be cheaper to make a film on a 
computer, than go on Location. At this point "Real Cinema" will only 
apply to films made on location, and "Real Cinema" will be a minority 
thing for aficionados. The main reason, apart for economics, that this 
will come about, is that it gives the Hollywood Moguls more control 
over their films, as they will be made right there in the office, and 
subject to endless Previews, meetings, marketing and all the 
committee forces that are the antithesis of creative film making. 
Studio Executives right now are sidelined by the technical and 
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logistical nature of filmmaking. When they visit the set, they are the 
outsiders - only granted access to the rushes the day after. Once the 
on-set process is digital, or has disappeared altogether, then the 
Executive will assume more powers and have more influence. The non-
filmmakers will become the filmmakers. Scary. Why is this? Because 
the FilmMaking Process right now is so technical in nature that it 
takes years of training and experience for Directors, 
Cinematographers and Editors to learn their craft. But once the 
process is on a computer then the following catastrophes are " No 
Problem". 

1. Actor wears wrong clothes and no one notices.  
Solution: Change in Post. 

2. Actor eyeline is wrong - Doesn't match.  
Solution: Change in Post. 

3. Single is needed but only 2 shot available.  
Solution: Cut singles out of two shot, re-orientate in 3D to Singles, 
and cross cut. 

4. Shot is "Too Dark" or "Too Light" or "Not Contrasty Enough" or 
"Not Warm enough" etc etc.  
Solution: Change in Post. 

This list could go on and on, and cover about every available 
catastrophe that occurs during current filmmaking. The real problem 
is that the people who do the "Change in Post" scenario are Editors 
who not only work alongside the Directors, but, more scarily, are 
employed by and subject to the whims of the Producers. Some 
Producers have no taste at all when it comes to the Film Process, 
and are hopelessly swayed by Public Opinion and the Marketplace. If 
you'd come up with $50 Million, you might be interested in a result 
too. For every producer who has an Artistic Soul, there are 100 who 
don't. 

At the moment, the only constraint on doing the things outlined 
above, are Cost and Quality. To their credit, most Producers are very 
concerned with quality and want their film to Look Fabulous. At the 

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/index.htm (41 of 52)09/05/2009 11:08



So You Wanna Work in Movies

moment, they turn to the Cinematographer to achieve this as the 
Timing Process at the Laboratory is quite technical and most 
Producers do not have the confidence or expertise to go into the Lab 
and tell them what to do. But within the next 10 to 20 years, the 
Labs may close and the Timing Process may take place within the 
PostProduction Computer and I suspect the Cinematographer will not 
be invited. This is because he or she will not be the hallowed figure 
that we are now, but mere technicians who turn up with the digital 
camera and say "What's next Guv?" The only way to prevent this 
situation from occurring is to get the Cinematographers Right over 
the Image enshrined in our Contracts. But this will be a tough fight to 
win, as the Producers have made sure for years that your work is 
bought outright at the time of shooting, with the Cinematographer 
having no right or control over what happens to it after that. In 
practice, the majority of Producers still seek the advice of the 
Cinematographer when it comes to printing for the reasons outlined 
above - but.... 

Roger Deakins has written a really good article on this subject: 
The DI, Luddites and Other Musings 

Index 

Post-Production 

This is what happens after the Principal Photography has wrapped 
(finished). It's a daft name, come to think of it, as the Production is 
really the whole thing, from the Writing to the Release. But 
traditionally it means the period after shooting. It should really be 
Post Principal Photography, but that doesn't sound right. 

After shooting, the Crew go home (sometimes), or move on to other 
jobs. The Director has a short break whilst the Editor completes his 
Rough Assembly. This is the first time that the material that is shot 
is seen in its entirety. When film is edited on a Steenbeck or 
Movieola, it is quite a slow process to move from one version to 
another. Some Editors and Directors still like doing this, as it gives 
you more time to consider each version - like the difference between 
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a typewriter and a word processor. But when it is on "Avid" or 
Electronic, then each version is easily stored in the computer, and so 
the Director, Producer etc can easily see this or that version. One 
thing still remains the same - when it comes the time to show the 
film to an audience, it has to be "conformed" which means turning 
the actual Film Print into the same order as the Electronic Pictures. 
This is still a pain, and expensive, and of course the problem will go 
away once films are projected electronically. 

But once films are projected electronically, the film lab won't be 
economic anymore and will close its film processing division. This is 
because over 80% of the film going though a lab is for release prints 
(the movie): so take away projecting on film and hey presto you 
can't print a hundred years of cinema anymore. No lab to print it in. 
This doesn't seem to bother all those advocating electronic 
projection, because they are obsessed by all things digital. Sound 
recording went through the same hoops, but after going to digital 
recording, some of them decided they didn't like it much, and 
changed back to analogue for the first recording (like shooting on 
film) and digital for editing (like Avid etc). Unfortunately, if Film goes 
through the same process, i.e. shoot everything digitally, then after 
the labs close there will be no going back, it's too expensive. Moral of 
the Story: Shoot On Film! 

Anyhow, I'm supposed to be talking about Post-Production but it's 
easy to get sidetracked into more important things. Actually, 
EDITING is part of Post -Production and a fine and important job it is 
too. (David Lean was an Editor before he became a Director). The 
Editor like everyone else is subject to the whims of the Director (and 
often the Producer), and you have to be a super-hero of Politics to 
balance all the egos involved. But apart from all that is the 
fascination with the heart of film construction: deciding what shots 
have to go where and for how long. And then figuring out the sound 
and music to go with it (with the Sound Editor and Composer). This 
can be very exciting and fascinating, and I deeply regret that I only 
got to do it once (so far). 

Oct 2005.
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I received this interesting question/comment from the IMDB site so 
thought I’d put it here:

From: Bryce E. Prewitt

It has been years now since the first iteration of "So you Wanna work 
in the Movies" was written and posted for all to read. Then, you 
seemed to have a stigma in regards to digital "film." Since, more and 
more folks are recording in digital (Lucas being the most well known 
to do so) and fully digital movies (Sky Captain and Sin City) have 
been made where living, breathing actors were the only real piece to 
the entire film. While many young (some respected) filmmakers are 
embracing digital filmmaking as a way to ease production, 
(seemingly) the old guard (some respected as well) still staunchly 
supports traditional film. Most notable (see: vocal) among the 
proponents of film-over-digital is Quentin Tarantino, who quipped 
"Mission Accomplished" when asked how he felt digitally filming a 
scene for Sin City. On the set of King Kong, Peter Jackson said part 
of the beauty of digital filmmaking is to fix the inevitable mistake 
which is made on set, yet he adores film as well. 

With the foresight to have seen it purely digital filmmaking coming 
and the experience in the industry that you have, how do you feel 
about digital filmmaking nowadays? As someone who wants nothing 
more than to pay his dues to the system, be abused by the 
production staff, and one day (after many long days) hopefully be a 
DP myself, is the job I want doomed? 

It seems that some directors (Lucas) feel that digital filmmaking is 
the wave of the future (and then turn around and predict doom for 
cinema because of it). Others(Tarantino) feel that a vivid film can 
only come from true reels of film. Still, some (Jackson, Spielberg, 
Fincher) seem to believe that a happy medium can exist. All of this 
talk comes from directors. Where do the people who actually film the 
movie, who get the shots, who control the initial look and feel of the 
film, where do they stand? 

To the untrained eye, the pro-digital-everything camp might seem to 
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have a total control of their movie obsession going on, and with 
millions of dollars bankrolling a film, who cares about the cost? On 
the other hand, if the shot can be done with a smaller, less 
expensive, still high quality digital camera, what is the film-over-
digital proponent's argument aside from personal preference? 

>Thank you. Your articles have always fascinated me and are a 
wealth of knowledge.  
Bryce Prewitt 

Thanks for your thoughts: very apposite. It probably is time for a 
revision of SYWWITM, especially the digital section. As you say time 
has moved on, but also little has changed. My own theory is that 
when the first Digital Star Wars came out it looked so terrible that 
the industry was really shocked - especially after all the hype. The 
irony is that the next one looked OK (not great but OK), but it was 
too late - the damage was done by the first one. 

I am not sure there is a single top DP who prefers digital over film, 
although it may be that we just don't hear from them as the 
journalists think Directors make the photography and we are just 
assistants. When was the last time you saw a DP interviewed in the 
National Press? The “talk” comes from Directors because they get 
quoted. The move to Digital will not damage the job of Directing and 
some would argue that it will make it easier, freeing them from the 
“tyranny” of the DP. I sympathize with this as I have heard that a 
number of members of my profession are power-hungry noisy 
bastards who get their rocks off by mistreating those not as 
powerful as themselves. A director might get put off the profession 
after just one film with such a person: go to Digital and the DP 
suddenly loses power as the picture is right in front of you for all to 
see (and comment on!). 

Although I think the job as it has existed in my lifetime is doomed 
there is another job slowly emerging. This job is kind of the same but 
has not been defined yet. At the moment you have the DP and then 
the “colourist” who is slowly becoming a co-maker of the image. And 
then there is the Visual FX supervisor who is slowly becoming a 
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Designer as more and more images are composite. This affects the 
world of the Production Designer as the images are shot by the 
Cinematographer but in a sense are designed by the Production 
Designer. The Director may or may not have a key roll in all this: 
some pay great attention to the visual landscape of a film and others 
do not. 

As Directors become more aware of the post-production possibilities, 
some are embracing it and making the most of it, and others get lazy 
with a fix-it-afterwards mentality. The challenge for me is to stay 
current with what is possible and what it costs so that I can make 
intelligent decisions on a daily basis as to what I should spend time 
on and what I shouldn’t. 

As an example, there is a location in Casanova which is Heath Ledger 
running down a very very long hall which was impossible to light. 
Instead of rejecting the location (which a number of other DP’s had 
done for other movies!), I was able to place the lights in shot on one 
side of the hall, and then remove them with a relatively simple digital 
split screen shot where the one side was joined to the other - also 
halving the cost of the extras! 

Being aware of CGI and what it can do is now a very important part 
of the DP’'s work, and a part that will become increasingly important. 
In effect, on a smaller film, you become the Visual FX supervisor as 
the production doesn't employ one because they are so expensive. 
So I guess my rather dour thoughts about Digitial 5 years ago have 
been a little elevated by the thought that the DP may become the 
"image maker" which of course he or she always was: but this time it 
embraces the post processes also. It is vital that DP’s today take 
control of the DI and CGI processes otherwise the job really will slip 
into the hands of editors, producers and VFX supervisors. 

So the challenge for the younger generation is to train in both film 
and digital and be very aware of all the possibilities of the post 
house. In the old days many DP’s would do time at a lab to learn 
about the chemistry. Today’s equivalent would be to do time at E-
film or one of the other post houses to get to grips with the post 
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processes. In a sense exposing film is not the arduous task it once 
was as film is now so forgiving and with such extraordinary latitude 
that some DP’s are just putting their meters away and shooting it by 
eye, knowing that all the controls are post controls. I don't see much 
wrong with this: as was the case 20 years ago, every time Digital 
thinks it is catching up with film Kodak and Fuji produce another 
amazing film stock which re-writes what film can do. 

I think Digital will eventually take over, just as it has in the stills 
market. The timescale is not the one that Sony and Lucas envisaged 
but it's coming....sometime. The studios spend $50M on a film and 
they are very interested in archive and the effects of time on their 
$50M investment. The first thing they do when a Digital Film is shot 
is transfer it to film: strange huh?

 
Index 

CONCLUSION 

It's hard to say what the future of film production will be. Some 
things are clear: it's possible to shoot a film on digital and do it very 
cheaply which is a very good thing for obvious reasons. Less clear is 
the future of film itself, and the "location" experience. As computers 
become cheaper and cheaper and more and more powerful, 
convincing images of just about anything can be produced right in 
the studio in California. Executives love this because they have total 
control and it's cheap (relatively). But it's still Animation however 
you look at it, and those of us who believe in photographing real 
people - actors or otherwise - in real places may become increasingly 
marginalized by the super computer. But this has a way to go so I 
wouldn't put anyone off entering the industry right now as there is at 
least another generation who will experience the real world, or what's 
left of it. 

If you're thinking of the Camera Department and you're 19 years old, 
you might want to get real familiar with video and digital, as well as 
learning the traditional film process. And understand that the 
Director Of Photography job only exists in its present form because 
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it's film i.e. not seen on set. If you're thinking of one of the other 
departments, they should continue more or less in the form they are 
now, so long as the locations are not added on the computer. A 
student asked me the following question recently on the IMDB “Ask a 
Filmaker” site: http://indie.imdb.com/Indie/Ask/ 

Do you think that a young wannabe cinematographer should learn all 
the stuff about shooting with film (is film gonna be a thing of the 
past?) or concentrate his energy on video? 

This is what I replied:  
This is a very tough prediction to make, as you can see by reading 
the many articles about "the future" and digital etc. However, the 
good news is that if you learn to shoot with film, you won't have any 
problems shooting with video, as it is a "reduction" in skill 
requirements. This is what I mean by this. 

1. Whatever image making/recording technology you use, the skill of 
selecting compositions and lighting them remains the same. The skill 
of working with the Director and the Actors to determine the shots 
stays the same. 

2. The Lighting requirements for video are mostly a question of 
lowering the contrast to the point where video can deal with it. The 
dynamic range of film is something like 10 times that of the best 
currently available Digital Video format. Some say it takes longer to 
light Digi, as the image has such a a low dynamic range that it takes 
longer to balance the lighting. 

3. When you learn with film, you learn to "pre-visualise" the result 
since it not available to you on the set. You do this by lighting 
something, imagining how it will look, then when you see it the next 
day, compare what you got with what you imagined. Slowly the two 
will come closer together. Then if someone wants you to work on 
video, you can light the scene by eye, then look at the monitor to 
confirm what you are doing, as opposed to "lighting by monitor". 

4. When a Lighting Director from TV wants to go into shooting films 
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it is a very traumatic process as they are suddenly cast into a world 
where the result is not available. This tends to make them very 
nervous! When the reverse happens, a DP finds it a breeze to shoot 
with a monitor available as when, for instance, you can see no detail 
outside a "hot" window, you just reduce the lighting outside until you 
can, or put some ND on the window. 

Real Film is a passion: once you shoot on it, you'll never want to let it 
go. 

20 years of shooting film has enabled me to lead a really interesting 
life, I've got a family I love and a really nice place to live and - wait 
for it - I only work 7 months of the year! I've done this for a long 
time now as a way to stay sane and shoot films at the same time. As 
someone pointed out, the hours I work are probably still more than 
someone with a normal job; even with 5 months off. Now that I'm 
the right side of 50, I see younger people on set having a really good 
time, and really appreciating that they are in a world that is unique 
and quite wonderful for its absolute mixture of people. If a 
production is a brilliant experience it's made the more wonderful by 
its brevity, and if it's a disaster, well it ends soon doesn't it? 

So if you wanna work in the movies, I hope this has been helpful. 

PS (Post Script) 

All the creative jobs on film require intense co-operation with your 
colleagues. This is part of what makes it so fascinating, so you need 
to understand that if you want to work in Movies, your ideas will be 
just added to the pool, and will generally go unrecognised, except by 
the few that know what you are doing. So you have to congratulate 
yourself when you get it right and try not to be miserable when you 
don't! If you've enjoyed reading this (or even if you haven't!), please 
sign the guestbook: it's nice for me to know that people read this 
site. 

To see my credits click here...... 
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Leave a comment if you like (Guestbook).... 

Here are 2 great Websites for all concerned with film-making (or 
"image acquisition"):  
http://www.cinematography.net/ 
http://www.cinematography.com/

And here is a "proper" list of jobs in the UK industry, and a ton of 
other useful information: 
http://www.skillset.org/film/jobs/ 

To move around the essay more easily use the INDEX below:

TOP OF DOCUMENT.  
I like reading.  
I like to write.  
I'm a good organiser.  
I'm a Good Actor.  
I want to Direct.  
I wanna work on the movie set..  
Agents  
Art Department  
Assistant Director  
Casting Director  
Catering  
Composer  
Costume Department  

Editor  
Key Grip and Grips  
On-Set Dresser/Standby Art Director (UK)  
Lighting  
Locations  
Make-Up and Hair  
Props Department  
Publicity and Marketing  
Script Supervisor  
Sound Department  
Special Effects  
Stills Photography  
Studio Executives  
Stunt Department  
Visual Effects  
Video Split Operator  
Camera Department  
THE FUTURE  
Post-Production  
CONCLUSION  
PS (Post Script)  

If you work in the business and would like to comment about your 
own department: os@uk2.net 
Feel free to e-mail me with a question (no CV's please!), the IMBD 
site has now stopped doing the Q&A in Independent Film. 
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I started writing for IMDB "Independent Film" in Dec 2000, and the 
latest additions to the list below were made May 2009. The IMDB.
COM site is not indexed, so finding information on particular topics is 
not easy. Below you will find collected answers I have written on 
particular topics. 

If you ask me a question and it doesn't exist in the archive, I will 
answer direct to your email address and also add it below 
(eventually!) 

Agents  
Animation Techniques  
Bleach By-Pass  
Blue Screen/Back Projection  
Books to Read  
Budget Considerations  
Car Photography  
Cider House Rules  
Clubs etc  
Digital - Scanning  
Director/DP Relationship  
Dp's - where to get them  
Equipment  
Exposure Techniques  
Exterior Shooting  
Film versus Digi  
Filming Monitors  
Frame Rates and Digi  
Framing Techniques  

Future Outlook  
Influences  
Jobs in the Industry  
Learning Film Technique  
Lighting Issues  
Miscellaneous  
Multiple Cameras  
Panic Room  
Picture Quality  
Post-Production  
Pre-Production Testing  
Production Designers  
Slow Motion  
Special Shot Techniques  
Student / Career  
Super 35 versus Anamorphic  
The Look  
Timing/Grading Issues  
Women's Issues 

Occasionally I write an article for either myself or someone else. Here 
are some of them. 

Journey to South Africa (1966)  
Absolute Beginners (1985)  
Coke (1989)  
Some thoughts about Operators.(1989)  
The Role of the Cinematographer (1990)  
Shipping News (2001)
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Dates and History of these Pages:

Dec 2000. Karlsruhe, Germany. (Shooting Buffalo Soldiers). 
June 2001. Additions: Nova Scotia.(Shooting Shipping News).  
Feb 2002. Added Assistant Director section. (Home) (That's a place, 
not a movie).  
May 2002. Added Index (courtesy Hugh Macdonald) (Shooting Ned 
Kelly- Australia)  
May 2002. Added Archive and Articles.  
Nov 2003. Added further Q&A's. 
June 2005. Various small changes. 
Nov 2007. Added further Q&A's 
May 2009. Added the last Q&A's from the now disconinued IMDB 
"Ask a Film-maker"

Copyright Oliver Stapleton  

To see my credits click here...... 

Leave a comment if you like (Guestbook).... 
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ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS (1985)

Either you've got no work, lots of friends, no money and a hundred parties to go to and an endless 
supply of drugs or you're inundated with work and so busy that your friends never see you any more 
and anyway when you do have a weekend off there's the two small children and the commune in the 
country to attend to.  At least that's how it feels to me.  This must be success. A friend from my 
previous life visited the giant Notting Hill set of Absolute Beginners the other day, looked around at 
the scale of it all and said: "Well I suppose you could say you're a success?" I looked at him across 
the chasm of the years and said: "I suppose so."

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS certainly marks a moment in my graduation fromthe National Film 
School four years ago. My studenthood at the age of 27after 6 years struggle as a stills photographer 
marked an  all time low financially but a real period of learning to light and photograph films. But the 
best bit was the 18 months I spent making SHADOWPLAY, writing directing and editing what 
turned out to be a flawed but quite curious 70 minute drama about ex South Africans struggling with 
BOSS and paranoia in London low life.  All that time in front of the Steenbeck with my own material 
laced across the mattress and coffee machine taught me more about shooting than I could ever learn 
on the floor staring at a tin of Heinz or a packet of Omo.  I'm not saying that you can only learn about 
film making at film school - Julien (Temple) didn't - but it was perfect timing for me.  The problem 
with loading magazines or focus pulling is that it only enables one to observe and it's only in the 
doing that you really find out the answers - because they have to be the answers for you and not a 
copy of what you saw someone else doing.  Consequently I'm a lousy focus puller but have been 
fortunate to have David Morgan on the team who is simply the best focus puller in the world.  He's a 
nice guy too which is handy. 
I'm not saying that it's hopeless to go through the grades and learn that way: most of today's finest 
cameramen and their technicians learnt precisely that way so it's a method that works. It doesn't 
necessarily suit everyone that's all - and especially those like me who come into the business from an 
oblique angle - it my case still photography and a 7 year absence from my home country: a sixties kid.

I have to thank Julien Temple for my career to date.  It's not that I haven't shot for many other 
directors, but without his confidence in the first place I may not have ever got those crucial first few 
jobs that enable a cameraman to get something on his reel and get rolling. Many a producer in that 
first year, confronted with this almost teenage director with web feet as the rags like to say (referring 
to a particularly bizarre pair of shoes he's won't to wear), whispered in his ear- "Zazitsky is available, 
so's Zazootsky and they're both good friends of mine, they're both top men and the clients love 
them..."  But Julien would just reply "Oliver's shooting it", and somehow the producer would know 
that the conversation was over. Later I'd hear some PA saying "Who is this guy anyway..?" -then you 
know you're in with a chance.

Richard Bedford (the editor) Julien and I have been working together, off and on, for four years prior 
to doing this film.And John Beard (Production designer) who has built the most wonderful sets on 
very limited recourseshas worked with us on many previous promos.  People sometimes comment on 
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rushes "That's great, that looks great Oliver" and sometimes all youcan say is: "It's the set."  The Soho 
set looked so real that an American producer asked Steve Wooley how we managed to stop the traffic 
-in fact the problem was to get it started!  Like most things that arrive on the screen the product is as 
good as the team that's making it and this film has been a real delight.

Way back last year when this film was planned Julien and I decided on a very 50's technicolour look 
for ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS.I rapidly discovered that recreating the look of such masterpieces as 
THE RED SHOES or BLACKNARCISSUS (Jack Cardiff) was not going to be easy.  The 3 strip dye 
transfer process has been long gone and is only available (for printing only) in Peking.  We made 
enquiries but it rapidly became apparent after discussions with Les Ostenelli - then with Rank 
laboratories – that the real quality was in the 3 strip camera process and even printing dye tansfers in 
Peking with modern negative was not going to yield the result I was looking for.  Labmen frequently 
would shrug their shoulders when my incessant demands for more contrast be met by bemused 
looks. The whole drift of film emulsion technology over the past twenty years has been to reduce 
contrast which is traditionally a 'problem' in today’s world where the soft commercial look is so much 
in fashion.  There are scores of filters available - low contrast, supafrosts, diffusions etc etc all of 
which reduce contrast.  Lens manufactures have struggled brilliantly to make a lens do at T2 what a 
lens used to do at T5.6. It was only when I discovered that 600 footcandles of key light was used for 
3 strip technicolour that I began to realize what I was up against. John Beard was building whole 
streets full of neon and shops and cars in the biggest stage at Shepperton and I'd be lucky to get 60 
footcandles:this was not some high budget epic with lights and sparks round every corner.

The producers were good enough to employ me for six weeks prior to principal photography which 
was to include a three week prelight for the soho set. Mike Proudfoot, the operator, was not available 
at the time so I set about some very extensive testing with Steve Alcorn, a mate from film school,and 
Chris Vile the camera trainee.  We started with lenses and established that my own set of Canon 
superspeeds and Cooke 5:1 zoom was as good as anything that Samuelson's had and supplemented 
them with others from the Canon range.  I went for these lenses because they seemed to render the 
kind of colour and contrast that I was looking for.  Also in a series of flare tests I found that the type 
of halo these lenses gave from naked light sources was the kind of thing I like - the Zeiss's looked 
more starry and less even.  On the other hand the Zeiss's won on random striation: if you're not 
careful with out-of-shot light sources the Canons can streak really badly. Another point in favour of 
the Canon's was their minimum image shift when racking through focus.  But what the fuss was 
really all about was SUPASCOPE or whatever we are going to call it. (It later was called Super 35) . 
The current version of blown-up anamorphic prints for projection (the press likes to call it 
CINEMASCOPE) was started by Les Ostenelli, Hugh Hudson and John Alcott for Greystoke where 
they shot 'flat' and then made anamorphic prints afterwards.  The difference from TECHNICOPE - 
the 2 fame pull down system used in the sixties – isthat the gate was enlarged to include the 
soundtrack area of the film thus using the full width available.  When the lab made the anamorphic 
print this re-introduced the area to make the soundtrack.  This system has one major advantage  over 
the old 2 frame system.    Because you use more width you use more height and thus a greater area of 
the negative renders   a less grainy blow-up. (Advances in emulsion graininess also contribute 
towards this improvement.)  Greystoke was not able to use a zoom however because the filing out of 
the gate on one side only meant the lenses were no longer central to the image and this created 
coverage  problems. This has now been solved by Karl Kelly and his team by re-centering the mounts 
on the BL3 and my Arri III so that the lenses are one again in the centre  of the image. However 
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REVOLUTION (Hugh Hudson) was in production during our pre-production and because some 
rushes had a fault a state of extreme angst and paranoia surrounded this system to the extent that 
Goldcrest would not agree to our using the system and repeatedly insisted that we shot anamorphic if 
we were so insistent on the 2.33:1 ratio.  4 days before day 1 we still did not have permission to shoot 
this system so eventually I told them that I had no further time to change over to 1.85 as all the 
cameras (2 BL3's and my ARRI III) were now prepared for SUPASCOPE and unless they wanted to 
delay the start date we had to shoot... I digress.  Because the image size is wider at the gate, lenses 
must be very carefully checked for cut off as motion picture lenses are designed for 1:1.85 and not 
Super35.   Fortunately the Canon primes originate in design from stills photography and hence we 
found that the edge definition was a significant improvement over the Zeiss's and Cooke's although 
frankly there is not a lot in it.  I was planning to work at about T4.5 with 5294 until our stock tests on 
the by now neon-lit Soho set came in.  I sat in the rushes together with the small testing team and saw 
5294 at it's worst. Grainy, lousy shadows, poor colour and no 'bite'.  Panic.  I'm a great fan of fast 
stock: I shot a whole feature on it in Scotland last year (RESTLESS NATIVES) and had no 
complaints.  Perfect matching with 5247: even the dupe release print I saw recently was holding up 
fine.

Not willing to give up so easily I requested two more batches (different `vintage') and tested them 
Wednesday.  Just for comparison we shot 5247 at T2 and T2.8.  Rushes next day were a revelation: 
both the new batches of fast looked terrible although one was a marginal improvement over the first, 
but the 5247 result was absolutely wonderful.  Suddenly I was seeing on the screen what I wanted to 
see for this film: deep blacks and superb rich colour and no grain.  So I made the decision 
immediately and sent all the fast stock back and re-ordered for slow for the whole film. "Even for the 
night exteriors?!" Yes, everything.  Stuart the loader, a fine critic, asked me the other day: shouldn't 
you have gone for T4.5, maybe used the fast occasionally?  He was concerned about the depth and 
depth has been a problem all along.  Only about 10%of this film takes place in the day - as in all 
Julien's work - and consequently there are always neon's or practicals or TV's featuring in shot and I 
find that with 5247 at 120ASA (my rating) an aperture of less that T3 starts to make these features 
loose their brilliance. This is why I was so keen on T4 or T5.6 with the fast until realizing that it 
wasn't going to give us the colour we wanted.  But one other unexpected bonus came to my rescue.  
Many cinematographers stay away from the 18mm lens reckoning it to be distorted and too wide for 
normal use.  But we found ourselves using it more and more: the introduction to Soho, a brilliant 
Steadicam sequence executed by Malcom Mackintosh was entirely shot on it and we began to realise 
that the 18mm in scope somehow doesn't appear distorted – probably because we are used to a certain 
amount of distortion in the wide format anyway from the anamorphic camera lenses that usually 
shoot these pictures. So T2.8 wasn't such a problem anymore because the 18mm has such depth 
anyway. And the real boon is that a similar stop on the equivalent wide angle in Panavision or 
Techniscope lenses is a real horror to my mind with bad edge fall off and terrible barrel distortion.  
Curiously enough the least satisfactory definition was obtained in long shots on the 24mm - we tried 
several others but never did find a 24mm that really seemed good at infinity.

The point I was most insistent about in pre-production about this format were the following:

     1. The giant soho set would be seen much more fully because we would need to tilt down that 
much more in a `taller' format to  exclude lights, the studio ceiling etc.  For this reason we decided on 
a common headroom for TV and anamorphic.
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     2. Per given quantity of light, much greater depth of field than anamorphic.

     3. Smaller lighter lenses with much greater definition and colour clarity, less prone to flare.

     4. Perfect matching of anamorphics – because there's only one in use in a controlled laboratory 
situation.

     5. Greatly improved 70mm blow -up; no de-squeezing necessary.

     6. Significantly reduced lens rental costs; better look through on camera hence less lightlihood of 
mistakes (flagsetc).

A point I was not making and one which I think needs de-emphasing is that this system is not a 
`multi-format' system enabling any kind of print format to be stuck from it.  Although physically this 
is possible- we shoot the whole negative area - the framing requirements for TV and scope are quite 
different and whilst we obviously will be able to make a satisfactory print for TV by a mixture of 
scanning and using the lower part of the frame, it is simply not possible to optimize for two quite 
different ratios and although the producers argument is that more people see the film on TV or tape 
my argument is that they are probably eating dinner anyway.  In other words the composition should 
be at it's optimum where the film is seen at it's optimum: in the cinema on a large screen with great 
sound and an audience that looks at the screen.  The TV audience will simply see less of the film but 
then that's true anyway because Grandma will probably pop up in the middle anyway.  To be serious, 
there is always going to be a compromise between the requirements of the scope screen and TV and 
as I see it the compromise has to be on TV where all the other losses of picture quality, sound size etc 
are apparent anyway.  I think it is of great importance to make cinema films for the cinema; to attract 
audiences back to the cinema we have to woo them with all the attractions the cinema can provide - 
by using the argument that more people will see it in telly anyway we accept defeat.  On "My 
Beautiful Laundrette" (Steven Frears), we decided that the film was for TV so we shot for TV on 
16mm and put the money we saved into the production. Ironically the film is to open in two London 
cinemas in November: C'est La Guerre.

Looking back at Absolute Beginners, I realise all sorts of things that we could do better next time 
round, especially in relation to pre-production and sets.  Not having shot an epic like this before (an 
epic for me that is!), I didn't know some of the things I now know about studio sets, particularly in 
relation to lighting.  John Beard would give me a drawing of a set and I wasn't too good at being 
constructive about my requirements at that stage: I was more used to looking at something and then 
making suggestions, but on a studio that is often too late - particularly in the tight situations we 
always seemed to be in.  For instance we quite often had areas where a band would be playing and I 
would not spot that there wasn't anywhere to hide back or side lights: now I know better! We 
constantly would ask for floors we could track on but then the Art Department has other problems 
with labour or the uneven floor and we would arrive and promply have to lay boards all over the floor 
and then have to cope with not getting them in shot.  It's not that these problems don't happen 
everywhere but it would be useful next time around to try and minimize them.  A real masterpiece of 
co-operation was the planning for the set of Dido's party.  I had a notion in pre-production that to 
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have a hot-head on a python arm running along outside the set above one wall with the camera 
`dipped' into the action could save a lot of time and give us the kind of freedom to move the camera 
that I know Julien is addicted to.  We wouldn't have to worry about the floor and all the technicians 
could be off the set completely.  The system worked very effectively and we got some shots that 
would have been impossible any other way. It did however prove extremely  difficult to operate and 
Colin Manning (the Grip) was occasionally heard saying things like "Gosh I don't seem to be able to 
stop this jolly old thing.." or something like that. (I hadn't met Colin before this shoot: he's the best).

I came across this in a diary of the time - 1985.  Thought it might enlighten a few readers about the 
beginning of Super 35. 
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS (1985)

Either you've got no work, lots of friends, no money and a hundred parties to go to and an endless 
supply of drugs or you're inundated with work and so busy that your friends never see you any more 
and anyway when you do have a weekend off there's the two small children and the commune in the 
country to attend to.  At least that's how it feels to me.  This must be success. A friend from my 
previous life visited the giant Notting Hill set of Absolute Beginners the other day, looked around at 
the scale of it all and said: "Well I suppose you could say you're a success?" I looked at him across 
the chasm of the years and said: "I suppose so."

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS certainly marks a moment in my graduation fromthe National Film 
School four years ago. My studenthood at the age of 27after 6 years struggle as a stills photographer 
marked an  all time low financially but a real period of learning to light and photograph films. But the 
best bit was the 18 months I spent making SHADOWPLAY, writing directing and editing what 
turned out to be a flawed but quite curious 70 minute drama about ex South Africans struggling with 
BOSS and paranoia in London low life.  All that time in front of the Steenbeck with my own material 
laced across the mattress and coffee machine taught me more about shooting than I could ever learn 
on the floor staring at a tin of Heinz or a packet of Omo.  I'm not saying that you can only learn about 
film making at film school - Julien (Temple) didn't - but it was perfect timing for me.  The problem 
with loading magazines or focus pulling is that it only enables one to observe and it's only in the 
doing that you really find out the answers - because they have to be the answers for you and not a 
copy of what you saw someone else doing.  Consequently I'm a lousy focus puller but have been 
fortunate to have David Morgan on the team who is simply the best focus puller in the world.  He's a 
nice guy too which is handy. 
I'm not saying that it's hopeless to go through the grades and learn that way: most of today's finest 
cameramen and their technicians learnt precisely that way so it's a method that works. It doesn't 
necessarily suit everyone that's all - and especially those like me who come into the business from an 
oblique angle - it my case still photography and a 7 year absence from my home country: a sixties kid.

I have to thank Julien Temple for my career to date.  It's not that I haven't shot for many other 
directors, but without his confidence in the first place I may not have ever got those crucial first few 
jobs that enable a cameraman to get something on his reel and get rolling. Many a producer in that 
first year, confronted with this almost teenage director with web feet as the rags like to say (referring 
to a particularly bizarre pair of shoes he's won't to wear), whispered in his ear- "Zazitsky is available, 
so's Zazootsky and they're both good friends of mine, they're both top men and the clients love 
them..."  But Julien would just reply "Oliver's shooting it", and somehow the producer would know 
that the conversation was over. Later I'd hear some PA saying "Who is this guy anyway..?" -then you 
know you're in with a chance.

Richard Bedford (the editor) Julien and I have been working together, off and on, for four years prior 
to doing this film.And John Beard (Production designer) who has built the most wonderful sets on 
very limited recourseshas worked with us on many previous promos.  People sometimes comment on 
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rushes "That's great, that looks great Oliver" and sometimes all youcan say is: "It's the set."  The Soho 
set looked so real that an American producer asked Steve Wooley how we managed to stop the traffic 
-in fact the problem was to get it started!  Like most things that arrive on the screen the product is as 
good as the team that's making it and this film has been a real delight.

Way back last year when this film was planned Julien and I decided on a very 50's technicolour look 
for ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS.I rapidly discovered that recreating the look of such masterpieces as 
THE RED SHOES or BLACKNARCISSUS (Jack Cardiff) was not going to be easy.  The 3 strip dye 
transfer process has been long gone and is only available (for printing only) in Peking.  We made 
enquiries but it rapidly became apparent after discussions with Les Ostenelli - then with Rank 
laboratories – that the real quality was in the 3 strip camera process and even printing dye tansfers in 
Peking with modern negative was not going to yield the result I was looking for.  Labmen frequently 
would shrug their shoulders when my incessant demands for more contrast be met by bemused 
looks. The whole drift of film emulsion technology over the past twenty years has been to reduce 
contrast which is traditionally a 'problem' in today’s world where the soft commercial look is so much 
in fashion.  There are scores of filters available - low contrast, supafrosts, diffusions etc etc all of 
which reduce contrast.  Lens manufactures have struggled brilliantly to make a lens do at T2 what a 
lens used to do at T5.6. It was only when I discovered that 600 footcandles of key light was used for 
3 strip technicolour that I began to realize what I was up against. John Beard was building whole 
streets full of neon and shops and cars in the biggest stage at Shepperton and I'd be lucky to get 60 
footcandles:this was not some high budget epic with lights and sparks round every corner.

The producers were good enough to employ me for six weeks prior to principal photography which 
was to include a three week prelight for the soho set. Mike Proudfoot, the operator, was not available 
at the time so I set about some very extensive testing with Steve Alcorn, a mate from film school,and 
Chris Vile the camera trainee.  We started with lenses and established that my own set of Canon 
superspeeds and Cooke 5:1 zoom was as good as anything that Samuelson's had and supplemented 
them with others from the Canon range.  I went for these lenses because they seemed to render the 
kind of colour and contrast that I was looking for.  Also in a series of flare tests I found that the type 
of halo these lenses gave from naked light sources was the kind of thing I like - the Zeiss's looked 
more starry and less even.  On the other hand the Zeiss's won on random striation: if you're not 
careful with out-of-shot light sources the Canons can streak really badly. Another point in favour of 
the Canon's was their minimum image shift when racking through focus.  But what the fuss was 
really all about was SUPASCOPE or whatever we are going to call it. (It later was called Super 35) . 
The current version of blown-up anamorphic prints for projection (the press likes to call it 
CINEMASCOPE) was started by Les Ostenelli, Hugh Hudson and John Alcott for Greystoke where 
they shot 'flat' and then made anamorphic prints afterwards.  The difference from TECHNICOPE - 
the 2 fame pull down system used in the sixties – isthat the gate was enlarged to include the 
soundtrack area of the film thus using the full width available.  When the lab made the anamorphic 
print this re-introduced the area to make the soundtrack.  This system has one major advantage  over 
the old 2 frame system.    Because you use more width you use more height and thus a greater area of 
the negative renders   a less grainy blow-up. (Advances in emulsion graininess also contribute 
towards this improvement.)  Greystoke was not able to use a zoom however because the filing out of 
the gate on one side only meant the lenses were no longer central to the image and this created 
coverage  problems. This has now been solved by Karl Kelly and his team by re-centering the mounts 
on the BL3 and my Arri III so that the lenses are one again in the centre  of the image. However 
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REVOLUTION (Hugh Hudson) was in production during our pre-production and because some 
rushes had a fault a state of extreme angst and paranoia surrounded this system to the extent that 
Goldcrest would not agree to our using the system and repeatedly insisted that we shot anamorphic if 
we were so insistent on the 2.33:1 ratio.  4 days before day 1 we still did not have permission to shoot 
this system so eventually I told them that I had no further time to change over to 1.85 as all the 
cameras (2 BL3's and my ARRI III) were now prepared for SUPASCOPE and unless they wanted to 
delay the start date we had to shoot... I digress.  Because the image size is wider at the gate, lenses 
must be very carefully checked for cut off as motion picture lenses are designed for 1:1.85 and not 
Super35.   Fortunately the Canon primes originate in design from stills photography and hence we 
found that the edge definition was a significant improvement over the Zeiss's and Cooke's although 
frankly there is not a lot in it.  I was planning to work at about T4.5 with 5294 until our stock tests on 
the by now neon-lit Soho set came in.  I sat in the rushes together with the small testing team and saw 
5294 at it's worst. Grainy, lousy shadows, poor colour and no 'bite'.  Panic.  I'm a great fan of fast 
stock: I shot a whole feature on it in Scotland last year (RESTLESS NATIVES) and had no 
complaints.  Perfect matching with 5247: even the dupe release print I saw recently was holding up 
fine.

Not willing to give up so easily I requested two more batches (different `vintage') and tested them 
Wednesday.  Just for comparison we shot 5247 at T2 and T2.8.  Rushes next day were a revelation: 
both the new batches of fast looked terrible although one was a marginal improvement over the first, 
but the 5247 result was absolutely wonderful.  Suddenly I was seeing on the screen what I wanted to 
see for this film: deep blacks and superb rich colour and no grain.  So I made the decision 
immediately and sent all the fast stock back and re-ordered for slow for the whole film. "Even for the 
night exteriors?!" Yes, everything.  Stuart the loader, a fine critic, asked me the other day: shouldn't 
you have gone for T4.5, maybe used the fast occasionally?  He was concerned about the depth and 
depth has been a problem all along.  Only about 10%of this film takes place in the day - as in all 
Julien's work - and consequently there are always neon's or practicals or TV's featuring in shot and I 
find that with 5247 at 120ASA (my rating) an aperture of less that T3 starts to make these features 
loose their brilliance. This is why I was so keen on T4 or T5.6 with the fast until realizing that it 
wasn't going to give us the colour we wanted.  But one other unexpected bonus came to my rescue.  
Many cinematographers stay away from the 18mm lens reckoning it to be distorted and too wide for 
normal use.  But we found ourselves using it more and more: the introduction to Soho, a brilliant 
Steadicam sequence executed by Malcom Mackintosh was entirely shot on it and we began to realise 
that the 18mm in scope somehow doesn't appear distorted – probably because we are used to a certain 
amount of distortion in the wide format anyway from the anamorphic camera lenses that usually 
shoot these pictures. So T2.8 wasn't such a problem anymore because the 18mm has such depth 
anyway. And the real boon is that a similar stop on the equivalent wide angle in Panavision or 
Techniscope lenses is a real horror to my mind with bad edge fall off and terrible barrel distortion.  
Curiously enough the least satisfactory definition was obtained in long shots on the 24mm - we tried 
several others but never did find a 24mm that really seemed good at infinity.

The point I was most insistent about in pre-production about this format were the following:

     1. The giant soho set would be seen much more fully because we would need to tilt down that 
much more in a `taller' format to  exclude lights, the studio ceiling etc.  For this reason we decided on 
a common headroom for TV and anamorphic.
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     2. Per given quantity of light, much greater depth of field than anamorphic.

     3. Smaller lighter lenses with much greater definition and colour clarity, less prone to flare.

     4. Perfect matching of anamorphics – because there's only one in use in a controlled laboratory 
situation.

     5. Greatly improved 70mm blow -up; no de-squeezing necessary.

     6. Significantly reduced lens rental costs; better look through on camera hence less lightlihood of 
mistakes (flagsetc).

A point I was not making and one which I think needs de-emphasing is that this system is not a 
`multi-format' system enabling any kind of print format to be stuck from it.  Although physically this 
is possible- we shoot the whole negative area - the framing requirements for TV and scope are quite 
different and whilst we obviously will be able to make a satisfactory print for TV by a mixture of 
scanning and using the lower part of the frame, it is simply not possible to optimize for two quite 
different ratios and although the producers argument is that more people see the film on TV or tape 
my argument is that they are probably eating dinner anyway.  In other words the composition should 
be at it's optimum where the film is seen at it's optimum: in the cinema on a large screen with great 
sound and an audience that looks at the screen.  The TV audience will simply see less of the film but 
then that's true anyway because Grandma will probably pop up in the middle anyway.  To be serious, 
there is always going to be a compromise between the requirements of the scope screen and TV and 
as I see it the compromise has to be on TV where all the other losses of picture quality, sound size etc 
are apparent anyway.  I think it is of great importance to make cinema films for the cinema; to attract 
audiences back to the cinema we have to woo them with all the attractions the cinema can provide - 
by using the argument that more people will see it in telly anyway we accept defeat.  On "My 
Beautiful Laundrette" (Steven Frears), we decided that the film was for TV so we shot for TV on 
16mm and put the money we saved into the production. Ironically the film is to open in two London 
cinemas in November: C'est La Guerre.

Looking back at Absolute Beginners, I realise all sorts of things that we could do better next time 
round, especially in relation to pre-production and sets.  Not having shot an epic like this before (an 
epic for me that is!), I didn't know some of the things I now know about studio sets, particularly in 
relation to lighting.  John Beard would give me a drawing of a set and I wasn't too good at being 
constructive about my requirements at that stage: I was more used to looking at something and then 
making suggestions, but on a studio that is often too late - particularly in the tight situations we 
always seemed to be in.  For instance we quite often had areas where a band would be playing and I 
would not spot that there wasn't anywhere to hide back or side lights: now I know better! We 
constantly would ask for floors we could track on but then the Art Department has other problems 
with labour or the uneven floor and we would arrive and promply have to lay boards all over the floor 
and then have to cope with not getting them in shot.  It's not that these problems don't happen 
everywhere but it would be useful next time around to try and minimize them.  A real masterpiece of 
co-operation was the planning for the set of Dido's party.  I had a notion in pre-production that to 
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have a hot-head on a python arm running along outside the set above one wall with the camera 
`dipped' into the action could save a lot of time and give us the kind of freedom to move the camera 
that I know Julien is addicted to.  We wouldn't have to worry about the floor and all the technicians 
could be off the set completely.  The system worked very effectively and we got some shots that 
would have been impossible any other way. It did however prove extremely  difficult to operate and 
Colin Manning (the Grip) was occasionally heard saying things like "Gosh I don't seem to be able to 
stop this jolly old thing.." or something like that. (I hadn't met Colin before this shoot: he's the best).

I came across this in a diary of the time - 1985.  Thought it might enlighten a few readers about the 
beginning of Super 35. 
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

I'm a DP with some work and my most recent film will open in NYC sometime  
soon. It has won a couple of awards and I would like to attend the NYC  
opening, it will be in a festival and I figure some agents will be there but  
I would like to invite more. Is it acceptable to do this? Will they come?  
  

If you mean people you are considering as possible agents for yourself, then  
it might be embarassing to invite them all at once.  Agents are in the  
business of knowing what's going on, so they will definitely know each other  
and know that you have invited them.  If you make it all OK before hand that  
might work, but I would be more inclined to decide which one you would like  
to represent you and then just invite that one along.  That way he/she will  
feel special and your relationship might get off to a better start. Once  
somebody represents you, invite who you like!  Of course, if you mean you  
are inviting agents for non-representational reasons, just go ahead eg  
directors agents etc. 

Hi Oliver and thanks for reading. I've been wondering, do cinematographers have agents? If so, 
what's the best way to acquire one?  
--PJ 

Acquiring an Agent?  I think that’s something  Agents think they are doing when they take on a 
Client. I used to dislike the very idea of Agents, and to some extent I still do, though it’s made 
complex by the fact that I like both my US and UK Agents who both work for ICM.  “Technicians 
Agents” used to be looked down upon from a great height by the high and mighty Directors and 
Writers Agents, but in the last ten years there are a  number of highly successful (ie lucrative) agents 
who are representing the worlds best technicians. So now they get proper offices and make good 
money for the companies they work for.  There’s always a conflict in an Agent - do I go for the best 
paid or the most interesting job? But this conflict is also in the Client, and so as long as they are both 
on the same page (a quaint english expression meaning “in agreement”), they get on fine.  
I always reckon it’s best to work until you’re in demand: then the agents come to you, rather than 
beating on their doors and getting no response because you have nothing to show. 
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Animation

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

QUESTIONS ARE PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

Hi Oliver,  
I was interested in the comments you made about the stop frame animation,  
creating fades in-camera, could you please elaborate on this technique.  
Thanks for your time,  
Rob Malloch. Paraparaumu, New Zealand. 

Way back when, we teenagers started our fascination with cinema by buying  
8mm and Super 8mm cameras.  Some of the good ones had a "single frame"  
facility that allowed you to shoot one frame at a time.  So I'd make  
animated films of just about anything: put the camera on a tripod,take a  
frame, move something (a doll?  A person?) a small amount, take another  
frame and so on.  Nowadays, you can buy a 16mm second-hand Bolex and make a  
very high quality animated film if you so wish.  Fade in/out is a facility  
that many of these cameras offered as an "effect".  Norman Maclaren (a  
Canadian filmmaker) used a lot of these techniques to great effect.  Today's  
animators still use this and many other more modern digital techniques to  
create their moving images. 

I was wondering how you photograph photographs (i.e.) Chris Markers, La  
Jetee, or the photo montage in Butch Cassidy and The Sundance Kid. Is there  
any specific equipment or technique used? I ask because I am making a short  
film on digital hoping to use this effect, and was wondering if you could  
give me any advice on achieving this?  
--CM 

There is no special technique for this other than a good tripod and two lights to light the photo from 
either side- without flare.   The term "rostrum camera" is used for the professional cameras (usually a 
Mitchell 35mm) used for this in movies.  Camera moves have to be very carefully controlled as a 
small movement of the camera will result in a large movement of the subject, depending on the size 
of the photo. If you use an amateur DV camera and can switch off the auto focus this will help, as the 
camera may search for focus during the shot.  Many DV cameras will focus surprisingly close, and 
you may be able to zoom to make the movements on the photos.  
If you want to make dissolves and layers then you can do this on a computer, but not in the camera.  
Serious amateurs use Super 8mm or 16mm for this as then you can do "stop frame" animation and 
make dissolves etc in the camera. 

Do you have any practical advice for shooting puppets, to keep them fantastically realistic, Dark 
Crystal/Labyrinth meets Meet the Feebles/Evil Dead styles? ??--Mike
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Two things to think about with puppets: how much depth of field is needed, and how to light them. 
The answer to the first is controlled by the iris (Tstop) , the selection of lenses and the nature of the 
medium you are shooting (digi,16mm etc). This will determine how in or out of focus the creatures 
are. Depending on the scale, your puppets will need more or less light to render them sharp and the 
background out of focus. If you go for a focus relationship that is somewhat similar to that of a 
human portrait, then that will tend to make them look more "natural" and vice versa. Lighting the 
eyes is always important to make them seem alive. Use a small light near the lens and that should 
make a suitable highlight in the eyes of the "good" creatures?. You might want to go for a more 
sinister and darker look for the bad guys. The motion of the creatures is, of course, vitally important... 
you?ll have to ask an animator about that.

Often on documentary channels, it is shown that the camera is kept at one spot and an entire day 
passes by, from sunrise, to sunset, to fast moving clouds, etc. How do they achieve this feat? Do they 
actually keep the camera on for 24 hours? The shot goes pretty fast. Does it involve some special 
procedure???--Vishal

Generally speaking, this is a technique called stop frame animation. Sometimes called single frame 
animation. It can also be done by running the camera at normal speed for a few seconds every 5 
minutes or so, and then "printing" the desired frames later. A similar result can be achieved with 
video, although nothing looks as good as shooting it the "proper" way with a camera capable of 
shooting single frames at pre-determined intervals (say one frame every minute). Exposure and 
various other factors contribute to making this process one for the experts. A very secure camera 
mount is essential otherwise the shot will wobble badly. Changing the film stock is generally not a 
good idea either: if the camera moves even a tiny bit the day?s work will be ruined (unless you fix it 
later with an expensive computer).  
  

Often on documentary channels, it is shown that the camera is kept at one spot and an entire day 
passes by, from sunrise, to sunset, to fast moving clouds, etc. How do they achieve this feat? Do they 
actually keep the camera on for 24 hours? The shot goes pretty fast. Does it involve some special 
procedure???--Vishal

Generally speaking, this is a technique called stop frame animation. Sometimes called single frame 
animation. It can also be done by running the camera at normal speed for a few seconds every 5 
minutes or so, and then "printing" the desired frames later. A similar result can be achieved with 
video, although nothing looks as good as shooting it the "proper" way with a camera capable of 
shooting single frames at pre-determined intervals (say one frame every minute). Exposure and 
various other factors contribute to making this process one for the experts. A very secure camera 
mount is essential otherwise the shot will wobble badly. Changing the film stock is generally not a 
good idea either: if the camera moves even a tiny bit the day's work will be ruined (unless you fix it 
later with an expensive computer). (now-days (2007) you can do this very well with a digital stills 
camera.)

2006
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I suppose this might be a silly question, but is there any secret to doing time-elapsed filming 
(specifically with a miniDV camera)? 
Scott

I've always just turned the camera on and let it record for an hour straight and then speed it up when I 
edit, but there must be another way. I'd rather not use up a whole tape to film a sunset that will only 
last 10 seconds in my movie. Also, some events I want to shoot last days, take the shot at the end of 
Adaptation, where the sun goes up and down several times.

The favorite method at the moment for time lapse seems to be to use a digital stills camera along with 
a laptop computer. You'll find a lot of discussion about this on Cinematography.net. With a miniDV 
you won't get anything like the resolution of a stills camera so this is generally a better way to go. 
Some, like the cheapish Canon S60 have an intervalometer built in. At the high end there is no 
amount of money you can't spend. Personally I have become a bit bored of the technique as every 
man and his dog seems to be doing it. On the Heathrow Express train they seem to use it like 
wallpaper on the TV and that might be the right place for it. 
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Birthday Girl

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Oliver Stapleton, BSC Unwraps "Birthday Girl"  
by An Tran - Cinematographer.com 

With "The Shipping News," Oliver Stapleton, BSC shot a big-budget Hollywood  
film for director Lasse Hallstrom, making it their second collaboration  
after "The Cider House Rules." Now playing in theaters is "Birthday Girl," a  
low-budget film shot by Stapleton almost three years  ago and written and  
directed by budding filmmaker Jez Butterworth. On the different nature of  
the two projects Stapleton notes, "I want to do a mixture of movies, some of  
which cost $50 million and  some of which cost $5 million. I think that way  
you keep in touch with the younger generation, with the ideas coming around  
now, rather than the ideas of around 20 years ago." 

In "Birthday Girl," which premiered at Sundance Film Festival this year, a  
lonely banker named John (Ben Chaplin) picks out a mail-order bride on the  
Internet and receives her in the form of a woman named Nadia (Nicole  
Kidman). Chain-smoking Nadia arrives, speaking no English but finds a way to  
charm John anyway. As they overcome the language barrier and become  
comfortable as man and wife, two men from Nadia's past abruptly appear and  
turn John's life upside down. In this interview Stapleton describes the  
experience on the small movie, which required shooting interiors on one  
continent and exteriors on another. 

How did you get involved with shooting this movie? 

Many, many years ago I read "Mojo," written by Jez Butterworth. Jez at that  
point, was an unknown film director but quite a well-known English  
playwright and theatre director. He directed "Mojo" in the theater and I  
read the screenplay of "Mojo." When I saw the film, I thought, here's a  
beginner, doing something that looks like the work of a beginner, but it's  
got a spark and it's interesting stuff." When "Birthday Girl" came up, I  
heard it was going around and I asked my agent to send it to me. I read it  
and thought it was a really quirky idea. I like to always keep my eye on  
smaller films. I have made it my business not to get what you call "stuck in  
a rut" doing only Hollywood movies. That's important to me because I enjoy  
the stimulation of working with people who are the next wave of filmmakers.  
That was really my interest of doing the film and of course, Nicole Kidman  
was a big attraction to the film, understandably. She's a great actress and  
I thought it would be interesting to be able to work with her. 

What kind of things did you talk to the director about regarding how the  
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film would look? 

The main point of the movie was to try and situate the film on the edge of  
town. You'll see that there's a lot of juxtaposition of urban landscape or  
countryside. John's garden opens up into a forest, yet he lives in a  
suburban housing estate. When they are in the motel by the airport, there  
are a couple of cows in the field next to it. Jez had this constant idea of  
wanting to use the countryside as being just an adjunct to the city, so we  
had a lot of framing and ideas that try to incorporate the town and the  
country where the country's not really considered in its own right and it's  
a space where a town ends. 

In terms of the tone of the movie itself, I wanted it to be very plain, very  
ordinary, very suburban and not do anything extravagant with lighting or the  
camera. I didn't want it to be a film noir or a thriller and in fact, I  
think the US poster campaign is a little bit misleading. I think it tries to  
make the film out as a thriller, but of course it isn't. It's really a black  
comedy. It's got these curious juxtapositions of being kind of awful on a  
certain level but also funny and also romantic. Nicole's character after  
all, is pretty bleak. It's pretty hard to make a character who you're going  
to like, and be sympathetic to who is basically someone who goes around  
sleeping with men so her friends can rob banks. 

She's a pretty amoral person, but when John yells at her, "Who do you think  
you are? You're just a prostitute!" she comes right back at him and says,  
"You work at a bank, you look at pornography and you order a bride from  
Russia. What kind of person is that?" The one person is respectable,  
supposedly, but of course underneath that respect is this kind of quagmire.  
The other person is a criminal, but underneath, is rather sympathetic and an  
extraordinary person who has had a really bad time. So these two kind of  
hopeless figures are really drawn to each other in the end that I think is  
really charming.  
  

This film marks a departure from your other films with quite a bit of  
handheld camera work. 

I think photographically one of the interesting things of "Birthday Girl,"  
was the use of handheld. I used to do a lot of handheld in my pop video days  
in the '80s. That's pretty much how I got well known, was doing handheld  
work. Because of the long spell I spent with Stephen Frears, who doesn't  
like handheld cameras, I didn't do any handheld really for over 10 years.  
This was the first picture I'd done that really used quite a lot of  
handheld. I really enjoyed doing that and getting back to putting the camera  
back on my shoulder. We used it in a way that I think, worked well for the  
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movie. It's quite subliminal, we didn't throw the camera about. I'm not a  
22-year-old with a DVCAM running all over the place. It does tend to be  
fairly controlled. In fact, Jez kept telling me, "Fall over a bit, don't be  
so steady," because he wanted to have a little bit more of movement in the  
frame than I was actually doing. But it was enjoyable for me, I like the  
freedom of being able to move the camera around like that. 

For instance, when Ben's looking through Nadia's stuff in her bedroom and  
she comes in -- that's all shot handheld and I think it gives it a good  
edge. It really contributes to the feel of the movie. I wish in a way, more  
directors I worked with did like using handheld. I think it's a good device.  
People tend to use Steadicam so much they forget that you can actually hold  
a camera. It's used commonly in war films and stuff like that, but with  
drama it's used occasionally, I think inappropriately where people think,  
"Why is it handheld?" If it isn't subliminal and you notice it, then I think  
it gets in the way. You think, "Why is the camera wobbling about?" In  
"Birthday Girl" it's just a part of what's going on because you're still  
interested in the subject rather than the fact of how it's being shot. 

The sex scenes were shot in an unconventional way. Can you describe how they  
were done? 

We decided not to record sound for the sex scenes. We were on stage in  
Sydney and usually, for a sex scene shot on a stage, you close the door and  
tell everyone to go away and everyone hangs around the craft service table.  
If somebody says, "roll camera," it's silent. Of course, the 100 people  
hanging around the room are hearing klunk, klunk, gasp, etc. We didn't  
record sound and shot it with a wild camera and we didn't tell anyone we  
were rolling. It was just a small crew in the room and because we never said  
"rolling," no one ever shut up. All around the studio, everyone was chatting  
and making phone calls and it very much reminded me about what I've read  
about the silent days -- when people made movies, everyone just carried on  
talking. No one would be quiet because there wasn't any reason to. In many  
ways, I think it helped the actors because it made it all very  
matter-of-fact, normal day's work. They just put in the sound afterwards. 

Can you talk about shooting the birthday cake scene? The lights are off and  
the cake is lit with candles. There is also a 360 around the table. 

That scene was done in three pieces. It begins with this nice, romantic  
dinner for two -- a wide shot with the lights off. Then you've got the  
doorbell ringing and the Russians, Alexei and Yuri (Vincent Cassel and  
Mathieu Kassovitz coming in. That was shot in a very staccato way, with  
close-ups and cutting back and forth. The third piece of the scene was all  
of the characters settling down to their talk at the table. I wanted to  
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convey the idea of that scene being both potentially romantic, but also kind  
of tense. What I realized about that scene was, it was very long and it  
involved quite a lot of reminiscing about the past and thinking about the  
past. That was one of the reasons why I wanted to introduce this moving  
camera that went around the room. 

We floored the whole thing out with tracking boards and then we had a whole  
rig with people on stools instead of chairs because the actors had to keep  
moving if they weren't on camera. It was quite difficult because it was a  
set, but it was a small set. It was a confined space and we couldn't move  
the walls since we were going all the way around. 

I had lights to simulate the candlelight and we had other lights to fake the  
real lights coming on. Everything was through a dimmer and just cued up at  
the right time. Also, when you go around the table like that, I wind up  
fading the light up and down on the actors because otherwise it gets too hot  
from certain angles as we come around. You'll want to reduce the amount of  
light when you come around that's on the key side of the actor and when you  
go in the opposite direction, you'll bring that same light up. The light  
that's on the camera side, you'll bring up again and the one that's on the  
subject, you'll bring down again. Usually those roundtable shots involve a  
certain amount of finger work from the gaffer or one of the electricians. I  
will shoot that type of stuff through dimmers and then to differentiate the  
color between the candles. 

The candle color was probably about half or even three quarters CTO warmer  
than the moonlight color, so that it would just get the feel of the warmer  
candlelight and the cooler room tone. The moonlight would've been cooler  
still, probably another half blue beyond that. So you've got three levels of  
color temperature working in a room like that. I'm not a fan of blue  
moonlight so I tend to do moonlight in a kind of gray as opposed to blue. 

Most of the interiors were shot on a stage in Sydney before going to England  
for the exteriors. Is that correct? 

That whole scene was shot in Sydney before we'd ever shot in the house in  
England. All of those interiors in the house were shot prior in the first  
few weeks of coming to England and shooting the exterior stuff. Sometimes  
this can pose a problem, but the best thing to do with that is to see out  
the windows the least amount you probably can so that you're not making some  
kind of glaring continuity error. It was fine, I was quite happy with the  
way that scene turned out. 

During the birthday scene, Nadia talks about her childhood memories of being  
given a pair of binoculars. These flashbacks are extremely grainy and look  
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as if they were shot on reversal. 

That was shot handcranked on 16mm reversal. We got a specially modified  
camera where you could turn the film by hand like they used to in newsreel  
days. We ran some tests and Jez said he liked that effect. I think probably  
in post they might have even added more grain than it even had to it in the  
first place. 

We wanted to almost give the idea of a home movie, that works fine with a  
memory. I suppose the rule of thumb I tend to use is I ask myself, "Could it  
be a home movie with a memory?" In "Shipping News" for instance, we had some  
memory and flashbacks and for that film, I felt no, this should never feel  
like a home movie because there were flashbacks scenes of pirates and family  
background of a 100 years ago. I thought if you shoot that in a handheld,  
grainy way, than that would give all the wrong signals really. It would feel  
fake, because you couldn't possibly have film of that at the time. Those  
memories are treated in a completely opposite way I feel. I made them kind  
of sharp and rather blown out and overexposed, but very steady. So that you  
very much located that memory in somebody's mind. The one in "Birthday Girl"  
was OK to shoot like a home movie. Really in any memory sequence you just  
have to try and figure out what's appropriate to the particular piece you're  
dealing with. I tend not to favor the old movie technique unless it's  
realistic to what you're making. 

When John politely asks Alexei and Yuri to leave his home, the next day he  
finds Nadia bound and gagged with Alexei threatening to pour boiling water  
over her. This was an extremely intense scene. How did you cover it? 

We rehearsed that scene from beginning to end. John comes in, Alexei grabs  
the knife and the boiling kettle and John stands against the wall.  
Basically, we shot it doing the whole scene every time and I shot it  
differently each time. Sometimes I would follow John coming in through the  
kitchen door and sort of whip pan to Alexei with the knife. Sometimes I  
would start on Alexei and whip pan at the door. I just varied what I did on  
each take. When we watched the rushes, we thought we would leave this as one  
take, but in the final cut of the movie, it was an amalgamation of all the  
different takes we did. 

Was only one camera used for that scene? 

Yes. I think in those situations one camera is actually beneficial because  
it means you can use that camera without a fear of seeing the other camera.  
Also, you're wandering around the set all of the time and moving about in a  
fairly random fashion. A second camera either wouldn't get much or would  
just get in the way. A second camera is good in situations where you're  
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hanging back a bit or doing longer lens stuff. Then it's great. But when  
you're shooting in a handheld way, I think it's detrimental because it also  
splits the focus of the director. There are often things about a second  
camera that people don't even realize. You put two monitors in front of a  
director and he's going to watch both, so he's going to miss half of one of  
them. It takes more time to look at the replay and by the time you've looked  
at that replay, you could've done another take. In a way, you'll get more  
footage in the end with one camera because you're putting all your energy  
into one place. 

John is later taken to a motel and bound and gagged to the toilet. The scene  
in the bathroom was very cool, with a lot of sidelighting. 

I wanted to make that room cooler than the other rooms, to give the  
impression that the lights weren't really on in the bathroom. I lit him  
through a glass door that was on the other side of the bathroom from a room  
that the other characters weren't in and the light was just shining through  
that room. In the motel room on the other side of the bathroom, I wanted it  
to be very much like a motel room, sort of dull and boring. The bathroom, I  
didn't want it to have the same feeling so I made the lighting cooler and a  
little more dramatic, so it just felt like it was not a very nice place to  
hangout. 

Towards the end, there's an extremely long shot of John running down the  
road and then following him into the hotel where Nadia is taken hostage. 

That was one of those shots where we were fortunate and we had a side door  
that was next to a revolving door. Occasionally you get lucky in the  
location and you find that a character can come in through the revolving  
door and the camera can come in through a side door that's parallel and you  
get a continuous shot. The Steadicam actually started on top of a crane  
outside and as Ben Chaplin is running towards it, it cranes down and the  
operator steps off the crane. Ben runs towards the door and the operator  
goes in parallel towards the side door. The revolving door goes around and  
there's kind of revolving chaos in the shot because Ben got quite close to  
the operator. Ben comes out in the foyer and in the previous incarnation of  
that shot, the camera went all around him in 360 degrees and then he shot  
out through the door. 

John searches for Nadia by peering into hotel windows from outside. The  
shots are done completely in his perspective, voyeuristically looking into  
people's hotel rooms. How did you shoot those shots? 

That's one of those things where I think, you shouldn't break the rule about  
who you are with. In that situation, it seemed very clear to me that you  
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come to the hotel with Ben Chaplin, you come outside and walk down the  
windows. Incidentally all of those exteriors were shot in England and all  
the interiors were shot in Australia. So that gave us an extra challenge,  
because we'd actually shot all the points of view on the stage and through  
the window and through the curtains. When he breaks through the bathroom  
window and goes down the passage and into the room, that's all shot on stage  
in Australia in the first half of the production. When we came back to  
England, we shot the shot where he walks along and looks through the window  
and ducks down. 

We had the challenge of marrying those pieces together but the main dramatic  
issue, involved that you don't go inside of the room and shoot back on him  
looking in. You can do that, and a lot of people do do that. But I think we  
clearly wanted to be in his point-of-view at this moment. You gain a lot of  
power by just staying outside the window with him and everything that you  
see is what he sees. The first time the camera goes into the hotel is when  
he actually breaks in through the window and you come in with him down the  
passageway. I think that's exactly the way to shoot a scene like that  
because it builds a lot of tension. You're using the curtains to just create  
a thin slit. You do have to take some license however, obviously two bad  
guys who've got lots of money and are holed up in a hotel are not really  
going to leave big gaps in the window. Sometimes I think it's OK, it's  
acceptable. That was a reason why we made it such a small gap and he  
couldn't see too well and didn't know what was going on. 

Anyone on your crew you'd like to mention? 

Larry Prinz is an American who I work with a lot in England -- he was the  
gaffer on the shoot and he came with us to Sydney as well. Having him for  
the entire shoot tied everything together for me. He had a really nice  
Australian crew that was very good. It was great to have him on both sides  
of the shoot and keep that all together, because when you split a shoot up  
like that you've got a lot of problems to deal with in terms of matching.  
It's important that you have someone else there who's made notes and kept it  
all together. He's great. I've worked with him on many films for a long  
time. He did a really good job on that movie. 

We also did take the first AC Sam Garwood who is now an English cameraman  
and not an AC anymore. He came out to Australia too, again to keep the  
continuity of the camera equipment and lenses and all that because we took  
the gear over from London. To me, it's important to shoot a whole film with  
one set of lenses. You don't really want to be renting different stuff from  
different places. It just makes life harder really. 

You've worked with veteran filmmakers like Robert Altman and Stephen Frears.  
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How was it working with an emerging director? This is only Butterworth's  
second film. 

Jez is a playwright and he's a very good dialogue writer. I think his films  
will gather strength as he goes along. His second film was better than his  
first, and I think his third will be better than his second. I think that's  
a very good sign in somebody. Occasionally, a young filmmaker makes a sort  
of brilliant first film and then after that, nothing. I feel Jez will go  
from strength-to-strength because he's a very original thinker and a great  
dialogue writer. He creates very interesting scenarios and good characters.  
His films right now, they're not very mainstream and that's because they're  
not conventional. But sooner or later with his sensibility, I think he will  
strike a big hit . 
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Bleach B/Pass

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

THE GREAT BLEACH-BY PASS FIASCO

Or is it Skip-bleach?  ENR? Leave-out-the-bleach? What is it? 

I’ve become increasingly frustrated with the way this process is such a drama to get done on any 
film.  It is one of the few genuinely “different” tools that the Cinematographer has at his/her 
disposal.  The problem is that the Labs have no “spec” on the process as each lab has a completely 
different attitude towards it.  One thing they have in common is that they all don’t want to do it. 

Why is this?  Because it means stopping the printing machine and taking the film path out of the 
bleach or something.  The reason I say, or something, is that different labs all over the world become 
more or less cagey when you ask them: What EXACTLY do you do in your “skip-bleach” process.  
Technicolour “invented” the process they call ENR in Rome with Vittorio S, and all the other labs 
live in fear and trembling of infringing their patent.  Or something.  Technicolour over the years have 
more or less not told me exactly what they do. Of course they say what they do is “better” than what 
“the others” do. 

The “others” say what they do is just as good as Technicolour but is different. 

I’ve now done 3 films in this process.  The Grifters (1989), Kansas City (1995) at CFI labs in LA, 
and Shipping News (2001) at De Luxe Toronto.  I am presently shooting Ned Kelly at Cinevex in 
Melbourne.  All these processes look completely different from each other. 

I actually like the fact that the processes are different in each lab, as it helps achieve a difference in 
look.  But that became a big problem when we took Shipping News from De Luxe, Toronto to De 
Luxe, Los Angeles and they were unable to match the look despite protesting endlessly that it would 
be “identicle”.  We had to ship the interpos back to Toronto in the end to have the print run made.  I 
never got a reason why it wouldn’t match in LA.  I’m not sure that they themselves could figure it 
out.  Canadian Spring Water? 

So if any Lab guys out there could drop me a line (os "at" uk2.net) both about the history and 
difficulties of “standardising” this process I would appreciate it.  Cinematographers struggle to find 
different tools to create a look for each picture, and this is an especially important one. 

The other issue, apart from the chemistry, is the politics and cost.  Most of us deal with the “you’re 
not doing anything to the negative” syndrome one way or another.  But the increased cost charged by 
the labs for the bleach-bypass service is a real pain.  I can understand that the lab needs to charge 
more for the dailies, due to the work-flow interruption (though one Lab let slip they need downtime 
anyway to service the baths), but how do they justify such a large charge for the final print run?  If  a 
movie is being released in several hundred prints, surely the “once only” nature of changing the print 
path does not justify an extra charge that can add up to over $50K for the distributor?  The result of 
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this is that any Cinemotographer wanting his film printed in this way has enormous problems 
convincing the “studio”, and then all the various distributors in the various territories. 

When I arrived in Aus, I asked the Aussie Designer what he thought of Shipping News. Ok, he said. 
What did you think of the bleach by-pass? What bleach bypass? The Australian Distributor didn’t 
want to pay the extra so it was printed normally.  Fortunately I never saw it. 

So I guess this is an appeal to Labs to bring down the cost of final printing in Bleach by pass.  That 
way we can use this great tool when we need it, without having movies looking different in each 
country they are shown.  I’d even go so far as to say that any Lab that will process my work with no 
extra charge for Bleach By Pass, or ENR, or whatever, gets a STRONG recommendation from me! 

Oliver Stapleton Melbourne, April 2001. PS Yes I’ve tried Premier stock, Yes I’ve tried it on the 
Interpos… none of it looks as good as it does on the print.   

I'm a film student at CU Boulder and I'm working on my final project for my intermediate class. I 
have had a processing lab called to my attention in LA called Fotokem. I was researching on their 
website and noticed they have a "skip bleach" process that makes blacks blacker and the colors more 
muted. Is this a wise route to go or is it just a gimmick? Do you know any examples of films that have 
used this process? The website claims it makes the film "rougher," do you suggest skipping "skip 
bleach" on a student film that is going to be rough anyway? As such, is "skip bleach" a service that is 
only offered by this particular lab, or could others do it by simply skipping the bleach during 
processing? * --Christopher Justus  
  

This process has been around a long time and as far as I know was first used by Vittorio Storraro and 
developed at Technicolour, Rome by a technician whose initials must have been ENR because that is 
what Technicolour call their version of the process.  It is one of the few really strong ways of 
affecting the final image, and each lab does a slightly different version of the process depending on 
what exactly they do.  Unfortunately the process is shrouded in secrecy, but is actually very simple in 
principal: the print film does not go through the bleach bath. Examples of my own films that have 
used this process would be The Grifters (1989), Kansas City (1995) and Shipping News (2001).  
Other films are many of Storraro’s, and Seven (Darius Konji).   
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Blue Screen

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

Dear Mr. Stapleton, 

I've recently watched the Ingmar Bergmann B&W movie 'Wild Strawberries', when I  
came across a (for me) common question.  Near the end, the old man is sitting in his  
car during the day. The car and himself are lit by the sunlight (probably  
not real sunlight), and then all of a sudden everything blackens and the  
light is only on the man. The background is in dark, expressing his  
 loneliness and isolation. How is that done? 

Thank you in advance.  
Jan Wilm 

This could have been done in one of two ways.  All the car stuff in the movie used back projection 
for the views outside the windows of the car.  This used to be done before blue screen came along.  
Back projection is still used occasionally as it means when you finish the day the work is “in the can” 
- no costs in post.  I have used it many times, as recently as 2000 for a driving sequence in Buffalo 
Soldiers.  This time I used video back projection as it was a night sequence and did not require the 
kind of detail and resolution that film gives.  I did the same thing in Kansas City.  
So back to the question.  I looked at this a number of times.  The interesting thing is that the 
background fades out uniformly.  If they used plates for the trees etc in the deep background and had 
the kids at the window of the car and the old man sitting there, then they faded out the plate and the 
light on the kids at the same time, leaving the light on the old man.  I suspect this is what they did.  
The plate may even have been a still or a painted backing as the trees don’t move.  There is a tiny bit 
of light left on the elbow of one of the kids which is why I think it was done this way.  The other way 
would be to shoot the kids, the window of the car and the BG as a plate and then sit the old man in 
front of it.  This would mean the actor would be talking to the kids on the projection (!) ; then fade 
out the projection.  Being in B&W, this type of fade would not suffer from the increasing warmth as 
you fade out. If you did this in colour you might want to use shutters/blinds to fade the lights so the 
colour temp does not drop.  
There is a slight possibility that it was done in post using an optical fade on the selected part of the 
picture but Bergmann is such a good director that I’m sure they pre-visualised this idea!  
Thanks for an interesting question and the opportunity to view a Bergmann film I hadn’t seen. 

As a DP, I'm in the planning stage for a low-low-budget short set in daytime on a train during the 
1940's. Since this is a noir-adventure-period movie, we will shoot it in B/W on Super-16. We will use 
back projection and rock the set to create the illusion of movement. And here the trouble and fun 
begins...  
My first question: in order to save some money, would it look like crap if I shoot the plates on 
progressive-scan video (like CineAlta or similar)?  
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Second question: while shooting the plates, is it wise to overexpose them in-camera to achieve a 
"semi" blown-out effect on set?  
Third question: some shots will be in slow-motion (it's an adventure flick, remember…), and this will 
cause sync-problems with the back-projection. Since it's on B/W we can’t use chromakey (we don't 
have any CGI-money either), and I think it would be a too obvious cheat to totally blow out the 
windows just during these shots. Any suggestions?  
-Niklas 

Unfortunately you didn’t tell me if the back projection is on film or video.  Lets assume it’s video, 
with video projection.  If you are in the USA then you have the problem of 24fps in the camera and 
30fps for the video.  If we are doing this professionally then the video can be changed to 24fps so 
there is no rollbar.  However, there are other ways that are coming into play now.  There is an in-line 
gismo that somehow gets rid of the scan lines and enables you to shoot at any frame rate.  There is 
also LCD projection that doesn’t “scan” in the same way.  
In order to figure it out you need to do the following:  
Find out what video system for shooting the plates may be available.  Get a test tape from this system 
and find a projector to put it on.  Back-Project the picture to a size at least 9’x6’, or whatever you 
think will cover your shot(s).  The screen needs to be at least 6’ back from the train and preferably 
more.  This is to allow you to bring in “interactive” lighting through the windows to hit the actors and 
interior of the carriage.  This lighting obviously must not hit the screen in any way (and ruin the 
blacks).  Unfortunately there is no “gismo” that will substitute for a film test, as far as flicker is 
concerned. You just have to assemble the components and try it out.  Even at my exotic level of film 
making, we still have to do this as there are so many factors that can come along and mess up the 
shoot.  
Shoot the plates normally, but then make the projection bright (one or two stops) in relation to the 
foreground lighting.  You might like to think about filtering the plates if you intend to filter the 
scene... Or test this aswell.  The thing about tests is that you don’t need to shoot more than a few feet 
of film: most of the work is in making sure all the components work together and not embarassing 
yourself on the day by being ill-prepared.  
By the way, viz-a-viz the b/w, if the film is to be seen only on tape you may get a better result 
shooting on colour (500ASA which could be useful) and turning it to b/w afterwards.  Or not.  
Good luck!  
  

When actors are not filmed against a blue/green screen or other nuetral background, how are 
computer backgrounds superimposed directly behind them?  
Rob LaPoint 

The answer is: with difficulty! The technique is called Rotascoping and involves a painstaking frame-
by-frame extraction of the actor from the original background, then matting him or her back on to the 
new background, then adjusting things like contrast, colour and motion blur to suit the new 
background. Things like long hair are a particular dread of the matt artist in this situation.  
If you have access to a laptop with Photoshop installed, you can have a go at his yourself with a still 
image, and you'll see how hard it is to create a convincing combined new image - and that's just for 
one frame, not 24fps! 
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On commentaries on the DVD's, they sometimes mention the use of a blue screen, to fill in the 
background at a later time. But they also mention the use of a green screen for the same purpose. My 
question is: what is the difference between blue and green? Do they have a different effect in the 
end? ??--Stephanie

No they have no effect on the end product. They are interchangeable and the choice is more to do 
with the colours in the foreground. If an actor has on a blue coat, guess which screen makes more 
sense! Black and white are also used on occasion. Every year the CGI people tell you something new 
about how they want screens, because the technology they are using to ?pull a matte? changes all the 
time. Sometimes they just say: don?t bother using a screen at all! 
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

I've read every one of your columns since you joined "Ask A  
Filmmaker", and you've really been an inspiration; if I ever make anything  
of myself in this industry I'll definitely owe part of that result to you.  
Quick question: I know you're of the school that shooting film is the best,  
if not only way to learn the craft, but if you had to pick a few texts that  
are helpful to one's apprencticeship what would they be? 

All The Best To You ~Akai 

I studied still photography so would recommend the series of books by Ansel  
Adams, titled The Negative, The Print etc.  I don't seem to be able to  
derive anything from looking at lighting diagrams in books about lighting -  
but that may not be the same for everyone.  I would encourage you above all  
to take photographs and learn Tai-Chi.  Photographs will teach you about  
framing and chemistry, and Tai-Chi will teach you how to move in balance -  
an essential requirement for hand-held cinematography and operating.  Video  
cameras are obviously another good tool, but beware the "ease" with which  
they make an image. 

I would like a source for the basics of film making.  Not that I aspire to  
be in the business; I just want to understand what is being done to enhance  
my viewing pleasure and to be able to make better home movies.  Any  
suggestions?  Thanks. 

- Jay 

How nice to hear from someone with modest aims! I can't give you a list of books as I am a 
practicing Cinematographer, not a teacher, but I'm sure you already searched your local library and 
found the books either too technical or too chatty.  I would suggest that a home computer with the 
ability to import your home movies (like "imovie" on the Mac) and edit them is the best way to learn 
and understand movie making. Try making a simple scene of say "Dinner at Home" and figure out 
"eyelines" (how to make it appear that people are talking to each other), and try to shoot it "edited" in 
the camera. All the basic techniques of editing and sound shifting (track laying) and now available to 
the amateur, so go ahead and play then next time you watch a movie you'll be more aware of what 
they did. 

Mr.Stapleton,  
My most agonizing problem with cinematography is understanding  
completely the scientific and chemical aspects of light and film. As  
a videographer I do pretty well, but when it comes to film, I rarely  
hit the mark. Would you suggest any particular books, publications,  
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courses, or exercises that concentrate on these issues? Thanks a  
bunch,  
Doug 

There’s several ways to learn about film.  
1. Books. For technical matters involving exposure, chemistry and film  
there’s nothing better than the Ansel Adams series of books for stills  
photographers.  There’s several complex books published on Cinematography  
but I couldn’t recommend any of them because I tried to read a couple of them  
years ago and found them very dull.  
2. Courses.  The country is littered with courses both long and short: start  
with the AFI if you are in LA or NYC is you are in NY. Their websites  
probably have lots of links.  
3. Take b/w Photographs and develop and print them in a darkroom.  This will  
teach you everything you need to know. (use a separate exposure meter).  
Why? Because you learn about the relationship between exposure and the  
print, and about contrast.  Colour can come later, and is quite easy to  
master once you’ve sorted the basics out. 

What book would you recommend to someone interested in getting into cinematography? Also, I'm 
not totally sure of all the aspects the job entails, could you shed some light on that from your 
perspective?  
-Jesse Mangold 

When I was learning there was Wheelers “Principles of Cinematography” which was/is very dry and 
technical and most of which would not apply in todays world.  I think the best route is to learn the art 
of developing and printing in the stills darkroom because it is equivalent to what goes on in the lab, 
then enrol in drama school, or an English course and learn about drama.  But I only say this because 
this is what I did and it seemed to work for me.   In brief the job entails: 

You need to be born with: 

●     An innate sense of composition (a bit like “perfect pitch” if you are a musician)
●     A Sense of Humour
●     An elder brother or sister

You need to Learn 

●     Drama
●     Photography
●     Politics & Management
●     

There is a very good description in a back issue of American Cinematographer but I don't know 
which one! 
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Budget

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

Hi Oliver, 

First of all I have to say for someone who doesn't consider themselves a  
teacher I've learned more about film and cinematography from reading your Q  
& A's on the imdb than I have from countless readings of magazines,  
tutorials and books on the subject. 

My questions are, when it comes to film stock , processing at the lab on  
most movies, what are the average costs for 16mm and 35mm film on say the  
usual 90 minute film. On $100 Million budget movies where exactly is the  
budget going and how much of it is really up on screen. 

Regards  
David Bailey 

I am afraid there is no answer to the first part is as there is no such thing as the "usual" 90 minute 
film.  By this I mean that different Directors use wildly differing amounts of film.  When I made the 
low budget films here in the UK in the 80's, all with budgets under $8 Million, we reckoned on a 
shooting ratio of about 7:1, meaning you shot about 7 times as much footage as appeared in the film. 
So with a little bit of maths and a few phone calls to Kodak and the Lab, you could work out the 
answer yourself: you will have to decide whether to include dailies in the budget - many studios are 
trying to do without them these days on smaller films.  
As for the second part, I had a call a couple of years ago to shoot a movie in New York. I asked what 
the budget was and they said "About $60 Million." I thought this was Ok, but then I asked who was 
in it.  After they told me, I worked out we would have $18 Million to make the movie.  This is a very 
low budget to shoot a film in New York of any magnitude.  
There is no rule for how much of a budget is up on the screen: but it also depends how you define the 
expression... If Mr Superstar is on the screen most of the time, I guess you could say most of the 
budget is on the screen!  
Sometimes the most amazing epics are made for very little money: no stars and shot in third world 
countries - low crew rates, very low rates for background (human and otherwise), and cheap hotels 
and food. 

I am planning to produce/direct a feature with my own money. Considering the difficulties with my 
budget and the high cost of 35 mm film stock I want to shoot with super 16 mm, hence I would like to 
know how much will it cost per meter for the final blow up of the negative to 16:9 ratio for the 
theatrical projections? ??--Murugesh

If you call the sales department of any Laboratory (say Technicolor or De Luxe), they will give you 
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this figure on the telephone. (By the way, theatrical projection is 1:1.185, not 16:9 which is a 
widescreen TV format). 

Hi Oliver, I am a producer in Los Angeles, and just got this really great script in my hands. I am 
looking for cast and crew. What are the rates that I should expect to pay a cinematographer on a 
daily basis???--Lenny

Local 600 publishes a "daily rate" for cinematographers. It is a guide, although you get people 
working for much less than this for non-union shows, and then "Oscar-winning" DP?s for a couple 
more zeros on the end of whatever it says. In other words, there is no amount that is "correct", but I 
expect any LA line producer could give you some averages. I don't know that they are!

2007

How do you define an independent film? 
Lee

An "independent film" is one that is not financed by the Hollywood studios although there is a grey 
area which came about because the studios don't like it when small independent companies make a 
lot of money so they also produce "independent" films. They do this by setting up smaller companies 
(like Miramax, Fox Searchlight etc) and these companies supposedly make independent films. 
However, they are very different from truly independent films as they have the studio behind them to 
come to rescue if things go wrong.

True independent films are financed in a million different ways from people with credit cards to an 
Uncle who happens to own Walmart etc. They are sometimes "bonded" to guarantee the money 
should they go over budget. Quite a few collapse before, during or after shooting.

They also pay less money (or no money) to the crews who make them. Sometimes the crew gets paid 
if the film makes money and sometimes.. well.. they don't! It could also be taken to mean a film that 
is made without a distribution deal in place: distribution deals can influence casting and several other 
things making an "independent" film not as independent as one might think. Actors agents also do the 
same thing in an increasingly unethical way. 

Dear Oliver, 
Thank you for taking time to thoughtfully answer so many questions over the years. It's very much 
appreciated. 
I am a director-producer of a movie somewhere between development and pre-production. It takes 
place in three major locales: US West Coast, US East Coast and India. I'm crunching numbers right 
now and I'd like your advice about the practical -- and aesthetic -- advantages/disadvantages of 
using local crew. 
The producer in me is thinking that using local crew saves a lot of money (especially on travel, etc.). 
But the director in me is concerned that, even if the local crew is top-notch, the film might have an 
inconsistent look. I mean, wouldn't having two different camera operators on a film be risky? 
My question doesn't stem from runaway production issues in LA or any of that. If I was an Italian 
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Producer-Director, I'd have the same question. I'm mainly interested in the artistic and practical on-
set consequences. Things like -- Does using a local crew on location tend to upset the smoothly 
running machine? Or, does it sometimes inject new energy to the production? Do local gaffers tend 
to be a good bet, because they understand the local quality of light better? 
So, in short, I'm keen to hear your experiences and insight about the little-known pros and cons of 
using a mix of crews vs. having one-team throughout. 
Again, many thanks for all your guidance and help.  
Best regards, 
Zack

The convention when changing locations to another country or in the case of the USA, to another 
Local, is to take the DP, Gaffer and the Operator and possibly the Key Grip and 1st A/C. There are 
pros and cons in any situation and each situation usually demands a unique solution. Recently we 
moved The Waterhorse from New Zealand and back. In this particular case, I took the Operator (for 
continuity in the working relationship with the Director) but not the Gaffer. The reason for this was 
that I knew a UK gaffer well who could get the situation ready for me in Scotland before I arrived. 
However, in another situation, whilst working on Casanova in Venice, I brought a gaffer from the 
USA who I knew well because he had already worked with the Venetian crew and they liked him. 

In general a good local gaffer will have the best crew in the part of the world he operates; the same 
for any other HOD. This is usually an advantage, but diligent research is needed to make sure your 
choice is a good one! The most important thing is to trust the DP you hire to make the right choices 
on your behalf: generally when a Producer interferes with the DP's ideas it does not help anyone, 
least of all the Producer. In your particular situation I would start with the notion of the DP and 
Operator remaining constant, and then discuss the rest with the DP. Sounds like a challenging project 
so Good Luck!

How do I turn a Public Policy Paper into a documentary film? 
Topic Roe v Wade with interviews of past clinic workers...I only have experience in radio 
documentaries and "The Other Side of The Looking Glass" won three national awards. 
I would like to rent a camera and just go out and interview the clinic workers whom I know as a past 
Administrator of an Abortion Clinic. The paper is a publishable paper according to the experts in the 
arena. 
Thank you, 
Linda Bourgeois

It's pretty tough to make a film on your own - even a small documentary. There's a lot more to 
interviewing someone than just renting a camera! Whilst it seems you have the skills for the 
interview, you would be better off to get someone else to handle the camera and the lighting. Then 
the material has to be edited and put together along with all the illustrative research that may be 
required. There are, obviously, a whole host of "permissions" that also need to be cleared in order to 
use the material. Just as you have been visualizing your radio programs, you have to carry this out for 
a Documentary: but remember that a string of interviews does not make a very interesting doco. 
Gathering and editing the visuals is a complex and time consuming task: if you want to learn to do it 
yourself, the best way would be to use an experienced colleague on your first one, with a view to 
doing it yourself after that. Documentaries are often scripted just like a Feature Film: the best ones 
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are certainly as engaging as a Drama. 
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Car

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

What are the different methods of shooting dialog in a moving car? Can you do night time scenes?  
-Ian Bloom 

There are several methods of doing this. 

●     The simplest is to shoot hand held inside the car with a smallish camera and a small amount of 
light on the actor, either from the outside of the car or choose a spot in a well lit street where 
enough natural light will enter the car to get an exposure.

●     Next variation would be to fix the camera outside with a “suction” mount or something 
similar.  You can shoot through the windscreen this way (choose a place with interesting 
reflections).  A small external light (use a mechanics fluorescent that will clip on to the car 
battery?) will probably be essential.

●     In the studio (costs are going up!) Blue Screen/Back Projection can be used and the 
background added later, or backprojection using either a video or movie projector. 
Backgrounds (called “Plates”) would have to shot beforehand for this method.

I have a question regarding the feasibility of "do it yourself" car mounts  
for the camera.  I would ideally like to get some decent shots  
through the driver's side window of both passengers, traveling at no more  
than 15-20 mph.  I've used a 2x4 before to shoot towards the back window,  
but not thru the front.  
I have very little money and no access to fancy rigs...any thoughts???  
thanks!  
Beth 

Assuming a 2x4 is a piece of wood (?), then you are on the right lines.  Professional “hostess trays” 
are used for clipping on the drivers and passengers windows with the camera mounted on top 
pointing though the window.  With a lighter camera, you could make a simple device to do this out of 
wood or metal.  In general always use a “safety” - a line or rope secured to the rig so that is it breaks 
the camera does not fall off!  Lighting contrast is always a problem in a car.  Your choices are to get 
some daylight balanced lights through the front windshield, or put some ND filter on the window 
behind the drive so that the background does not “burn out”.  At night the balance is easier, though 
the exposure may drop too low if you don’t add some small tungsten light.  
  

Hi, I've been having trouble shooting through car windshields while  
retaining visibility of the subjects inside. However, I've seen it done  
successfully in a lot of mainstream work. Besides shooting in a studio,  
how would you suggest to deal with the glare from the sun and sky?  

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/car.html (1 of 4)09/05/2009 11:08



Car

Jeff,  
Baltimore, Maryland 

In still photography, one of the most essential filter for outdoor  
shooting is the polarizer. Are polarizers used in filming?  
Ari 

I’ll answer these two at once.   A polarising filter is an essential tool for shooting car windows, and 
also one of the only ways of deepening the blue of a sky, and lessening the glare off water.  Because a 
polariser reduces the light in the opposite “plane” to how the polariser is set, it can be useful in many 
situations where an increase in colour contrast is sought.  If you have a pair of polaroid sunglasses, 
you can rotate them and you will see a change in  skys, windows and any reflective surface that 
polarises the light.  If you get two pairs you will see the whole view turn black as you rotate them.  
This is because if you polarise the light in two directions then no light will be transmitted.  Don’t 
forget to compensate the exposure ? around 2 stops in most situations.  
  

2005

Hi. I'm making a low budget 16mm student film. Do you know of any good tips/strategies for lighting 
a character inside a moving car in the day (i.e. how to power such a light, is it possible to get the 
power straight from the car?) while exposing correctly outside as well, (ie large ND filters on the 
windshield). Any websites I'm not seeing that you'd recommend???--Nick

Nice to know someone still shoots student films in 16mm! Portable HMI lights are your best bet as 
they are bright and the right colour. Try and get a suction mount to put one on the bonnet (hood). 
Diffuse it if you want it softer. It it's a side shot, you could ND the side window and leave the 
windscreen (shield) untreated and maybe enough light will come in. Try and use a car with a sunroof. 
This makes a huge difference to the balance. You can diffuse the sunroof if there is too much sun. 
Choose the location carefully. Where will the sun be when you shoot there? Overhanging trees can 
make a boring shot come to life with the light changing all the time. Don't be too afraid of occasional 
flashes of direct sun "overexposing" as the film will make this look great (unlike video). Hand held is 
also a way to go in a car as long as the streets are not too bumpy.

2006

I'm about to make a film at university about a man driving a stolen car. My question is about how to 
film somebody through the front windshield. How can it be done without me getting on the bonnet 
and risking my life to get the shot???-Richard

There are many ways to film a car: most of them are quite safe and a few are not - such as the idea 
mentioned! Unfortunately the safest ways are the most expensive...as usual.

First of all you have to decide what kind of shot you want. Static (fixed frame) or moving (panning) 
or car-to-car with or without craning ? the last option is obviously the most expensive but in some 
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ways is the most versatile. As you are at university it is likely that you won't have access to a crane 
on a camera car, but you can still do shots car-to-car either hand held or with a tripod in the back of a 
van with the side door (sliding please!) open. One of the things to remember is that if you are doing 
this in daylight a sunroof will make a big difference to the light level inside the car, which may mean 
you don't need lights shining through the front window which can be quite tricky to rig and need 
fancy battery powered HMI lights, or lights than run off a small genny in the trunk (boot for UK 
readers). You can also do handheld of the driver from the passenger seat, or from the back seat. The 
shot of the passenger is a bit more tricky unless you do this from the back seat also.

The gadget that clicks onto the sill of the window is called a Hostess tray and this is a way to fix a 
camera on the side of the car. Make sure the actor is a good driver before you do this! Small cameras 
can also be mounted with a rubber suction mount which you could borrow from any decent grip 
store. There are a number of small remote heads coming on the market designed for DV cameras 
which can pan the camera with a remote control. This kind of thing is useful if you want to pan from 
the passenger to the driver through the front windscreen.

Incidentally test the window with your polarizing filter before you decide on a car as some older 
models can do weird things with a pola filter which is almost an essential for shooting through the 
front window.

Lastly, you can put the car on a trailer, but this will bring it up quite high unless it is a "pro" trailer 
which are very expensive. The height won't matter in the countryside but will really matter in town 
for obvious reasons! The advantage of a trailer is that the actor doesn't have to drive and you have 
much more control over the lighting and the shots. The bad news is that very few actors can drive 
convincingly when they aren't actually driving!

The first half of the film is warm and light and the second half is cold and dark, is there anything you 
could recommend to help convey those feelings, using filters etc, especially in a car setting? Thanks 
in advance.--Derek

The obvious answer is to shoot the first part with a warm or Sepia or 85 type filter with the camera 
balanced to "daylight" and then the second part with the camera balanced to tungsten which will 
make the daylight very cool. Of course you could achieve this afterwards with the timing process, but 
there are subtle differences between doing it in the camera and doing it later. Not being a MiniDV 
expert you'd have to check that by experimenting. If you are in the car a great deal, think about the 
relationship both in colour and contrast between the outside and inside of the car. You can make a big 
difference to how the windows look by putting ND Gel (0.3,0.6,0.9 etc) on the windows and even 
using colours on the gel to alter the colour of the outside that you see. Soft gel may give you 
reflection problems, but not always - especially if it is applied carefully. In the "cold and dark" half 
you could use a lower exposure to get the driver more into semi-silhouette or full silhouette. For 
daylight the direction that the car is travelling in relation to the light makes a big difference so choose 
your roads carefully and think about using overhead trees to create a shadowy effect from sunlight at 
the carefully chosen time of day.

Just a quick question: Do you know of anything available on the highstreet that makes a good cheap 
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replacement for ND gel? On a recent shoot I tried using a black bin bag, which was silly because it 
just melted, but was thinking perhaps a thicker variety of black bag might work. I'm in the UK so if 
you could angle your answer with that in mind I'd appreciate it. 
Great column by the way. Not that the other two aren't great as well, but as a 2nd year film student 
I'm starting to feel that cinematography is ultimately the true art and craft of film and am close to 
becoming a little obsessed. Shame my experimentation is mainly limited to consumer mini-DV 
cameras. 
Adam

Obsession is good! Not sure about shooting through bin liners though: might want to rethink that one. 
The cost of ND gels is a pain, especially the hard variety which is good for shooting with cars or 
anywhere where reflections from the soft ones might be a problem.

Sometimes you can get away with black net which is re-usable and cheaper (bobbinet is sometimes a 
name that is used). It doesn't reflect but is not much more than ½ stop before it gets too thick and 
becomes visible. I use 12ftx12ft black nets sometime behind an actor in a static shot to bring the 
brightness of the BG down a bit: just has to be far enough away to be out of focus, or use a longer 
lens and/or shallow stop.

Your local car accessory store may have illegal stick on gel for car windows to make it dark and 
mysterious inside. If it comes complete with ultra-violet under-car flouros, maybe you could use 
them in a nightclub scene! 
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Dear Mr. Stapleton:  
I think one of the key factors that made The Cider House Rules so great was yourself and the director 
didn't ruin it by trying a bunch of fancy camera-work -- you just told the story. When you think about 
telling a story (i.e. The Cider House Rules) via the motion picture camera, what values do you hold 
most dear?  In other words, what are your key strategies regarding the art of crafting a story through 
the motion picture format.  
--Adam Sennott 

Hello Adam,  
I am always rather impressed with fancy camera work as I don’t seem to be able to do it!  I made 
many Music Videos in the early 80’s, (mostly with Julien Temple and Steve Barron), and seemed to 
shake “fancy camera work” out of my system.  I occasionally see MTV now, and really admire the 
work many of todays younger DP’s are doing, though it gets harder and harder to spot what is in the 
original photography and what is Post Production.  When the Director and DP have really planned 
out to shoot it in a certain way to do the post in a certain way, it is usually more successful than ad-
hoc computer work applied to something mediocre in the first place.  Anyhow, on to your question..  
The value I hold, most dear in shooting a film is that the cinematography should “disappear” for the 
viewer.  I must be quite successful at this as I have never been nominated!  However, I have shot 
films that won Oscars for Costume and Production Designers, which is interesting in that in order to 
“see” their work, the photography must have been appropriate without drawing attention to itself.  
I am guided by something I remember Nestor Almendros said (or I think he did). He would 
sometimes ask a Gaffer to turn off a light because it looked “electric”.  By this he meant, it looked 
like a Film Light was there, not the natural light. Sven Nikvst is another Cinematographer who is in 
this “school”.  When I light a scene, I usually turn off one or two lights at the end, because they make 
the scene look “lit”.  The other day (I am shooting Buffalo Soldiers in Germany), I was watching the 
director rehearse a scene in a soldiers bedroom.  It was 7.30am and the natural light was grey and 
dark outside,  the light coming through the windows soft and short -lived.  I thought: This is exactly 
how this scene should look.  So when I lit it, I recreated that look in such a way that the film would 
see it as I had, which appears simple but is in reality quite difficult.  When I saw the result, it brought 
a smile to my face as it really was how it had looked at 7.30am, but it look a lot of work to make it 
so!  
When I shot the the 80’s films with Stephen Frears, I remember often thinking: make it look as you 
just turned up and shot what was there.  
I’m glad you like Cider House: I am very proud of it.  The challenge there was Realism (children live 
on Orphanage) versus Romance (The farm - Chalize Theron etc).  
This translated into a camera and lighting style that allowed the story to happen before you without 
intereference from “wow what a nice shot”.  
Key Strategies:  
1. Choose the right film.  
2. In Prep - decide on “the world” with the Director & Production Designer.  
3. Stick to it when shooting! (Not always so easy).  
4. Better to fail than never be bold. (Even Storraro re-shoots!). 
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The Cider House Rules was a beautifully shot film. The Day - Interiors looked amazing. I have two 
questions if you don't mind.  
1. Are there any trends in camerawork you would like to see come back?  
2. What is the most defining element that makes the difference between an amateur image and a 
professional one? 

Thank you - compliments always appreciated! 
I guess there aren't any "trends" that I would like to see come back, but there is an attitude I would 
like to see...  
The advent of cheap video has resulted in a ton of images thrown together with no thought - trawl 
through UTube to see what I mean. When I was a professional stills photographer, I noticed people 
would come up to me who had a Nikon around their neck and swagger about as though the ownership 
of their camera made them a "photographer". Nowadays the purchase of a small HD camera tends to 
have the same affect on the owner: just because you can switch on the camera and record an image 
does not confer the right to call yourself a Cinematographer! 

Powerful images are not created by budgets, they are created by powerful thinking.

The technology is important but not the heart of it: many images from the silent movie era are faded 
and scratched but still can hypnotise the audience with their power (Abel Gance's Napoleon come to 
mind.) Some "amateur" images are as interesting as "professional" ones: it's not to do with the money 
but with the thinking. Visually literate people are like musicians who play with images instead of 
making sounds: the power of Cinematography comes from the ability to perceive how to create 
images that can then be cut together in a way that will make a coherent whole that will empower the 
story being told. 

The Story is in the hands of the Writer and Director: the images are in the hands of the 
Cinematographer, whose ability to control what happens to them after he or she has moved on is what 
is under threat - but that is another story. 
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> Feel free to Save this essay (40 Pages) 

If you'd like to see my credits click here...... 

 
   
  

SO YOU WANNA WORK IN MOVIES? 

A response to people who  ask:  What do I do to get into Movies? 

By Oliver Stapleton BSC  
   
  

So you have to ask yourself the question: Am I Any Good at Anything?
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I'm totally useless at everything. 

This is not necessarily a problem as plenty of people working in the industry are totally useless.  
Some of them are Executives working in the Studios. If you don't know what this means, go to 
the part on Studio Executives, although it may not be very helpful, as I've never quite worked out 
what they do.   Some people who work on the floor, i.e. actually making the film, are totally 
useless but they usually don't last very long, unless they are either very enthusiastic or very 
entertaining or very pretty or all three. 

I'm totally useless at everything but I'm willing to learn. 

Now this is much better. Modern schooling damages more people than it helps*. This is because 
the grade system means that you are never first. And if you were, you wouldn’t be reading this. 
So you may feel useless because people kept telling you from childhood that you could do better 
if you worked harder. So you worked harder but never got to be first. So then you got very pissed 
off, set fire to some things, smoked some joints and decided you were useless. Many successful 
film people started life like this. Film People are kind of outlaws anyway: it’s not a proper job. So 
if you've got bored of being bored, then working in film might just prove to you that you’re good 
at something, even if you can’t figure out what it is. Yet. 

*This is obviously untrue: education is the key to a better future.  However, bad education is also 
responsible for a great deal of the problems of the world today.

I’m good at figures.. numbers that is. 

This is easy. Films employ Accountants by the bucket loads. When there’s a few million dollars 
to control, or a few hundred million, the Accountant is a rather important figure. He or she (and it 
seems to be she quite a lot of the time) does the same job that accountants do elsewhere but they 
can say "I’m working with Meryl Streep at the moment" and stuff like that. Accountants rarely 
see anyone connected with the film, unless they don’t pay them. So if they see someone, they are 
usually angry. This makes the job quite hard, as sometimes films run out money to pay people, 
then the crew turns quite ugly. The producer or the director will make some kind of encouraging 
speech - "The money is definitely coming next week.." that kind of thing. When it doesn’t, the 
accountant is first in the firing line. You may not want to be a movie accountant. If you’re good 
at numbers, you could ignore that and do something more interesting - but don’t ask me what. On 
the other hand, film accountants are usually pretty happy because they get really well paid! 

I like reading. 
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Well this opens up a host of possibilities. This might be the moment to confess that I am a 
Cinematographer, or Director of Photography, which sounds rather more grand. This means that I 
only really know about what goes on when we shoot a film: what goes on before and after is not 
something I know much about but I can guess, and I hear stories. Anyway, if you like reading 
then there are people who read, and get paid for it. Oddly enough, they are called readers, and 
work for studios and producers who attract more scripts than they can read themselves. There are 
some pretty amazing statistics for the number of scripts written versus the number of films made. 
I don’t know what they are, but I know they are amazing. This need not put you off being a 
reader however, as it means there’s plenty of jobs for readers. Now as you may have guessed, 
after you read a script you have to say something about it, so just being able to read doesn’t really 
get you the job - you have to be able to digest and regurgitate the material in marketspeak. 
Marketspeak may or may not exist as a word, but what it means is that the some Studios don’t 
really care whether you think the script is any good, they care if you think it might make money. 
This might also mean that it is good. There’s some really complicated system of analyzing scripts 
that is all entered into a computer which is supposed to say whether the script is going to be a hit. 
It’s usually wrong, but sometimes isn’t. If the producer you work for actually is interested in 
good films, then you’re lucky. And he or she might be able to converse with you at a higher level 
than marketspeak. 

This might be good moment to remind ourselves that films are many things, from shorts, docos, 
nature films etc to Titanic type films. It's important to realise that the words Film Industry are 
significant. Film is an Industry, just like making cars, and on one level is rightly perceived as 
such by the major studios. At the big end it’s big Industry. At the little end it may be pure art. 
And some big films are Pure Art because someone decided they wanted to make the Big 
Meaningful Statement and they had the money to blow. And they probably did blow it. And some 
little films are pure industry because they are conceived, shot and designed to make money. They 
sometimes don’t. In between these things are most films, and most films have every combination 
of people working on them, and the tone is set by the Writer. 

I like to write. 

Well this is good. So do I, but I'm not a script writer. Script writers kick-start the whole process. 
Directors like to think that they are The Business, but the truth is that Script Writers should be 
right there on the pedestal with them. Unfortunately, a lot of good scriptwriters are really 
unpresentable to the modern world. That’s why Directors get the media interest, because 
Directors can talk, which many scriptwriters can’t. Or at least they might not be able to be suave 
and charming and er.. well.. tell... er.. partial truths. Being able to tell partial truths is very 
important for publicity, so if you don’t think you can face the camera and say that you think the 
leading lady is an Absolute Dream when you know that she is 9/10ths SuperBitch, then don’t be a 
Director. (Or don’t do publicity). But Writers can be any kind of personality, as they don’t have 
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to appear in public. And they don’t have to tell partial truths. 

Writing film scripts is very different from writing novels or journalism or any other kind of 
writing. This is because it’s not really writing. It's a PLAN. Like an Architects Plan. The dialogue 
is the only bit that really survives, and even that gets changed by the Director or the Actor or 
both. So if you want to write and have what you write filmed exactly, then you have to Write and 
Direct. Lots of people want to do this, but God made very few creatures who are able to do this. 
This is because the personalities of Writers and Directors are so different: and even when such a 
person exists, usually one side of that person fails in the end. Unless they are one of the few i.e. A 
BRILLIANT ONE. 

Anyway, back to writing scripts. There are people who write and re-write scripts their whole 
lives, get paid bucketfuls of wonga (money), and may never have had one of their scripts turned 
into a movie. This is strange but true. These people are usually rich when they are middle aged, 
and pissed off. They only live in Hollywood; other countries in the world don’t appear to support 
this species. You could be one of these people if you like to read scripts, then go to meetings and 
say in a knowledgeable and forceful manner why it doesn’t work and then suggest better ideas 
which you, naturally, would write after your Agent has asked for a suitable 6 figure sum. I guess 
the people who do this job started by writing original scripts, or adapting books and then got 
employed by Studios. Most of them have degrees in English Literature. 

Then there is writing scripts because YOU HAVE SOMETHING TO SAY. Now this is 
something else entirely. I have had the good fortune to photograph a number of films where the 
Writer has something to say. Sometimes the Writer may be a person of "First Order Originality." 
This phrase was coined by a friend of mine to define an Artist. (Not an Actor). The word Artist 
should be reserved for "A Person of First Order Originality." This means a person who HAS 
SOMETHING TO SAY and can say it in a way that has meaning for others. This idea can be 
applied to any Art, but it does mean that the only true artist working on a film is the Writer, or a 
Writer/Director, or sometimes a Director working in close collaboration with a writer. The rest of 
us are working to execute and contribute to THE IDEA. So if you think you have something to 
say and want to say it on Film, you may be a Writer or a Writer/Director. 

Kieslowski famously said, when asked why he stopped making films: "I’ve nothing left to say."  
If the rest of the Worlds Directors were that honest, they'd quit tomorrow. 

I’m a good organiser. 

This is something that Producers do. Well, some of them. Stephen Frears once said to me that a 
Producer is someone who organises Airline Tickets. I think he meant a Production Manager but 
I’m not sure. 
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Producers are the top of the tree for people who work In the Office as opposed to On the Set or In 
the Studio. Producers come in all shapes and sizes. I used to just not like them in principle 
because I must have been influenced by all the bad things I read about them, as well as the fact 
they employed me, and naturally I resent authority figures. Anyhow it turns out that now some 
producers are my friends and I not only like them but really admire them because they do 
something I could never do: persist through thick and thin for years on end believing in a film 
and getting it made. This is very very hard as well as often financially very precarious. This is 
because everyone thinks Producers are rich and whilst some of them are, many of them are not. 
There are other kinds of producers too: lying, cheating nasty people who snort coke and 
mercifully go to an early grave. Try and avoid this kind. 

If you want to work in the Production Office, you call the production (get the number from a 
trade magazine like Hollywood Reporter) and ask for the Production Manager. The person who 
answers the phone is called a PA or Production Assistant and is doing the job that you want. They 
won’t put you through to the Production Manager who has better things to do than listen to 
another 18 year old asking for a job. So he or she will tell you to send in a Resume, which is hard 
if you haven’t done a job yet. Blank sheets of paper don’t go down very well. 

Now a very useful phrase to use here is Work Experience - providing that you can pass for under 
20. The word Work Experience might get you through to the Production Manager, because they 
don’t have to pay you. So you can only do this, if you can support yourself in some other way. 
But the Good News is that if you offer to work for free to GAIN EXPERIENCE, they might take 
you in, at least for awhile. Once you are through the door then the sheer CHARM and 
ENTHUSIASM of your personality may make you so indispensable to the production that they 
hire you forever. Or not. Or you may fall in love with the Accountant. 

The bad news is that when you finally get employed as a PA, you work ridiculous hours and get 
paid really, really badly. And you have to use your own car. A lot. 

The other kind of Good Organiser is the First Assistant Director (the 1st AD.). To attain this lofty 
position you start as an On Set Runner. 

You apply for this by doing the same as above but phoning the 1st AD during pre-production. He 
or She won’t talk to you for the same reasons as above, but you can pull the same Work 
Experience trick, only On Set as opposed to In The Office. The relationship between the First AD 
and the Director and Cinematographer is crucial to a good working situation on set. 

I’m a Good Actor. 
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So am I.. Or at least I thought I was until I went to Drama School and learnt that I wasn’t. If you 
think you’re a good actor then you’ve got yourself into a really tough place. Actors spend most of 
their time being rejected and, after rejection, Unemployment. Withnail and I was a hell of a 
Movie, but imagine actually being in that position. Acting for film is very different to stage 
acting, and seems to require different talent. I’m still puzzled about what makes a Film Star as 
opposed to a Good Actor. A Star is not necessarily a Good Actor, but sometimes is. To become a 
Film Star or any kind of Actor, you have to have totally one hundred percent conviction that this 
is what you are, and want to be. If you don’t have that, GET OUT NOW! It’s the lousiest life in 
the world if you don’t make it. And it’s sometimes pretty terrible if you do! Film stars somehow 
make sense of the phrase "Born to It". 

If you just like doing some acting, and being around actors, then you might want to think about 
being a Casting Director, and doing a bit of stand-up at the local pub. 

I want to Direct. 

Doesn’t everybody. It’s the control thing, and the power. All those people doing what you tell 
them. Or maybe YOU’VE GOT SOMETHING TO SAY. Or maybe not. You want a career, 
power, and glory. The big question is: DO YOU SEE PICTURES IN YOUR HEAD. If not, 
forget about being a Film Director, or a Cinematographer. Directors and Cinematographers can 
string pictures together in their head, like a Composer can "hear" music and then write it down. 
Now some musicians (like me) tinkle about on an instrument until they work out a tune: this is 
not being a real musician. Real Musicians hear music in their heads, then write it down, or play it. 
The rest of us are just larking about, and a lot of fun it is too. 

Some people say Directing is a vocation, like being a Priest or a Doctor. It’s not remotely like 
being a Priest or a Doctor, but it may be a vocation, because no-one in their right mind would 
voluntarily go through the kind of hell that a Film Director has to go through. 

Film Directors not only have to be able to visualise in their heads, but they also have to be able to 
deal with a lot of very demanding and very different types of people. Occasionally someone like 
Karasawa or Hitchcock appear. People like them are so brilliant that they clearly don’t live in the 
same world as us mere mortals. And it is up to us to Protect and Preserve People like Them - the 
Brilliant Ones. In the Good Old Days (a phrase banned from my vocabulary, but I’m allowed to 
write it), the Brilliant Ones were revered by society: Philosophers, Writers, Composers, and 
Artists. Nowadays Film Directors of all kinds get the treatment, but most of them are not The 
Brilliant Ones, but are just Ordinary Mortals trying to get in the limelight and make a decent 
movie. Good luck to them. 

I don’t like working with Directors who don’t have anything to say, and are horrid to everybody 
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because they perceive themselves as being important. They don’t like working with me much 
either (fortunately). Some Directors are really nice people but not very good Directors, and some 
of them are really Brilliant but not very nice. Occasionally you’ll find one who is really Brilliant 
and Really Nice. Try and work with these! 

The thing to remember if you aim to become a film director is that it is not necessary to behave 
badly (unless you’re a Genius, in which case you can’t help it.) And also that the one person on 
the film set who doesn’t have to know anything technically is the Director. He or She can have 
their heads completely immersed in the Script and the Actors and that’s all right by me. Because 
that’s what we do - the Crew: we supply the technical expertise. Actually, when I wear a free T-
shirt that says CREW on a film, I can’t work out whether the DP (Director of Photography) is 
really Crew or Management. Anyhow, the DP, Operator (maybe the same person) and the Script 
Supervisor can work out how to shoot the film with the Director. Directors who dictate 
everything are really boring to work with - especially when they are nasty. If they are a Brilliant 
One people forgive them, but if they are just dull then they don’t. 

Directors have 6 phases of collaboration to make a movie. This involves the following 
procedures, amongst a ton of other things. 

Development. 

1. Collaboration with the Producer(s) (or themselves).  
2. Collaboration with the Writer(s) (or themselves.) 

Pre-Production & Shooting 

3. Collaboration with the Production, Costume Designer & Make-Up .  
4. Collaboration with the Cinematographer. 

Post-Production 

5. Collaboration with the Editor & Composer.  
6. Collaboration with Marketing (or not!). 

Unfortunately Development sometimes takes years and doesn’t get paid, so it’s a good idea to 
keep that Cafe Job during this period. Pre-production is an exciting period because there arises 
the possibility that the filmyou’ve been working on for years might actually be shot. Shooting is 
even more exciting because it’s the REAL THING, the PARTY. Some directors hate shooting 
because of this. They like to be holed up with the material and play with it in the peace and quiet 
of the cutting room. Shooting is exciting because you get to see what the writer wrote on the 

http://www.cineman.co.uk/ (7 of 39)09/09/2007 19:01



Cineman.co.uk

screen. You get to go on location, travel in Business Class, and stay for free in Nice Hotels 
(sometimes.) And there is DCOL (Doesn’t Count on Location) Sex - so I’m told.  
Index 

I wanna work on the movie set but I don’t know which job. 

Good Directors and Cinematographers, Production and Costume Designers, are people who don’t 
have a real choice. They know by the time they are 30ish that that’s what they want to do. They 
may not know before this, if they are in the "I’m Useless" category from previous life trauma. It 
might be useful to describe what the other jobs are, to see if there’s one there that grabs your 
fancy. I’m sticking to the US system here, as I find the UK system completely confusing. The 
departments are alphabetical in case you think there is some significance in the order.  
Index 

Agents 

I used to hate Agents because they always struck me as everything that I despise in people: 
people who live off the talent of others. Then I discovered I really like my own Agents so whilst I 
still feel the same about Agents in general, I find it hard to be nasty about them. 

I worked with young actors doing his first job a couple of years ago and asked him what 
percentage his Agent took. "10%" he said, "but then the Business Manager gets 15% also." 
Getting out my calculator I realised this added up to 25% which I thought was outrageous for a 
young man doing his first job and probably not getting much for it anyway. I asked him why he 
needed an Agent and a Business Manager and he shrugged and said that all actors had them. So if 
you’re thinking about being an Actor, take this on board now! 

Agents work in large corporations like ICM and William Morris and spend a lot of their time on 
the phone and doing lunch. When you start out you’ll hear people saying "I need an Agent to get 
a job" and then "I can’t get an Agent because I haven’t got a job." Agents won’t talk to you when 
you’re nowhere and they won’t stop talking to you when you’ve arrived. The best way to start 
work is to work with your mates: hopefully you all get successful together then you pick and 
choose your agent because they all want a part of you when your WOM (Word of Mouth) gets to 
be on the ascent. 

As far as I am concerned, Agents do my deals (and that’s a great relief to me) but they don’t 
usually get me jobs. During my months off in Deepest Darkest Devon they call me up to gossip 
which is nice. My English Agent doesn’t want me to publish this in case people think I’m cynical 
and nasty... (I'm not).  My American Agent thinks its just funny. Both of them would prefer it if I 
just stuck to Cinematography…  
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There's a useful discussion about agents in the "Ask a Filmmaker" archive in the Independent 
Film section of www.imdb.com.  
Index 

Art Department. 

The Art Department works both on the set during the actual shooting process, and "prepares" the 
sets. The jobs here are The Production Designer (chief Honcho), then Art Directors (they draw up 
the plans that he or she has visualised), Construction Managers who supervise the building of 
sets, Buyers who drive about renting or buying the props, then Propmen who actually control the 
props on set. This is the only Art Department On Set job, apart from someone called the Standby 
Painter. People who do these jobs are often quite strange. Particularly Stand By Painters, who are 
often very skilled painters who earn lots of money for the job but gain precious little job 
satisfaction as the job mostly consists of darkening down hotspots created by the lighting. If 
you’re a good Artist, you’d be better off aiming to be a Scenic Artist who paints the backdrops 
that are used outside windows etc. It’s quite a lonely job because you’re not part of the Crew, but 
at least you get to paint some Really Big Pictures! And the Good Ones get to be Very Well Paid! 
I have no clue how you get to be a Scenic Artist. But you can always use the Work Experience 
trick! If you’re a Really Really Good Artist, don’t work in films, or work in films for the money 
then use it for your art. Or become a Production Designer. 

Production Designing is a fascinating job, and is what you get to be when you’ve either climbed 
the Art Department ladder, or are a Brilliant One who comes in sideways, or goes to Film School. 
Sometimes they trained as Architects. Production Designers do the same job as the DP - a one-to-
one thing with the Director - only it happens in early pre-production. When the DP turns up, the 
emphasis turns to him or her, as the DP’s arrival means: We’re Actually Going to Shoot This 
Movie! People think the "look" of a movie is in the hands of the Director and the 
Cinematographer but that’s not true. It’s in the hands of four people: Director, DP, Production 
and Costume Designer. (Oops, Make-Up too!) You can’t photograph something that isn’t there, 
no matter how you light it. (But see The Future). 

I copied this from the guestbook: 

Hi, I am a set dresser, I noticed that you didn't mention my line of work. Most of the time "I pick 
things up and drop things off". This is the by far best part of my job. I am also called upon to 
think on my feet. I fix things, wire things, hang lights and over pack everything. I have worked as 
a scenic and a construction utility on many productions,I was also a wife and mom for 23 years, 
they don't call it the mother of invention for nothing. My experiences comes in handy since we 
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are constantly thinking outside of the box. I was called upon to repair antique treadle sewing 
machines for a very large sweatshop scene on King Bolden. We are filming in Wilmington, NC. I 
made the mistake of admitting I can sew. I am now apparently an expert on antique sewing 
machines, nice. I am enthusiastic, a fast learner and apparently not hard to look at, as you 
mentioned advantageous to keeping my job for months at a time. it is my belief that we have the 
best job of all the crews, unless of course the Head Set Dresser hires his tiny, inexperienced wife, 
then her problems become my problems. If she can't do the job apparently it must be my fault 
because I am called upon to facilitate her, but her ineptitude is without bounds...oops I was 
venting. Oh did I mention set dressers have a lot of time to whine...hehehe. 

Fix it in production, Kelly 

So under the auspices of the Art Department come all sorts of people, and there may be a skill 
here you fancy. Painters, Carpenters, Scenic Artists, Construction Foreman, Riggers (Grips),etc 
etc.  
Index 

Assistant Director 

It would not be unreasonable to think that this department might be one you would enter if you 
thought you might direct some day.  Strangely enough, this is not usually the case - with some 
notable exceptions.  At the runner level, this job  can be quite interesting for awhile, as the tasks 
you get to do are many and varied. "Get me some Tea, get the Actor some tea, get someone else 
some tea and then ... get COFFEE!"  That's about it.  Well, apart from driving 30 miles to get a 
Starbucks Maciado for Mr Superstar, then putting up with being blamed for it being cold.  If you 
survive a couple of years of this, you get to be a Third which involves trying to get the actors out 
of their trailers which can take considerable skill, then a Second which means you get more 
involved with the schedule and spend more time on set, covering for the First when he/she has to 
go to the Dentist etc.  The First Assistant Director is probably the most under appreciated job on 
the set, and certainly in the wider industry.  In a world where you can just about get an Oscar for 
Craft Service, it is surprising there is no AD Oscar.  It could be because only those who work on 
the film know whether the AD did a good job - it's quite impossible to tell from looking at a 
movie, unless you are one of those strange people who look at background action, which is set by 
the AD, mostly.  A good AD makes my life a lot more pleasant.  The worst ones are mostly 
English (with notable exceptions as always).  That's because there is a certain kind of Englishman 
who thinks anyone foreign is crap.  They shout a lot and think they are very important, which is 
very tedious.  A good AD makes everyone efficient by exerting quiet authority and competence, 
which makes everyone work well and enjoy making the movie.  The First AD is chosen by the 
Producer and Director, but the DP needs to be involved or at least aware of who it is, because if 
they don't like each other it makes for a Bad Movie Experience (which of course has nothing to 
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do with the result being good or bad).  Remember that Making a Movie is a completely different 
thing from Watching a Movie.  I sometimes wonder if they are connected at all!  
Index 

Casting Director. 

This strikes me as rather a good job, as the people who I’ve come across who do it seem to have 
lives. In other words, they are not constantly on the road, working ridiculous hours and looking 
harassed. Quite a lot of women do this job for some reason - maybe the above reason. It involves 
reading the script and understanding which actor would be good for what role. This is not as easy 
at it sounds as you have to (a) know every actor in the world and (b) know which one fits the role. 
Once you’ve worked that out you have to find out if they are interested/available/affordable etc. 
You do all this in collaboration with the director and producer who naturally get the credit - or the 
grief - for the choices. Curiously you can only offer a role to one actor at a time, so movies 
frequently get hung up waiting for an actor to accept or reject an offer: naturally they hang on as 
long as possible to reply, knowing that the Producer can’t move on till they have. I think this is 
completely ridiculous but what do I know. So Casting Director I would rate as an OK job, as long 
as you don’t mind never being thanked and getting no public acknowledgement for your 
contribution. You have to like eating. A lot. And often.  
Index 

Catering 

I forgot to put this in until a friend pointed out it was the most important department on the shoot. 
I can’t imagine people dream of being caterers when they are little, but maybe they do. It’s a 
terrible job with absolutely no glamour attached in any shape or form. The actors don’t usually 
talk to you as some hapless PA (maybe YOU) has to take their lunch to their zillion dollar pop-
out (that’s a trailer). But then some actors don’t do this: they join the queue like ordinary mortals, 
call the caterer by their first names and ask politely what’s on the menu. Then they come to the 
lunch tent - unless you’re in the UK where you are more likely standing by the side of the road 
with your lunch balanced on a traffic signal box — then they sit with the crew i.e. us. I like these 
people! 

All I know about catering is that they get to the set very very early in the morning (probably 5am) 
and never stop working for one moment in a hot cramped steamy hellhouse truck. They do 
Breakfast in 5 languages, then Morning Tea, then Lunch for 1pm which might be 4pm and then 
Afternoon Tea. Somehow these miraculous human beings remain cheerful and bright and often 
serve astonishingly good food in appalling conditions. Naturally half the crew always hate the 
catering which shows that people have different tastes. 

http://www.cineman.co.uk/ (11 of 39)09/09/2007 19:01



Cineman.co.uk

I salute you if you decide that Catering is your thing.  
Index 

Composer 

One of the crosses I have to bear is that I’d rather be a Composer than a DP. Unfortunately I’ve 
only composed about 3 tunes in 50 years which wouldn’t really pay the mortgage. I am more 
jealous of Composers than any other person in film, because these people don’t need a hi-fi to 
hear music — what a gift! Composing for film I would rate as qualifying for the word Artist, as 
Music for Film stands on it’s own outside of the film, just as The Script does (and everything else 
doesn’t). You don’t need to think about being a Composer — you either are one or you aren't. 
And don't forget being a Composer is different to being a Musician, or mucking about on a 
Guitar.  Strangely enough, some Composers can't write music, but rely on others to do it for them 
from their ideas.  These people are more like Producers, and sometimes come from a DJ 
background.  
Index 

Costume Department. 

It’s not hard to imagine what they do. If you're handy with a sewing machine or like laundering 
sweaty famous peoples clothes or are a Brilliant Costume Designer, there's a good job at the 
bottom of the "costume" ladder here. The Costume Designer is working behind the scenes, with 
an assistant who is actually responsible for the day to day fitting and maintaining of the costumes. 
Costume and Production Design is sometimes (but rarely) the same person. If so, they are kinda 
busy and may not be able to take your "I’m really handy with a knitting needle" type call. Dating 
a sewing girl may be the answer, or if you're not that way inclined, try the "I designed this dress 
myself" approach. But only if it’s any good. Costume Designers for film definitely can be "I Like 
This Job" type people, as it is very creative and influences strongly the overall look and colour of 
a picture. 

Costume Designers on the whole are pretty obsessed, and know more about clothes from every 
country and every century than any human being has a right to know. They usually come from 
some Art/Fashion background and are often good painters or musicians. 

As you can guess, I don't know much about Costume Design, and wear the clothes to prove it.  
Index 

Editor 
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I would love to be a film editor (if I can't be a Director or a Composer). 

I spent a year cutting a film of my own once a long time ago. It was absolutely fascinating! But I 
couldn't take being locked up in a room with monitors all over the place for weeks, months and 
years on end so it’s not for me really. Editors are incredibly important to the film process as they 
can literally save a film from catastrophe. They don't get a lot of credit in Public but the industry 
really values a Brilliant Editor. If you like putting images together on computer and playing with 
sound/image combinations then you may be on the road to being an Editor. There are lots of very 
intellectual books written about film editing. Good luck reading them. Actually, there are a lot of 
intellectual books written about film: this isn't one of them.  
I have to love the editor who is cutting a film I shoot, because all my hard work winds up in his 
of her hands. Occasionally an editor cuts a film against the way it is shot, which is a catastrophe 
and never works. Mostly editors improve enormously what was shot in the first place by 
juxtaposing it in the right way and adding all sorts of ideas that were never thought of during the 
shooting. It’s a fascinating job, but you have to like sitting down a lot, and persuading all sorts of 
people that your way is the right way.  
Index 

Key Grip and Grips. 

This title seems to baffle the public more than any other - along with Best Boy. The Gaffer and 
the Key Grip both have a Best Boy, or should I say, employ a Best Boy. Sometimes the Best Boy 
is a Girl but she's still called the Best Boy. Now that really de-mystifies it doesn't it? Perhaps not. 
The Best Boy is simply the next one down the line in Seniority from the Key Grip or the Gaffer 
and is usually responsible for the paper work and liaison with the Production Office. They aren't 
either Boys or Girls but usually Real Men. Don’t ask me where the title comes from, but all 
things lead back to the Old Days in the Studio, - so ask someone who was there. A Key Grip said 
this: 

The term Grip and Best Boy come from English theatre. The "Grip" is a term for a bag of tricks. 
So get the grip, or bag if tricks, became the guy with the bag of tricks. "The Grip". And the Best 
Boy as the first assistant was the best boy Apprentice of sorts, to the gaffer doing lighting with 
limelight. 

The Key Grip is the Chief Honcho of the Grips. Grips, like it sounds, do stuff with their hands, 
and after a few rounds at the pub, occasionally use their feet. Carpenters, Riggers, Stagehands 
(UK) are all Grips in the USA. In the UK they are Carpenters, Riggers and Stagehands. In the UK 
they don't have an on-set boss, and are employed by the Construction Foreman who is not part of 
the on-set crew. This is the daffiest system ever invented and causes a lot of grief. In the USA all 
the people on set concerned with lighting the set either fall under the Key Grip or the Gaffer so 
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everyone has a Leader. This is a good thing. Italy, Germany, France and Australia all have a kind 
of hybrid in-between system that is not as good as the USA but better than the UK. Note that I am 
talking about structure here, not people. Other DP's love the UK system and hate the US system. 
That's life. 

The Key Grip accompanies the Gaffer and the DP - and representatives from all the other 
departments on the Recce (UK from the word reconnaissance) or Scout (USA — from the word 
er.. scout?) before the film commences. This is where everyone finds out what is going on - 
sometimes. The Key Grip makes all the notes about Camera stuff, Tracking, Cranes etc and the 
Gaffer makes the notes about the lights. In the UK, the Gaffer is supposed to make notes about 
everything but can't because it’s too much work for one person. 

In most countries other than the UK, The Key Grip owns a truck full of Grip type stuff. These are 
things like Track, Speedrail (an improvement on scaffolding), Nets (for Lights), Reflectors, etc 
etc. This is called a basic package and you hire the man and his package - as it were. Then he has 
his Grips who often he will work with for years on end. This team is thus very coherent both in 
terms of equipment and personnel. 

In the UK, this type of equipment is rented from Rental Companies, as we don't have Key Grips 
with gear. We have a Dolly Grip who pushes the dolly, but usually they don't own any 
equipment, and if they do it’s restricted to camera type equipment, as the Grip in the UK has 
nothing to do with lighting. Because the Grip Gear is not privately owned in the UK, it’s usually 
not in as good condition, nor as up-to-date as the equivalent in the USA. And it is "deployed" by 
Electricians, who usually don't like handling large sail-like sheets of plastic that have a habit of 
taking off in the wind. Nor do they have the necessary gear for holding them down, with the 
result that many more reflectors blow over in the UK than they do in the USA. This would just be 
funny if it wasn't dangerous and expensive.  There is a statistical study on this available at www.
blowndown.com.  
Index 

On-Set Dresser/Standby Art Director (UK) 

This is a post that happens on some movies and not on others. It’s a position that is very helpful 
to the Production Designer as the On-Set Dresser looks after the "integrity" of the set. A good one 
also keeps a constant eye on the frame, and makes helpful suggestions to the DP about alternative 
ideas for the dressing. Some on the more anal ones make constant complaints about anything that 
is slightly out of continuity, like my teacup.  I don't like these kind of people and do everything I 
can to avoid them. Luckily they are in the minority.  
Index 
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Lighting 

The Gaffer runs the lighting crew, who are called Electricians (UK) or sometimes Lamp 
Operators ("Lamp Ops" - US). In the UK an Electrician has to actually be a qualified Electrician, 
whereas in the USA they don't. The Electricians in the UK are responsible for not only putting up 
the lights, but also any reflectors, nets etc associated with lights. This is daft, and is very slow 
compared to the US system. But British is Best and so no one appears to be interested in 
changing the system. There are an increasing number of women working in the USA as 
Electricians, especially on the East Coast. They are really good, but have disadvantages in being 
shorter and less strong than men. On the other hand they work really hard, and have boxes they 
can stand on. 

Grips and Electricians on location are not far removed from when the cowboys rode into town in 
times gone by. They work hard, play hard and are the world’s nicest people. A famous Make-Up 
artist said to me once when I was talking to her about Male Actors: "Of course, they're not Real 
Men. Real men are Grips and Electricians." Actors are highly paid, pampered and flattered. Grips 
and Electricians are moderately paid, work long hours often in appalling conditions and rarely 
complain. Real Men. But then some actors are real men too, so they're OK.  
Index 

Locations 

This department is one of the hardest working and the least rewarded in the industry, During the 
pre-production phase they have to come up with a thousand folders full of pictures which the 
Production Designer then chooses from and takes the Director to see. Getting the pictures 
involves extreme amounts of charm and ability to drive great distances for a very long time, with 
very little sleep. Just when you think prep is over and it’s time to relax, you become responsible 
for parking the 8 thousand equipment trucks and star trailers, as well as all the crew cars and 
anyone else who cares to drop in. This means being on set hours before call (when you get there) 
and wrap (when you leave). Just in case you thought you could take a nap during the shooting 
day, the cameraman announces he or she needs a very large light on the balcony three stories up 
owned by some fella whose been yelling at you for half an hour to get the hell out of his neck of 
the woods. This is where the charm comes in. If you are mad enough to want to do this (and 
plenty are), call the production office and ask for the location department. Explain that you never 
sleep, don't want any money, know the area intimately and own a Ferrari. Who knows what might 
happen.  
Index 

Make-Up and Hair. 
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This sometimes is one job (like at the BBC) but usually separate on Big Features. This is a job 
that you can actually train for outside of making films. Successful "Star Attached" make -up and 
Hair people can make outrageous sums of money for some reason. Probably because they make 
the ageing female star more comfortable and flatter her with "youthful" make up techniques. 
Traditionally there is a kind of war between Make-Up and DP's - usually because the Make-Up 
People want every female to be lit with flat light near the camera to iron out the wrinkles, and the 
DP may be more interested in dramatic lighting. Usually it’s the DP that gets fired, because the 
make-up people are "career dependent" on the Star, and they can whisper in their ear whilst they 
twiddle their hair. 

Quite ordinary people do make-up and hair jobs in some quite fancy films. It’s a good job 
providing you don't mind getting up very early in the morning and working long hours - albeit 
with many breaks. It’s quite mixed in gender - more so than any other department. Some Make-
Up Chiefs are very fierce and often quite Brilliant at what they do. And some of them should go 
back to doing manicures in a LA highstreet. If the Make-Up and Hair is full of good humour, the 
actors are more likely to arrive on set in a good frame of mind: something I very much approve 
of. But if they keep telling the actor/actress that "out there" is a bunch of no-goods hell-bent on 
making them ugly, then that makes my job a tad more difficult. I've only had a couple of nasty 
experiences with Make-Up people: as for the rest, I love them!  
Index 

Props Department 

This falls under Art Department really, although some Prop Men think they are working only for 
themselves, and act like Security Men for the set. These type of Propmen are basically a pain. 
There are not a lot of Propwomen, but I wish there were. On the other hand, a good enthusiastic 
witty and insane Propperson can liven up an otherwise dull shoot. Especially if they are Scottish. 
Props is often a family thing, so unless your great grandfather was a Propman, forget about it. Or 
make one up. You have to really like objects and knowing where they are: you may be a butterfly 
collector in your spare time.  
Index 

Publicity and Marketing 

This is a very important element of making films, which can make or break the release of a film 
in terms of box office. I've shot a couple of really good films that no-one went to see because of 
inadequate marketing, as well as the reverse. Someone should e-mail me with something about 
this department because I know so little about it. There are people called EPK (Electronic Press 
Kit) who actually are humans (I think) who lurk about the set - usually on the day when you are 
shooting a close-up of a newspaper  or a frog - then they aren't there the next day when you have 
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14 cameras and drain the Red Sea. The hapless video cameraperson (note the non-sexist 
terminology), endlessly rolls tape of people doing very mundane things - then when they try to 
photograph the Star they get shouted at. They interview the important people -  and some of the 
less important people but they don't use that footage.  
The Making Of.... docos have become very popular on TV so Marketing people have more to aim 
for than they used to.  
As a sidenote, 90% of the newspapers, magazines, TV stations etc etc are owned by the same few 
giant companies (who also own the film studios): if you work in this field you cannot, absolutely 
cannot tell the truth about anything. Publicity and Truth are not on the same page: but if you 
attracted to Marketing: Good Luck - someone has to do it.  
Index 

Script Supervisor or Continuity Girl (UK - but changing name to SS) 

For some reason a woman always does this job. Perhaps because it’s a kind of "keeping house" 
type job. (Oops!) The script supervisor in the USA does a lot less work than the equivalent in the 
UK. In the USA the script supervisor doesn't appear to be responsible for continuity: this job is 
given to the relevant department - props for props, wardrobe for wardrobe etc. In the UK, 
continuity is taken VERY SERIOUSLY by the Continuity Girl. Some of them are the most 
annoying people that God has ever created. Many times as the Actors get themselves revved up to 
some pinnacle of performance, the hard and bitter tones of the English Continuity Girl chime in 
with some irrelevant detail of continuity which as often as not is not even in the frame! This 
drove Michael Winner to mutter the immortal line: Continuity is for Cissies! People who watch 
movies for continuity mistakes clearly don't enjoy watching movies. 

Fortunately as the younger generation of UK Continuity girls take over, the old dingbats are 
retiring. Many of them of course are absolutely lovely and very very good at their jobs and I shall 
miss them dearly. And some of them.. Well, enough said. In the USA, the job has a different 
emphasis, as they don't get involved in the Continuity of the different departments. But this drives 
me bats as well, as No-one seems to Care! So I find myself watching out for Continuity when I’m 
doing a picture in the USA, which definitely isn't my job. 

As far as my job is concerned, the most important contribution that the Script Supervisor makes 
is listing the shots we have decided to shoot, then reminding the Director and I about what we 
decided, as well as pointing out Eyeline blunders, and occasionally making brilliant suggestions 
that everyone else has missed. Some do this really well and frequently save both the Director and 
me from terrible blunders. 

It’s a good job to do for a while if you are a budding scriptwriter, because you work closely with 
the script and see at first hand the triumphs and failures of the written word being translated into 
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film. 

Just recently some second unit shooting was all rendered unusable because the production didn't 
want to pay for a Script Supervisor for the second unit, resulting in a whole slew of glaring 
continuity errors that could not be consigned to the "never mind" category. 

Oct 2005.  Just finished shooting The Hoax directed by Lasse Hallstrom.  The script supervisor 
(the Really Excellent Mary Kelly) took great delight in chuckling about my apparently bad 
attitude towards Script Supervisors as evidenced in this document.  In re-reading it, however, I 
feel no need for apologies or changing anything as it really amounts to the same thing as any 
other job in the business: there are people who do the jobs well and people who do them badly.  
Mercifully, I mostly work with people who do them well!

 
Index 

Sound Department. 

People who record sound on pictures are often very eccentric. This could be because the job 
requires a great deal of technical skill, an "artistic" vision, and a thick skin. The latter requirement 
is very important because no one on the set really cares about sound. This could be for a variety 
of reasons. One would be that it can be re-done afterwards (called ADR), another would be that it 
is regarded as secondary to the picture despite the fact that it is 50% of the sensory input of 
Cinema. Above all the microphone just doesn't have the same "pull" as the lens - put a 
microphone in front of someone in a public place and you get a very different reaction to 
concentrating a lens on them. People tend to go mute in subtly different ways when confronted by 
the camera or the microphone for some deeply mystifying reason. The well known idea that the 
camera steals your soul applies just as well to microphones, albeit in a different way. 

Yesterday (well yesterday a couple of years ago) we filmed a lot of love scenes (for Birthday 
Girl) and decided to do them without sound. The set was "off-limits" to everyone except the 
Director, DP, Focus Puller and Make-Up. This had a curiously liberating effect as all the 
razzmatazz of film technique was left outside the door. We didn't call for quiet as we shot, so 
everyone in the studio just carried on talking while we shot these breathy love scenes. This is 
how they shot before sound came along and people had to shut up during the takes. What is 
interesting is the process is less reverential to the Actors, allowing it to be just one activity on the 
stage amongst many others. So, over here we have a man sawing a piece of wood, over here the 
Producer and Production Manager discuss what is wrong with the Catering, and over here 
(behind the wall) the leading Actor and Actress are pretending to shag each other. Mmmm.... 
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Anyhow, back to the Sound Department. The Recordist is the Chief Honcho, followed by the 
Boom Swinger who wields the microphone on a long pole across the set (and has long arms and 
big biceps), and on bigger pictures there is an Assistant who helps. Good Sound Recordists are a 
great asset to a picture through their good humour and temperament. When you come across 
films set and see someone standing behind the leading Actress with a hand up her skirt, this is 
only because they are placing a radio mike. This job is often given to the "Dresser" if she is a 
woman. Some Sound Recordists are permanently in a Bad Mood because they've had a lifetime 
of abuse, mostly from Cameramen who think they are Gods Gift to the Universe. 

If you put headphones on your head for 40 years you might feel a bit strange too. 

For some reason, when people on set who do all kinds of jobs are asked which department they 
would most like to be in, most of them say the Camera Department. The Camera is the "focus" of 
cinema, so Sound always plays second fiddle. And, anyway, you can fix it afterwards. On the 
other hand, go to this site and read the letter there: it explains in detail what has to happen to get 
really good sound on set.  
www.recordingartsforum.com/TheOpenLetter.html  
Index 

Special Effects 

This is a very interesting department that is often maligned (special defects etc), but does require 
a wide ranging knowledge of all kinds of things from guns to building bridges to rigging 
explosions, flipping cars and, (ugh) making smoke. It often is populated with really talented 
interesting people who make everyone feel very safe and when they press the button, something 
goes bang in just the way they said it would. Occasionally, something goes bang in just the way 
they said it wouldn't and you have one less camera on the shoot and hopefully no injuries. You 
have to be the kind of person who got given a tractor when you were three and immediately 
pulled it apart to see how it works. There are very few (any?) women working in this area, 
probably because women have more sense and don't feel like pulling everything to pieces. Like 
props, quite a lot of families work in special effects, and a good job they do. 

If you're interested in this department, drop by the effects lock-up (the place they work) and show 
the guys your latest radio controlled amphibious tractor/submarine that you built out of elastic 
bands and sticky tape.  You might find they like you.  If you can't figure out how to get past the 
gate at the studio there's easy ways to do this.  Borrow a beaten-up old van, and put clothes on 
that you last used to decorate your house.  Put a pile of old paint brushes on the passenger seat 
and wave as you go past the security guard. Find out the name of any of the productions shooting 
at the studio, and if they ask, quote the name and say you're "helping the scenic".  Good luck 
figuring out what that means.  
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Index 

Stills Photography 

Curiously I left this section out on the first go: curious because that is how I started in the 
business way back when in Cape Town. A gentleman called Lightning Bear sent me an e-mail 
reminding me of my omission - so a thank you to him for taking me back to my own past.  
This job is the most lonely on a film set, because you a department of 1, and you are not making 
the film, unlike the rest of the crew. You are, however, a vital and important contributor to the 
film, as publicity relies heavily on your work in promoting the film. The problems for the stills 
person are:  
1. You get in the way - to varying degrees.  
2. Most actors treat you like dirt for some strange reason.  
3. No matter how friendly you are, you still get treated like an outsider.  
4. No-one who you are working with sees your work, and those who do see it aren't on the set so 
they have no idea what you went through to get the photos they so casually throw in the bin. (See 
Publicity above).  
The good news is that if you have enough sense of yourself to get through a lifetime of abuse, 
they might give you a really big exhibition and a huge coffee table book full of your photos, 
although you may already be too weak to lift it!  This is definitely the hardest job in the industry 
to pull off without falling into a full-time depression. I really respect still photographers.  
Index 

Studio Executives 

The problem from my perspective is that very few of them actually know how to make a film, so 
discussion is limited to a few casual remarks about say.. the weather? No seriously, I don't know 
anything about Studio Executives. Bear in mind that we don't really have Studio Executives in 
the UK because duh.. we don't have any studios!  A Director or an Independent Producer will 
have a very different perspective on Executives from anyone else, because they have to deal with 
them on a creative level which can be quite frustrating. Some Directors (usually already famous) 
refuse to deal with them at all. Here's a friend who is an Executive so I'll let her give a first hand 
account... 

Here's what I do. Keep in mind that there are two kinds of "production executive" in a studio. 
One is "creative" and I use that terms loosely, and the other is "physical production" which is 
what I do. 

The "creative" exec, purchases properties on behalf of the studio - scripts, books, plays, articles, 
pitches, etc. and develops them, with a writer or two, into a script. They will also attach the 
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creative elements- writers, directors, lead actors to the project, with an eye towards getting it 
into good enough shape to get greenlit. They read a lot of stuff, do a lot of meetings and go to a 
lot of lunches. They're generally fairly articulate and somewhat charming, but usually know very 
little about film or production. Which is why most scripts suck. Nobody knows what makes a hit, 
so these folks follows opinion polls, screening cards, etc. and make wild guesses about what the 
audience wants, usually disregarding a writers original vision. They sit around inventing stuff for 
the writer to change, years will pass between drafts, and projects will be developed into the 
ground. Writing by committee basically. 

Once a project is deemed interesting, it will be sent down to someone like me. I'll hire a line 
producer to do a schedule and budget and then we'll work on it to try to get it to a number that's 
acceptable to the studio (which is usually several millions of dollars less than it takes to actually 
make the movie). For example, I'll be given a script for a drama about a family - no stunts, no 
VFX, just straight talking heads. I will be given a budget number of $15 million to make the 
movie. Fair enough. Unfortunately, in order for the movie to be worth the studios investment, we 
have to hire Jack Costs-a-lot which is $10 million in salary and $1 million in perks. That leaves 
me $4 million to make the movie. Not possible. Nevertheless, I have to figure out some way of 
squeezing a production into that number. Usually, there's a lot of tugging and pulling and more 
often than not, the picture just doesn't get made. If, by some miracle, the budget is met and we go 
into production, then I'll talk to the producer on a daily basis to make sure they're OK schedule 
and budget-wise. If they're OK, then that's all I do, check the numbers, etc., talk to the producer - 
it’s actually kind of easy. If they're not doing so well, then I have to show up on set and help solve 
the problems. Sometimes this is fun; most times it’s not. 

Luckily for you, dear reader, and my reputation with Executives, Gregor Jordan (The Director I 
shot Buffalo Soldiers with in 2000) sent the following to me (used with his permission). 

Dear Oliver, just read your article about the film business and was very impressed. It was a good 
read apart from anything else. I agreed with almost everything and was enlightened several 
times. At the end of the article you invited comment so here is mine. I hope it’s welcome. The only 
thing I disagreed with was the description of Executives. The one thing I've noticed about all film 
executives is that they are film fanatics, often film school or Arts (Majoring in Film Studies) 
graduates. These are people who are passionate about the history and art of film. They are 
generally not practitioners but are somehow in awe of the people who do the actual work.  
Sometimes they are misguided but generally that's out of over enthusiasm. If it’s out of 
incompetence then generally they don't last. It’s interesting when you look at bullfighting; an 
essential part of that particular art (if you can call it that) is the aficionado i.e. the person who is 
an expert theorist or outsider who rates the matadors performance. This is an essential part of 
the whole process. In film, a skilled overseer is neither a producer or director but a creative and 
financial overseer who, when they are good, provide absolutely valuable feedback particularly 
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during the final stages of scripting, the casting and the then the last stages of cutting... Peter Weir 
said the hardest thing about being successful is finding people who will give their honest opinion 
about your work.  It is so easy to surround oneself with yes’ men...   I think one of the most 
important processes in the life of a film is in associating with good smart executives whose 
judgement you trust. The relationship between director and executives is key.  
Index 

Stunt Department 

As more and more Making Of docos got shown on TV, the publics fascination with this 
department has grown. Interviews with wizened old cowboys who bounced off horses firing 
guns, got trampled underfoot and speared by whooping Indians, have fired the imagination of TV 
viewers. We used to kill more stuntmen than we do now, but it’s still a very dangerous job - 
hence the fascination. The requirements to be a successful stunt person in today’s world are pretty 
hefty in terms of what you need to know about - and you have to be very fit and athletic, apart 
from the obvious skills of Karate, Driving, Diving off Cliffs and High Buildings etc etc. Most 
middle aged stunt people have either retired or become Coordinators - the chief honcho of this 
department.  They usually have trouble with metal detectors at airports.  
With so much emphasis on action movies, a young person interested in this department has a 
potentially bright future - but go and hang out in the bars where stunt men go after work - just to 
check this is the life for you. Stunts are a lot safer than they used to be, thanks to legislation, but 
there are still more accidents than there should be. Curiously, in an industry obsessed with 
awards, there are very few (any?) for Stunts.  
Index 

Visual Effects  
You can get an Oscar for this, and it is a fascinating and growing area of Film Making, so you 
would still be working if no films go on location in 50 years because it’s all done on the 
computer. I'm trying to get a pal to write for this section but they're all too busy working.  The 
skills you need are high order graphic computer skills and a lot of patience: as well as the ability 
to draw painstaking frame-by-frame mattes around some actors wispy hair when they suddenly 
decide the monster should appear behind him instead of beside him.  The latest Star Wars (2002) 
shows what happens when you shoot digitally and then scale everyone into a group shot.  Each 
person's face "artifacts" in a different way.  Very disturbing to me, but still makes a whole ton of 
money! 

I recently shot Casanova (2005) for Lasse Hallstrom and there are 160 VFX shots in it, so times 
are changing.  I also did my first 4k DI  (Digital Intermediate) on this film which I thoroughly 
enjoyed.  I expect I’ll write about this in more detail in the near future. 
Index 
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Video Tap/Split Operator  
There is a curious job available on Features which is recording the Video output of the film 
camera.  In days gone by, the Director had to Trust the Operator.  At the end of the shot the 
Director would turn to the Operator and say "How was it" and the Operator would say: OK, or 
We need Another or I screwed up, or whatever.  The point is the Operator was the only person 
who actually saw the shot through the camera, so he (it was always he) had a lot of power and 
input as to whether a shot was any good.  The old style "A" camera operators were not just 
commenting on framing and operation of the camera: they often was a tacit understanding 
between them and an actor.  If they actor gave him the nod, the Operator would ask for another 
take whatever the Director thought.  And if the Director wanted another take but didn't want the 
actor to know it was because they were lousy, the Operator would say "We need another for 
Focus" or some such thing.  
This interesting 3 way event disappeared with the invention of the Video Split.  In many ways 
this was a shame.  Directors under 40 now remain glued to the monitor and none of them look 
directly at the actors.  This strikes me as very strange as the Monitors are pretty low quality and 
it's hard to  see the subtleties of  a performance.  Essentially today's Directors are more interested 
in the framing of the shot than the performance, so they watch "the shot" on a tiny monitor to 
make sure it's OK.  So the Operator's opinion is often no longer required do "Check the Gate" is 
called from the Monitor tent before the Operator is even asked what he thought.  Anyhow, this 
job - for better or for worse - is operating that equipment.  It's quite boring to some people 
because of it's mechanical nature: but if you're interested in the process of making a film, it's a 
golden opportunity to be at the heart of the action and you get to stand right next to Mr Big for 
months on end.  If Mr Big is an interesting individual it's a great job, but then...  oh yeah, it's 
really badly paid because usually the Producers niece is doing it. 

Oct 2005.  This has now changed quite a bit – at least at the “high end” of film production and 
commercials.  It’s become a real job, together with sophisticated and fancy digital recording 
equipment that enables Directors who have no confidence in what they have shot to cut it 
together on set and make sure it cuts OK.  Great.. another way of slowing down the shoot!  
Actually, when a good person does this job, it makes life at the Monitor a lot more tolerable as he 
(not many She’s in this department!) is able to whizz around everything you have shot at 
lightning speed and print out little pics of the frames which can be very handy for reference later 
in the shoot.  

Camera Department 

If you’ve noticed that this heading is out of alphabetical order, then that might tell you something 
about the kind of mind you have. I've put it last because it’s the only department I really know 
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anything about. 

This is called a department although in reality it is quite small.  It consists of a Trainee, Loader, 
Focus Puller, Operator, and Lighting Cameraman. In the USA the same jobs are called Loader, 
2nd Assistant, 1st Assistant, Operator and Director of Photography (or DOP or DP). 

The Intern or Trainee is just that - a learner. In some countries this person drives the camera 
truck, but only in sensible places like Australia. In the USA and the UK the truck driver drives 
the truck and then.. well.. hang out - usually in an unused Star Trailer playing poker or reading a 
bad newspaper. Recently some UK truck drivers have started helping out on set and learning to 
Load the Camera - so that they aren't truck drivers till death. I like this. 

The LOADER loads the camera, oddly enough, with Film made by either Kodak or Fuji. Agfa 
used to make film but gave up, which was a shame. Now they only make film for Prints. Loading 
may not sound like much of a job, but in actuality it is very important. If the wrong film is in the 
camera, or if it gets loaded twice, or lost, or put in the wrong can, then the scene which 
corresponded to: Scene 56 - The Army advanced over the hill, the jets dropped their bombs, and 
the volcano erupted... could be lost. When this happens the Loader can become deeply unpopular 
very quickly. Kubrick fired one loader I know on his first day of work for walking across the set 
holding a magazine upside down. Not Kubrick’s first day of work - the Loaders. This was a trifle 
harsh, but there is a right way to do the job, and the rules are there for a very good reason. If you 
screw up the minimum cost is about $20,000 and the max any figure you might care to imagine. 

So this job is important, as well as being the bottom rung of the ladder to becoming a DP. There's 
at least one loader in the UK who is over 50 years old so it shows you don't have to move on. 

The 1st AC (or Focus Puller) has one of the hardest jobs on the set. And it’s one of those jobs that 
are never noticed until it is wrong. Then you get an almighty bollocking, or you get fired. If it’s 
my focus puller I usually laugh, because my Focus Pullers are absolutely Brilliant so they rarely 
make mistakes. I only ever fired one guy, but he wasn't a focus puller. Focus Pulling not only 
involves what it sounds like, but also the Focus Puller "runs" the department, in the sense of 
taking care of all the camera gear, and making sure that everything is tickety-boo. I have my own 
camera, so it’s treated very well! A focus puller relies heavily on the Operator to tell him if the 
shot is out of focus - after all only the operator is actually looking through the lens. 

The Operator is a very different animal in the USA to the UK Operator. And then again, many 
films in many countries are lit and operated by the DP, so it isn't a separate job. In all unionised 
places, it’s looked at as "2 jobs" for obvious reasons - more employment. There's a lot to say 
about Camera Operating, and this isn't the place to do it. Operators often stick at the job and 
never move up to DP, as they like the job so much. Can't blame them, as I like it too, and often 
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operate my own films. I look at being a DP as a two-part process, one Mental and one Physical. 
The lighting requires you to stand or sit and point your finger at lights and talk to your Gaffer and 
Key Grip. Not much physical activity here. Operating means that your body is bent into all kinds 
of shapes, and made to endure the most uncomfortable positions for as many takes as it takes. 
This can be quite physical. Hand held work is very physical as the camera is quite heavy and you 
have to have good balance and strength to move a camera well. I trained in Pa-Kua (which is like 
Tai Chi) to help with Hand Held work, as well as cause I fancied it. I still do it now, 25 years 
later. 

Steadicam is a device that means the Operator can move about with the camera, but it is steady. 
The best Steadicam Operators achieve a level of steadiness, and exactness of composition that is 
virtually equivalent to a Dolly Shot. The worst ones make you feel as though you are on a cross 
channel ferry in a winter storm. I never learnt to use this device, as I never fancied it. Anyway, 
it’s only for Tough Guys/Girls. 

In the UK the tradition has been that the Operator sets up the Shots with the Director and the DP 
lights them. This means that the DP is essentially a Lighting Cameraman i.e. a Cameraman who 
does the Lighting - and doesn't do the set-ups. This is changing as the new generation of DP's 
find this less acceptable as many of them come from Film School or Documentaries, where they 
have Operated their own camera. These people - and I include myself among them - find it hard 
not to be involved with the set-ups and so prefer either to operate themselves, or use an Operator 
who is comfortable with the notion that the DP is the Boss and will be happy to "execute the 
shot" that the DP and Director decide on. This is the accepted method of work in the USA, which 
is why I find it much easier to work with US Operators than UK Operators. But I still find the 
easiest Operator to work with is myself: keeps the talking to a minimum. In the best situations, 
the DP, Operator and Director work in harmony - each contributing to the others ideas, and 
deciding to go with the best idea without "scoring points" for "your" idea being adopted. 
Sometimes there is a lot of competition between any two of the three people, and then it is very 
tiring. I get much less tired when I Operate and Light - which shows that the most tiring thing on 
a film set is Stress. 

There is an article on Operators at the end of this piece: Some thoughts about Operators.(1989).  I 
mostly still agree with what I thought back then.  I have, in fact, now stopped operating myself 
(in 2004), as I now find it a bit much.  Luckily I have worked with great guys (and girls) in the 
last couple of years, so my opinion of Operators in general is on the UP – especially with the now 
normal A Camera/Steadicam combo which makes for a very versatile way of shooting.  People 
like Mike Proudfoot, Daniele Massaccesi and Larry & Jim McConkey make such an enormous 
contribution to a film that it is a shame to find their names in a rolling title when they should be 
listed along with the DP.  
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The Director of Photography is the Chief Honcho of the Camera Department. In the past, the only 
way to get to this position was by going up the ladder. This meant that most DP's were over 40 in 
the UK and Hollywood, because it took that long to go up the ladder..... A lot of gravity I guess. 
But then Film Schools started in the 70’s, and suddenly there were people in their twenties and 
thirties appearing and saying: I am a DP. In the UK they were called Clapper Lighters: a jokey 
kind of insult. The Camera Department in the form of the Union and the BSC took a very dim 
view indeed of Film School Graduates. I don't know if this was the case in the USA, but I 
wouldn't be surprised.  It's very different now as there are so many well-known DP's who went to 
film school. 

The DP on a film sets the "tone" of the shoot. If he takes a long time to light, and is grumpy and 
surly then the crew suffer because of it. Some DP's have really bad reputations with film crews 
because they are egocentric, surly, arrogant and over-paid. These same people are occasionally a 
Brilliant One. But more often than not, they just give the profession a bad name. Because the DP 
is the only person on the set who has an idea of what the picture will look like, they have a kind 
of shaman-like power. This is because the picture "disappears" into the camera, only to magically 
re-appear at Dailies (Rushes) the next day or next week if you're working in Guatemala. The DP 
will continue to exert this power until film is a completely digital process. At this point the DP's 
power will disappear, as the image will be completely subject to post-production manipulation by 
Editors and Producers and Film Stars. His or Her power over the image will be gone, and the job 
with it. This is why I feel lucky to have just got in my career before the door closes forever. 

So long as there is Film in the camera, the DP has a job. Once the film is a chip, the DP becomes 
a Videoperson, because his/her power over the image is lost. 

It is worth describing exactly what a DP does, as few people outside of the Industry seem to 
understand this. The word Director of Photography is really a title conferred only on 
Cinematographers who photograph Feature Films, as distinct from Television Films and 
Documentaries. There are arguments about this, but essentially the role is different, not so much 
between TV and Features, but very much between fiction and any other kind of film making. This 
is because Fiction Filmmaking is Drama, Storytelling.. A Movie. A DP's first requirement is to 
understand Drama. Understand that his or her job is to tell the story in Pictures. This isn't as 
simple as it sounds. Every day at 7.30 AM I go into the Studio or on to a location and bleary eyed 
Actors and the Director turn up on set with their scripts, and try to make sense of Scene 128 on 
Page 54. Yesterday was some other scene from some other page that was before or after the scene 
we are currently doing. It’s like a jigsaw puzzle, except that the pieces haven't been cut, but you 
know which bit of the picture has to go on it. The shape of the piece is what you decide, and as 
you continue to make the film, the shape of other pieces gets to be more restricted, because some 
of the pieces that you are joining it to have already been cut. Fortunately, the Editor can take a 
hacksaw to the whole thing and recut stuff if you got it wrong. But the truth is that if the Script is 
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wrong, or if the Actors don't get it, or if you shoot it badly, then no amount of tinkering is ever 
going to fix it. 

If the script is right in the first place, and you have the right Director and Actors, then the film 
seems to shoot itself - like playing the jazz piano and becoming unaware of what you are playing. 

There seems to be no "right way" of making a film. Nor does the on-set atmosphere necessarily 
reflect anything about what the film will be like to watch. Bad atmosphere on the set can lead to 
wonderful movies and vice-versa and everything in between. Celluloid just has a life of its own 
that only starts when the projector rolls. 

When the actors and the Camera are doing the right thing, there's a thread between them and the 
camera that sucks the audience into the experience. Altman talks about Real Cinema, meaning 
that Celluloid delivers a Real Cinematic Experience which is Not Artificial - unlike Remote 
Cameras, Digital Effects etc. He won't use mechanically operated cameras as he maintains that it 
distances the audience.  I've noticed an increase in Critics reviews talking about "digital effects" 
in a generally negative way. 

The reason why I find it hard to let go the "set-up" i.e. the choice of lens and camera angle, is that 
I see Lighting as intimately connected with Framing. Composition is often set before the shot is 
lit: but the way it is lit can have a profound effect on the composition - meaning that after lighting 
a shot it may be necessary to alter it in a subtle way to accommodate the change of balance 
because of the light. Sometimes I'll alter a shot to accommodate a lighting unit that I know is 
crucial because of the angle of the light in relation to the actor. When I’m operating myself, this 
process requires no discussion, but is internal: I just say, Let's change this Mark (where the 
camera is positioned at a particular point on the Dance Floor) and that's the end of it. With an 
Operator it’s a discussion: hopefully short! And if I give myself a hard time with a lamp that is 
very close to the edge of frame that's my problem. Operators often request that you move a light 
out just that bit further - "for safety". This can make the difference between the light doing its job 
well and doing it OK. 

At this particular moment (June 99) I’m having a rather interesting experience on Birthday Girl, 
shooting the Russian Dialogue sequences. It has really underlined how the process of deciding 
how to light and shoot a scene is completely dependent on understanding the nature of the scene. 
When Nicole Kidman rehearses a scene in Russian I find myself completely at a loss as to how to 
shoot it, because I don't know what she's talking about! So I ask the actors to play it once in 
English then it all falls into place - but Jez Butterworth (the Director) doesn't like it because the 
actors fall out of character when they play it in English! The cinematographer is the person on set 
who has to translate the Actors performance into pictures, and understand what is the right shot 
with all its elements of movement, size and lighting. There's always a shot that's the right shot for 
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that moment in the film: the trick is finding it. I seem to find it by allowing the rehearsed scene to 
flow as a series of pictures in my head: and if that doesn't happen I'll work with the Director until 
it does. 

There's nothing very mysterious about lighting. An old time Hollywood Cameraman was asked 
how he lit the set and he said: 

"You put a light up and turn it on. If you like it, you leave it. If you don't, you move it." 

I like this approach because it undercuts a lot of rubbish that gets talked about lighting. It’s 
possible to read all kinds of intellectual symbolism into approaches to lighting, but I can't  do that 
because I’m not an intellectual. (Someone once described an intellectual as "someone educated 
beyond his or her own intelligence") 

The only approach that makes sense to me is to become completely absorbed in the Story in Pre-
Production, talk to the Director about Films or Paintings or Novels or Music or the Script, talk to 
the Production and Costume Designer, forget about any work you may have done in the past and 
then do what comes naturally. This is sometimes quite hard, because it’s easy to get an image on 
the screen, but much harder to make that image uniquely belong to the film you are shooting. 

If it’s a genre piece i.e. a Romantic Comedy or Horror etc then there is an expectation of what the 
film should look like based on the genre, and generally speaking it would be foolhardy to go 
against this. But it’s possible to stay in the Genre and still make the film your own. 

If the film does not obviously fit into a category, then life becomes all the more interesting as you 
then have a wider choice of possibilities. I always do a lot of testing in Pre-Production and some 
producers tell me that this is not generally the case - but they would say that wouldn't they? I like 
to start each Film as though I've never shot a film before, so I have to look at everything that 
bears relation to the Film at that particular moment. The types of lights available change, the film 
stock changes, the lenses change so each film has it’s own possibilities both in space and time, so 
if I find myself just relying on some old formula to make the next movie, then I'll know it’s time 
to quit!  
Index 

THE FUTURE 

The Photographic Process is at the heart of Cinema, and it is this process that may be about to 
change, and with this change Cinema is about to turn into a different medium from the one that 
has existed for the last Hundred Years. This is because the "fix it afterwards" mentality is 
invading the filming process because of Digital Post Production. When you transfer a photo of 
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your sister on to the body of a donkey on your home PC, you are performing a manipulation that 
only 5 years ago was only able to be executed by a skilled artist/photofinisher. Computers have 
put an end to this skill: the skill is transferred to the programmer and computer technician. When 
George Lucas makes Star Wars Prequel 6, he probably won't bother to go to any location as he 
will be able to make the whole movie right there on Skywalker Ranch. He'll pay a license fee to 
the actor, haul them in for a couple of days to do a computer model of their face and body and 
that's that. Actor goes home. This process will only exist at the expensive end of cinema for the 
next few years, but after that the technology will become cheaper and cheaper to the "crossover" 
point where it will be cheaper to make a film on a computer, than go on Location. At this point 
"Real Cinema" will only apply to films made on location, and "Real Cinema" will be a minority 
thing for aficionados. The main reason, apart for economics, that this will come about, is that it 
gives the Hollywood Moguls more control over their films, as they will be made right there in the 
office, and subject to endless Previews, meetings, marketing and all the committee forces that are 
the antithesis of creative film making. Studio Executives right now are sidelined by the technical 
and logistical nature of filmmaking. When they visit the set, they are the outsiders - only granted 
access to the rushes the day after. Once the on-set process is digital, or has disappeared 
altogether, then the Executive will assume more powers and have more influence. The non-
filmmakers will become the filmmakers. Scary. Why is this? Because the FilmMaking Process 
right now is so technical in nature that it takes years of training and experience for Directors, 
Cinematographers and Editors to learn their craft. But once the process is on a computer then the 
following catastrophes are " No Problem". 

1. Actor wears wrong clothes and no one notices.  
    Solution: Change in Post. 

2. Actor eyeline is wrong - "Doesn't match".  
     Solution: Change in Post. 

3. Single is needed but only 2 shot available.  
    Solution: Cut singles out of two shot, re-orientate in 3D to Singles, and cross cut. 

4. Shot is "Too Dark" or "Too Light" or "Not Contrasty Enough" or "Not Warm enough" etc etc.  
    Solution: Change in Post. 

This list could go on and on, and cover about every available catastrophe that occurs during 
current filmmaking. The real problem is that the people who do the "Change in Post" scenario are 
Editors who not only work alongside the Directors, but, more scarily, are employed by and 
subject to the whims of the Producers. Some Producers have no taste at all when it comes to the 
Film Process, and are hopelessly swayed by Public Opinion and the Marketplace. If you'd come 
up with $50 Million, you might be interested in a result too. For every producer who has an 
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Artistic Soul, there are 100 who don't. 

At the moment, the only constraint on doing the things outlined above, are Cost and Quality. To 
their credit, most Producers are very concerned with quality and want their film to Look 
Fabulous. At the moment, they turn to the Cinematographer to achieve this as the Timing Process 
at the Laboratory is quite technical and most Producers do not have the confidence or expertise to 
go into the Lab and tell them what to do. But within the next 10 to 20 years, the Labs may close 
and the Timing Process may take place within the PostProduction Computer and I suspect the 
Cinematographer will not be invited. This is because he or she will not be the hallowed figure 
that we are now, but mere technicians who turn up with the digital camera and say "What's next 
Guv?" The only way to prevent this situation from occurring is to get the Cinematographers Right 
over the Image enshrined in our Contracts. But this will be a tough fight to win, as the Producers 
have made sure for years that your work is bought outright at the time of shooting, with the 
Cinematographer having no right or control over what happens to it after that. In practice, the 
majority of Producers still seek the advice of the Cinematographer when it comes to printing for 
the reasons outlined above - but....  
Index 

Post-Production 

This is what happens after the Principal Photography has wrapped (finished). It’s a daft name, 
come to think of it, as the Production is really the whole thing, from the Writing to the Release. 
But traditionally it means the period after shooting. It should really be Post Principal 
Photography, but that doesn't sound right. 

After shooting, the Crew go home (sometimes), or move on to other jobs. The Director has a 
short break whilst the Editor completes his Rough Assembly. This is the first time that the 
material that is shot is seen in its entirety. When film is edited on a Steenbeck or Movieola, it is 
quite a slow process to move from one version to another. Some Editors and Directors still like 
doing this, as it gives you more time to consider each version - like the difference between a 
typewriter and a word processor. But when it is on "Avid" or Electronic, then each version is 
easily stored in the computer, and so the Director, Producer etc can easily see this or that version. 
One thing still remains the same - when it comes the time to show the film to an audience, it has 
to be "conformed" which means turning the actual Film Print into the same order as the 
Electronic Pictures. This is still a pain, and expensive, and of course the problem will go away 
once films are projected electronically. 

But once films are projected electronically, the film lab won't be economic anymore and will 
close its film processing division. This is because over 80% of the film going though a lab is for 
release prints (the movie): so take away projecting on film and hey presto you can't print a 
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hundred years of cinema anymore. No lab to print it in. This doesn't seem to bother all those 
advocating electronic projection, because they are obsessed by all things digital. Sound recording 
went through the same hoops, but after going to digital recording, some of them  decided they 
didn't like it much, and changed back to analogue for the first recording (like shooting on film) 
and digital for editing (like Avid etc). Unfortunately, if Film goes through the same process, i.e. 
shoot everything digitally, then after the labs close there will be no going back, it’s too expensive. 
Moral of the Story: Shoot On Film! 

Anyhow, I’m supposed to be talking about Post-Production but it’s easy to get sidetracked into 
more important things. Actually, EDITING is part of Post -Production and a fine and important 
job it is too. (David Lean was an Editor before he became a Director). The Editor like everyone 
else is subject to the whims of the Director (and often the Producer), and you have to be a super-
hero of Politics to balance all the egos involved. But apart from all that is the fascination with the 
heart of film construction: deciding what shots have to go where and for how long. And then 
figuring out the sound and music to go with it (with the Sound Editor and Composer). This can be 
very exciting and fascinating, and I deeply regret that I only got to do it once (so far). 

Oct 2005.

I received this interesting question/comment from the IMDB site so thought I’d put it here:

 

[name]: Bryce E. Prewitt
[email]: bprewitt@redlinewhiteline.com
[ask]: cinematographer
 
It has been years now since the first iteration of "So you Wanna work in the Movies" was written 
and posted for all to read. Then, you seemed to have a stigma in regards to digital "film." Since, 
more and more folks are recording in digital (Lucas being the most well known to do so) and 
fully digital movies (Sky Captain and Sin City) have been made where living, breathing actors 
were the only real piece to the entire film. While many young (some respected) filmmakers are 
embracing digital filmmaking as a way to ease production, (seemingly) the old guard (some 
respected as well) still staunchly supports traditional film. Most notable (see: vocal) among the 
proponents of film-over-digital is Quentin Tarantino, who quipped "Mission Accomplished" 
when asked how he felt digitally filming a scene for Sin City. On the set of King Kong, Peter 
Jackson said part of the beauty of digital filmmaking is to fix the inevitable mistake which is 
made on set, yet he adores film as well.
 
With the foresight to have seen it [purely digital filmmaking] coming and the experience in the 
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industry that you have, how do you feel about digital filmmaking nowadays? As someone who 
wants nothing more than to pay his dues to the system, be abused by the production staff, and one 
day (after many long days) hopefully be a DP myself, is the job I want doomed?
 
It seems that some directors (Lucas) feel that digital filmmaking is the wave of the future (and 
then turn around and predict doom for cinema because of it). Others(Tarantino) feel that a vivid 
film can only come from true reels of film. Still, some (Jackson, Spielberg, Fincher) seem to 
believe that a happy medium can exist. All of this talk comes from directors. Where do the people 
who actually film the movie, who get the shots, who control the initial look and feel of the film, 
where do they stand?
 
To the untrained eye, the pro-digital-everything camp might seem to have a total control of their 
movie obsession going on, and with millions of dollars bankrolling a film, who cares about the 
cost? On the other hand, if the shot can be done with a smaller, less expensive, still high quality 
digital camera, what is the film-over-digital proponent's argument aside from personal preference?
 
Thank you. Your articles have always fascinated me and are a wealth of knowledge.
 
Bryce Prewitt
 
Thanks for your thoughts – very apposite. It probably is time for a revision of SYWWITM, 
especially the digital section.  As you say time has moved on, and also little has changed.
 
My own theory is that when the first Digital Star Wars came out it looked so terrible that the 
industry was really shocked – especially after all the hype.  The irony is that the next one looked 
OK (not great but OK), but it was too late – the damage was done by the first one.  
 
I am not sure there is a single top DP who prefers digital over film, although it may be that we 
just don’t hear from them as the journalists think Directors make the photography and we are just 
assistants.  When was the last time you saw a DP interviewed in the National Press?  The “talk” 
comes from Directors because they get quoted.  The move to Digital will not damage the job of 
Directing and some would argue that it will make it easier, freeing them from the “tyranny” of the 
DP.  I sympathize with this as I have heard that a number of members of my profession are 
power-hungry noisy bastards who get their rocks off by mistreating those not as powerful as 
themselves.  A director might get put off the profession after just one film with such a person: go 
to Digital and the DP suddenly looses power as the picture is right in front of you for all to see 
(and comment on!). 
 
Although I think the job as it has existed in my lifetime is doomed there is another job slowly 
emerging.  This job is kind of the same but has not been defined yet.  At the moment you have 
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the DP and then the “colourist” who is slowly becoming a co-maker of the image.  And then there 
is the Visual FX supervisor who is slowly becoming a Designer as more and more images are 
composite.  This affects the world of the Production Designer as the images are shot by the 
Cinematographer but in a sense are designed by the Production Designer.  The Director may or 
may not have a key roll in all this: some pay great attention to the visual landscape of a film and 
others do not.  
 
As Directors become more aware of the post-production possibilities, some are embracing it and 
making the most of it, and others get lazy with a fix-it-afterwards mentality.  The challenge for 
me is to stay current with what is possible and what it costs so that I can make intelligent 
decisions on a daily basis as to what I should spend time on and what I shouldn’t.
 
As an example, there is a location in Casanova (Xmas release) which is Heath Ledger running 
down a very very long hall which was impossible to light.  Instead of rejecting the location 
(which a number of other DP’s had done for other movies!), I was able to place the lights in shot 
on one side of the hall, and then remove them with a relatively simple digital split screen shot 
where the one side was joined to the other – also halving the cost of the extras!  
 
Being aware of CGI and what it can do is now a very important part of the DP’s work, and a part 
that will become increasingly important.  In effect, on a smaller film, you become the Visual FX 
supervisor as the production doesn’t employ one because they are so expensive.
 
So I guess my rather dour thoughts about Digitial 5 years ago have been a little elevated by the 
thought that the DP may become the “image maker” which of course he or she always was: but 
this time it embraces the post processes also.  It is vital that DP’s today take control of the DI and 
CGI processes otherwise the job really will slip into the hands of editors, producers and VFX 
supervisors.
 
So the challenge for the younger generation is to train in both film and digital and be very aware 
of all the possibilities of the post house.  In the old days many DP’s would do time at a lab to 
learn about the chemistry.  Today’s equivalent would be to do time at E-film or one of the other 
post houses to get to grips with the post processes.  In a sense exposing film is not the arduous 
task it once was as film is now so forgiving and with such extraordinary latitude that some DP’s 
are just putting their meters away and shooting it by eye, knowing that all the controls are post 
controls.  I don’t see much wrong with this: as was the case 20 years ago, every time Digital 
thinks it is catching up with film Kodak and Fuji produce another amazing film stock which re-
writes what film can do.  
 
I think Digital will eventually take over, just as it has in the stills market.  The timescale is not the 
one that Sony and Lucas envisaged and things like the Tsunami, Hurricane Katrina and the 
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Earthquake in Pakistan reminds people that we don’t control the world.  The studios spend $50M 
on a film and they are very interested in archive and the effects of time on their $50M 
investment.  The first thing they do when a Digital Film is shot is transfer it to film: strange huh?

 
Index 

CONCLUSION 

It’s hard to say what the future of film production will be. Some things are clear: it’s possible to 
shoot a film on digital and do it very cheaply which is a very good thing for obvious reasons. 
Less clear is the future of film itself, and the "location" experience. As computers become 
cheaper and cheaper and more and more powerful, convincing images of just about anything can 
be produced right in the studio in California. Executives love this because they have total control 
and it’s cheap (relatively). But it’s still Animation however you look at it, and those of us who 
believe in photographing real people - actors or otherwise - in real places may become 
increasingly marginalized by the super computer. But this has a way to go so I wouldn't put 
anyone off entering the industry right now as there is at least another generation who will 
experience the real world, or what's left of it. 

If you're thinking of the Camera Department and you're 19 years old, you might want to get real 
familiar with video and digital, as well as learning the traditional film process. And understand 
that the Director Of Photography job only exists in its present form because it’s film i.e. not seen 
on set. If you're thinking of one of the other departments, they should continue more or less in the 
form they are now, so long as the locations are not added on the computer. A student asked me 
the following question recently on the IMDB “Ask a Filmaker” site: http://indie.imdb.com/Indie/
Ask/

Do you think that a young wannabe cinematographer should learn all the stuff about shooting 
with film (is film gonna be a thing of the past?) or concentrate his energy on video? 

This is what I replied:  
This is a very tough prediction to make, as you can see by reading the many articles about "the 
future" and digital etc. However, the good news is that if you learn to shoot with film, you won't 
have any problems shooting with video, as it is a "reduction" in skill requirements. This is what I 
mean by this. 

1. Whatever image making/recording technology you use, the skill of selecting compositions and 
lighting them remains the same. The skill of working with the Director and the Actors to 
determine the shots stays the same. 
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2. The Lighting requirements for video are mostly a question of lowering the contrast to the point 
where video can deal with it. The dynamic range of film is something like 10 times that of the 
best currently available Digital Video format.  Some say it takes longer to light Digi, as the image 
has such a a low dynamic range that it takes longer to balance the lighting. 

3. When you learn with film, you learn to "pre-visualise" the result since it not available to you 
on the set. You do this by lighting something, imagining how it will look, then when you see it 
the next day, compare what you got with what you imagined. Slowly the two will come closer 
together. Then if someone wants you to work on video, you can light the scene by eye, then look 
at the monitor to confirm what you are doing, as opposed to "lighting by monitor". 

4. When a Lighting Director from TV wants to go into shooting films it is a very traumatic 
process as they are suddenly cast into a world where the result is not available. This tends to 
make them very nervous! When the reverse happens, a DP finds it a breeze to shoot with a 
monitor available as when, for instance, you can see no detail outside a "hot" window, you just 
reduce the lighting outside until you can, or put some ND on the window. 

Real Film is a passion: once you shoot on it, you'll never want to let it go. 

20 years of shooting film has enabled me to lead a really interesting life, I've got a family I love 
and a really nice place to live and - wait for it - I only work 7 months of the year! I've done this 
for a long time now as a way to stay sane and shoot films at the same time. As someone pointed 
out, the hours I work are probably still more than someone with a normal job; even with 5 months 
off. Now that I’m the right side of 50, I see younger people on set having a really good time, and 
really appreciating that they are in a world that is unique and quite wonderful for its absolute 
mixture of people. If a production is a brilliant experience it’s made the more wonderful by its 
brevity, and if it’s a disaster, well it ends soon doesn't it? 

So if you wanna work in the movies, I hope this has been helpful. 

PS (Post Script)  
Most of this kind of writing gets edited by "professionals" who improve it. The internet means 
that I, a Cinematographer, can just write what I feel like and you, the reader, can take it or leave 
it. The Good News about this is that I can just say it like it is (for me), and you can just interpret 
what I say (for you). It occurs to me that this is very much like the relationships on a film set.. I 
state what feels like a solution to me, and the director can take it or leave it. This process 
demands a quite a sophisticated level of communication, as well as patience and tolerance on 
behalf of both parties. 
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All the creative jobs on film require intense co-operation with your colleagues. This is part of 
what makes it so fascinating, so you need to understand that if you want to work in Movies, your 
ideas will be just added to the pool, and will generally go unrecognised, except by the few that 
know what you are doing. So you have to "congratulate yourself" when you get it right and try 
not to be miserable when you don't! 

If you've enjoyed reading this (or even if you haven't!), please sign the guestbook: it's nice for me to 
know that people read this site. Also if you feel like helping me out in a small way just take a look at my 
credits on this link, as it helps to improve my "ranking" at IMDB.COM which, for some reason, is 
considered important by certain kinds of slightly strange people... 

To see my credits click here...... 

Leave a comment if you like (Guestbook).... 
   
  

Oh yes there is a great site for finding the answers to all technical questions and a host of things 
besides.

It’s at: http://www.cinematography.net/

INDEX 

TOP OF DOCUMENT.  
I like reading.  
I like to write.  
I’m a good organiser.  
I’m a Good Actor.  
I want to Direct.  
I wanna work on the movie set but I don’t know which job.  
Agents  
Art Department  
Assistant Director  
Casting Director  
Catering  
Composer  
Costume Department  
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Editor  
Key Grip and Grips  
On-Set Dresser/Standby Art Director (UK)  
Lighting  
Locations  
Make-Up and Hair  
Props Department  
Publicity and Marketing  
Script Supervisor or Continuity Girl (UK - but changing name to SS)  
Sound Department  
Special Effects  
Stills Photography  
Studio Executives  
Stunt Department  
Visual Effects  
Video Split Operator  
Camera Department 

THE FUTURE  
Post-Production 

CONCLUSION  
PS (Post Script)  
   
  

If you work in the business and would like to comment about your own department, please send it to: 
os"at"uk2.net (substitute the "@" sign for "at" - if I write the address here the spam crawlers insist on me 
increasing my penis size and other such delights....)

Feel free to e-mail me with a question (no CV's please!), or go to my Q&A site on IMBD - http://
indie.imdb.com/Indie/Ask/ 

There is an archive on the IMDB site, however it is not indexed.  Below are links to the archive 
material within this site. 

 
Agents  
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Women's Issues 

Occasionally I write an article for either myself or someone else.  Here are some of them. 

Journey to South Africa (1966)  
Absolute Beginners (1985)  
Coke (1989)  
Some thoughts about Operators.(1989)  
The Role of the Cinematographer (1990)  
Shipping News (2001) 

Giving Up God.htm (2005)

 

Copyright Oliver Stapleton  
Karlsruhe, Germany Dec 2000. (Shooting Buffalo Soldiers).  
Additions: Nova Scotia  June 2001. (Shooting Shipping News).  
Added Assistant Director section Feb 2002 (Home) (That's a place, not a movie).  
Added Index (courtesy Hugh Macdonald) May 2002 (Shooting Ned Kelly- Australia)  
Added Archive and Articles May 2002.  
Added further Q&A's Nov 2003. 

Added “Giving Up God” 2005 and various small changes. 
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SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT CAMERA OPERATORS

 
 
The position of the  Operator in cinematography places him in a unique position to either contribute, 
enhance and help the DP and the Director  or to completely compromise the work of both.  His power 
stems from his control of the handles: only he actually sees and executes the fine details: no amount of 
pressure from the outside will persuade a brutish operator that HIS shot isn't the right one.  In the end it 
comes down to this: WHOSE SHOT IS IT?  The Directors, the DP's or the operators? As most of us 
who have shot more than a couple of films have found out, it's sometimes the Directors but quite often it 
isn't.  And if it isn't the Directors, it might be the DP's and it might be the Operators: and all shades of 
grey betwixt and between.  For some reason it sounds like this threesome must be an unholy alliance in 
which only compromise is possible: but we all know that many of the world's materpieces of cinema 
have been made with the terrible triangle at work for months or even years on end.  So it can't be that 
bad, it can't always result in dilution and compromise: a recent visit to the newly released print of 
Lawrence of Arabia left me gasping with astonishment at the achievement - many of the best English 
cinematographers were involved in that film and they seemed to get on just fine. 

But for those of us who came into the industry sideways, and didn't have the benefit of the studio system 
to train in, it is hard to accept the operators presence when you have come from years of 16mm and low-
budget features; you get to feel that your framing, your vision and your shot breakdown is the only way 
to do it and right or wrong, it's a pain to have an operator who thinks he knows better.  And this is where 
it all falls apart: in the industry today there are a number or operators who deep down in their souls 
know that they should be DP's, and when they see one of those "Clapper-Lighters" blast onto the set in 
their Porshe Turbo and reach for the Minolta Spotmeter, they just want to throw up. Instead it's 
"Morning Guvner, How are We?". And similarly the young stud, veteran of 101 nights of continuous 
rock promos, can't abide the desert lean look of the wizzened ex Ealing operator who wants a 40mm on 
the sticks at eye level just HERE, Thanks John. He's itching to crank on the 9.5, go handheld and do the 
focus! And somewhere in the middle of all this there's a Director who may or may not know what she or 
he is doing and may or may not have something to say about the shot.  Some Directors just announce to 
both the DP and the Operator that it's a 40mm and it's here and call me when you're ready. Exit.  Others 
rehearse a scene then turn and look at you and say: "How do you want to shoot it?"  The DP and the 
Operator working in symbiotic harmony leap forward with 101 suggestions that may or may not conflict 
with each other, dazzling the director with a series of close-ups, tracking on certain dialogue lines to 
“cross the line” and  displaying a knowledge of mis-en-scene that only comes from inimate study of The 
Maltese Falcon.  Alternatively there's a sort of appalling silence whilst the seething relationship between 
the DP and the operator manifests itself on the poor first time director who knows none of this!  And of 
course, I'm happy to say, MOST of the time an extremely fruitful and enjoyable collaboration exists 
between all three parties and the film moves forward with an almost audible hum as the engines 
smoothly move into gear. 

I think it is a mistake to look at the job of the Operator as a job that is in any sense undervalued.  I have 
had much of my work enhanced by the brilliant suggestions and execution of good operators.  I have 
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also had a small amount of fortunately short one day jobs completely compromised and spoiled by one 
or two boring, bigotted silly men who should do something else with their lives before they drive 
themselves to an early grave.  But these kind of people exist in all walks of life and those of us who want 
to get on with the job and enjoy their work try and avoid such people.  I asked Steven Frears once how 
come he worked with such good scripts and he just said: "Why not choose the best?"    I've operated 
several films of his myself not because I have anything against operators but because they took place in 
very small rooms where the presence of an operator makes lighting a cumbersome affair and the 
smallness of the camera crew (and I don't mean physical size!)  a definite contribution to the integrity of 
the set.  But the contribution of Mike Proudfoot on Absolute Beginners and Restoration was invaluable: 
any DP who thinks they can handle massive sets or night shoots where the camera is forever on a crane 
and complain about operators must be either very selfish or very unable to get on with people.  Always I 
have niggling doubts about Operators.. will he do it EXACTLY as I  want it ?  Can I COMMUNICATE 
EXACTLY what I want?  I would suggest that those DP's  (are there any?) who think that Operators 
contribute nothing should perhaps try directing: when you direct you begin to understand the meaning of 
the word compromise!  Compared to directors, the DP has an astonishing amount of control:  the 
director on the other hand has to TRUST first and foremost the Writer, then the DP, then the Operator, 
then the Designer, then the Sound man, then Costumes etc etc etc etc.  By comparison the DP doesn't 
know the meaning of the word delegation: so learning to work in harmony with good operators seems to 
me the least we can do. 

I will certainly continue to operate small controlled films myself when much of it is Day Exterior or just 
simple in terms of lighting requirements.  Why not?  I enjoy the experience of working one to one with 
the Director and a certain kind of intensity of focus.  But equally, when the situation demands it, I'm 
willing and ready to enjoy the input of the Operator, to benefit from his experience. After all, the whole 
process is a collaboration: no-one's ever made a movie on their own. 

Apart from the few whose soul's have been left behind in some bar in Rio de Janiero, Operators, like 
everyone else on a good crew, just get on with it.  Fini.  
   
  

OLIVER STAPLETON  
NEW YORK  
APRIL 1989  
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I'm a DP with some work and my most recent film will open in NYC sometime  
soon. It has won a couple of awards and I would like to attend the NYC  
opening, it will be in a festival and I figure some agents will be there but  
I would like to invite more. Is it acceptable to do this? Will they come?  
  

If you mean people you are considering as possible agents for yourself, then  
it might be embarassing to invite them all at once.  Agents are in the  
business of knowing what's going on, so they will definitely know each other  
and know that you have invited them.  If you make it all OK before hand that  
might work, but I would be more inclined to decide which one you would like  
to represent you and then just invite that one along.  That way he/she will  
feel special and your relationship might get off to a better start. Once  
somebody represents you, invite who you like!  Of course, if you mean you  
are inviting agents for non-representational reasons, just go ahead eg  
directors agents etc. 

Hi Oliver and thanks for reading. I've been wondering, do cinematographers have agents? If so, what's 
the best way to acquire one?  
--PJ 

Acquiring an Agent?  I think that’s something  Agents think they are doing when they take on a Client. I 
used to dislike the very idea of Agents, and to some extent I still do, though it’s made complex by the 
fact that I like both my US and UK Agents who both work for ICM.  “Technicians Agents” used to be 
looked down upon from a great height by the high and mighty Directors and Writers Agents, but in the 
last ten years there are a  number of highly successful (ie lucrative) agents who are representing the 
worlds best technicians. So now they get proper offices and make good money for the companies they 
work for.  There’s always a conflict in an Agent - do I go for the best paid or the most interesting job? 
But this conflict is also in the Client, and so as long as they are both on the same page (a quaint english 
expression meaning “in agreement”), they get on fine.  
I always reckon it’s best to work until you’re in demand: then the agents come to you, rather than 
beating on their doors and getting no response because you have nothing to show.  
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Hi Oliver,  
I was interested in the comments you made about the stop frame animation,  
creating fades in-camera, could you please elaborate on this technique.  
Thanks for your time,  
Rob Malloch. Paraparaumu, New Zealand. 

Way back when, we teenagers started our fascination with cinema by buying  
8mm and Super 8mm cameras.  Some of the good ones had a "single frame"  
facility that allowed you to shoot one frame at a time.  So I'd make  
animated films of just about anything: put the camera on a tripod,take a  
frame, move something (a doll?  A person?) a small amount, take another  
frame and so on.  Nowadays, you can buy a 16mm second-hand Bolex and make a  
very high quality animated film if you so wish.  Fade in/out is a facility  
that many of these cameras offered as an "effect".  Norman Maclaren (a  
Canadian filmmaker) used a lot of these techniques to great effect.  Today's  
animators still use this and many other more modern digital techniques to  
create their moving images. 

I was wondering how you photograph photographs (i.e.) Chris Markers, La  
Jetee, or the photo montage in Butch Cassidy and The Sundance Kid. Is there  
any specific equipment or technique used? I ask because I am making a short  
film on digital hoping to use this effect, and was wondering if you could  
give me any advice on achieving this?  
--CM 

There is no special technique for this other than a good tripod and two lights to light the photo from 
either side- without flare.   The term "rostrum camera" is used for the professional cameras (usually a 
Mitchell 35mm) used for this in movies.  Camera moves have to be very carefully controlled as a small 
movement of the camera will result in a large movement of the subject, depending on the size of the 
photo. If you use an amateur DV camera and can switch off the auto focus this will help, as the camera 
may search for focus during the shot.  Many DV cameras will focus surprisingly close, and you may be 
able to zoom to make the movements on the photos.  
If you want to make dissolves and layers then you can do this on a computer, but not in the camera.  
Serious amateurs use Super 8mm or 16mm for this as then you can do "stop frame" animation and make 
dissolves etc in the camera.  
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THE GREAT BLEACH-BY PASS FIASCO

Or is it Skip-bleach?  ENR? Leave-out-the-bleach? What is it? 

I’ve become increasingly frustrated with the way this process is such a drama to get done on any film.  It 
is one of the few genuinely “different” tools that the Cinematographer has at his/her disposal.  The 
problem is that the Labs have no “spec” on the process as each lab has a completely different attitude 
towards it.  One thing they have in common is that they all don’t want to do it. 

Why is this?  Because it means stopping the printing machine and taking the film path out of the 
bleach ? or something.  The reason I say, or something, is that different labs all over the world become 
more or less cagey when you ask them: What EXACTLY do you do in your “skip-bleach” process.  
Technicolour “invented” the process they call ENR in Rome with Vittorio S, and all the other labs live 
in fear and trembling of infringing their patent.  Or something.  Technicolour over the years have more 
or less not told me exactly what they do.  
Of course they say what they do is “better” than what “the others” do. 

The “others” say what they do is just as good as Technicolour but is different. 

I’ve now done 3 films in this process.  The Grifters (1989), Kansas City (1995) at CFI labs in LA, and 
Shipping News (2001) at De Luxe Toronto.  I am presently shooting Ned Kelly at Cinevex in 
Melbourne.  All these processes look completely different from each other.  
I actually like the fact that the processes are different in each lab, as it helps achieve a difference in 
look.  But that became a big problem when we took Shipping News from De Luxe, Toronto to De Luxe, 
Los Angeles and they were unable to match the look ? despite protesting endlessly that it would be 
“identicle”.  We had to ship the interpos back to Toronto in the end to have the print run made.  I never 
got a reason why it wouldn’t match in LA.  I’m not sure that they themselves could figure it out.  
Canadian Spring Water? 

So if any Lab guys out there could drop me a line (os "at" uk2.net) both about the history and difficulties 
of “standardising” this process I would appreciate it.  Cinematographers struggle to find different tools 
to create a look for each picture, and this is an especially important one. 

The other issue, apart from the chemistry, is the politics and cost.  Most of us deal with the “you’re not 
doing anything to the negative” syndrome one way or another.  But the increased cost charged by the 
labs for the bleach-bypass service is a real pain.  I can understand that the lab needs to charge more for 
the dailies, due to the work-flow interruption (though one Lab let slip they need downtime anyway to 
service the baths), but how do they justify such a large charge for the final print run?  If  a movie is 
being released in several hundred prints, surely the “once only” nature of changing the print path does 
not justify an extra charge that can add up to over $50K for the distributor?  The result of this is that any 
Cinemotographer wanting his film printed in this way has enormous problems convincing the “studio”, 
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and then all the various distributors in the various territories. 

When I arrived in Aus, I asked the Aussie Designer what he thought of Shipping News. Ok, he said. 
What did you think of the bleach ?bypass?  What bleach bypass?  The Australian Distributor didn’t want 
to pay the extra so it was printed normally.  Fortunately I never saw it. 

So I guess this is an appeal to Labs to bring down the cost of final printing in Bleach by pass.  That way 
we can use this great tool when we need it, without having movies looking different in each country they 
are shown.  I’d even go so far as to say that any Lab that will process my work with no extra charge for 
Bleach By Pass, or ENR, or whatever, gets a STRONG recommendation from me! 

Oliver Stapleton  
Melbourne, April 2001.  
PS Yes I’ve tried Premier stock, Yes I’ve tried it on the Interpos… none of it looks as good as it does on 
the print.  
  

I'm a film student at CU Boulder and I'm working on my final  
project for my intermediate class. I have had a processing lab called to my  
attention in LA called Fotokem. I was researching on their website and  
noticed they have a "skip bleach" process that makes blacks blacker and the  
colors more muted. Is this a wise route to go or is it just a gimmick? Do  
you know any examples of films that have used this process? The website  
claims it makes the film "rougher," do you suggest skipping "skip bleach" on  
a student film that is going to be rough anyway? As such, is "skip bleach" a  
service that is only offered by this particular lab, or could others do it  
by simply skipping the bleach during processing? * --Christopher Justus 

This process has been around a long time and as far as I know was first used  
by Vittorio Storraro and developed at Technicolour, Rome by a technician  
whose initials must have been ENR because that is what Technicolour call  
their version of the process.  It is one of the few really strong ways of  
affecting the final image, and each lab does a slightly different version of  
the process depending on what exactly they do.  Unfortunately the process is  
shrouded in secrecy, but is actually very simple in principal: the print  
film does not go through the bleach bath. Examples of my own films that have  
used this process would be The Grifters (1989), Kansas City (1995) and  
Shipping News (2001).  Other films are many of Storraro’s, and Seven (Darius  
Konji).  
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Blue Screen/Back Projection

Dear Mr. Stapleton, 

I've recently watched the Ingmar Bergmann B&W movie 'Wild Strawberries', when I  
came across a (for me) common question.  Near the end, the old man is sitting in his  
car during the day. The car and himself are lit by the sunlight (probably  
not real sunlight), and then all of a sudden everything blackens and the  
light is only on the man. The background is in dark, expressing his  
 loneliness and isolation. How is that done? 

Thank you in advance.  
Jan Wilm 

This could have been done in one of two ways.  All the car stuff in the movie used back projection for 
the views outside the windows of the car.  This used to be done before blue screen came along.  Back 
projection is still used occasionally as it means when you finish the day the work is “in the can” - no 
costs in post.  I have used it many times, as recently as 2000 for a driving sequence in Buffalo Soldiers.  
This time I used video back projection as it was a night sequence and did not require the kind of detail 
and resolution that film gives.  I did the same thing in Kansas City.  
So back to the question.  I looked at this a number of times.  The interesting thing is that the background 
fades out uniformly.  If they used plates for the trees etc in the deep background and had the kids at the 
window of the car and the old man sitting there, then they faded out the plate and the light on the kids at 
the same time, leaving the light on the old man.  I suspect this is what they did.  The plate may even 
have been a still or a painted backing as the trees don’t move.  There is a tiny bit of light left on the 
elbow of one of the kids which is why I think it was done this way.  The other way would be to shoot the 
kids, the window of the car and the BG as a plate and then sit the old man in front of it.  This would 
mean the actor would be talking to the kids on the projection (!) ; then fade out the projection.  Being in 
B&W, this type of fade would not suffer from the increasing warmth as you fade out ? if you did this in 
colour you might want to use shutters/blinds to fade the lights so the colour temp does not drop.  
There is a slight possibility that it was done in post using an optical fade on the selected part of the 
picture ? but Bergmann is such a good director that I’m sure they pre-visualised this idea!  
Thanks for an interesting question and the opportunity to view a Bergmann film I hadn’t seen. 

As a DP, I'm in the planning stage for a low-low-budget short set in daytime on a train during the 
1940's. Since this is a noir-adventure-period movie, we will shoot it in B/W on Super-16. We will use 
back projection and rock the set to create the illusion of movement. And here the trouble and fun 
begins...  
My first question: in order to save some money, would it look like crap if I shoot the plates on 
progressive-scan video (like CineAlta or similar)?  
Second question: while shooting the plates, is it wise to overexpose them in-camera to achieve a "semi" 
blown-out effect on set?  
Third question: some shots will be in slow-motion (it's an adventure flick, remember…), and this will 
cause sync-problems with the back-projection. Since it's on B/W we can’t use chromakey (we don't have 
any CGI-money either), and I think it would be a too obvious cheat to totally blow out the windows just 
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during these shots. Any suggestions?  
-Niklas 

Unfortunately you didn’t tell me if the back projection is on film or video.  Lets assume it’s video, with 
video projection.  If you are in the USA then you have the problem of 24fps in the camera and 30fps for 
the video.  If we are doing this professionally then the video can be changed to 24fps so there is no 
rollbar.  However, there are other ways that are coming into play now.  There is an in-line gismo that 
somehow gets rid of the scan lines and enables you to shoot at any frame rate.  There is also LCD 
projection that doesn’t “scan” in the same way.  
In order to figure it out you need to do the following:  
Find out what video system for shooting the plates may be available.  Get a test tape from this system 
and find a projector to put it on.  Back-Project the picture to a size at least 9’x6’, or whatever you think 
will cover your shot(s).  The screen needs to be at least 6’ back from the train and preferably more.  This 
is to allow you to bring in “interactive” lighting through the windows to hit the actors and interior of the 
carriage.  This lighting obviously must not hit the screen in any way (and ruin the blacks).  
Unfortunately there is no “gismo” that will substitute for a film test, as far as flicker is concerned. You 
just have to assemble the components and try it out.  Even at my exotic level of film making, we still 
have to do this as there are so many factors that can come along and mess up the shoot.  
Shoot the plates normally, but then make the projection bright (one or two stops) in relation to the 
foreground lighting.  You might like to think about filtering the plates if you intend to filter the scene... 
Or test this aswell.  The thing about tests is that you don’t need to shoot more than a few feet of film: 
most of the work is in making sure all the components work together and not embarassing yourself on 
the day by being ill-prepared.  
By the way ? viz-a-viz the b/w ? if the film is to be seen only on tape you may get a better result 
shooting on colour (500ASA which could be useful) and turning it to b/w afterwards.  Or not.  
Good luck!  
  

When actors are not filmed against a blue/green screen or other nuetral background, how are computer 
backgrounds superimposed directly behind them?  
Rob LaPoint 

The answer is: with difficulty! The technique is called Rotascoping and involves a painstaking frame-by-
frame extraction of the actor from the original background, then matting him or her back on to the new 
background, then adjusting things like contrast, colour and motion blur to suit the new background. 
Things like long hair are a particular dread of the matt artist in this situation.  
If you have access to a laptop with Photoshop installed, you can have a go at his yourself with a still 
image, and you?ll see how hard it is to create a convincing combined new image - and that?s just for one 
frame, not 24fps!  
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Books to Read

I've read every one of your columns since you joined "Ask A  
Filmmaker", and you've really been an inspiration; if I ever make anything  
of myself in this industry I'll definitely owe part of that result to you.  
Quick question: I know you're of the school that shooting film is the best,  
if not only way to learn the craft, but if you had to pick a few texts that  
are helpful to one's apprencticeship what would they be? 

All The Best To You ~Akai 

I studied still photography so would recommend the series of books by Ansel  
Adams, titled The Negative, The Print etc.  I don't seem to be able to  
derive anything from looking at lighting diagrams in books about lighting -  
but that may not be the same for everyone.  I would encourage you above all  
to take photographs and learn Tai-Chi.  Photographs will teach you about  
framing and chemistry, and Tai-Chi will teach you how to move in balance -  
an essential requirement for hand-held cinematography and operating.  Video  
cameras are obviously another good tool, but beware the "ease" with which  
they make an image. 

I would like a source for the basics of film making.  Not that I aspire to  
be in the business; I just want to understand what is being done to enhance  
my viewing pleasure and to be able to make better home movies.  Any  
suggestions?  Thanks. 

- Jay 

How nice to hear from someone with modest aims! I can't give you a list of books as I am a practicing 
Cinematographer, not a teacher, but I'm sure you already searched your local library and found the 
books either too technical or too chatty.  I would suggest that a home computer with the ability to import 
your home movies (like "imovie" on the Mac) and edit them is the best way to learn and understand 
movie making. Try making a simple scene of say "Dinner at Home" and figure out "eyelines" (how to 
make it appear that people are talking to each other), and try to shoot it "edited" in the camera. All the 
basic techniques of editing and sound shifting (track laying) and now available to the amateur, so go 
ahead and play then next time you watch a movie you'll be more aware of what they did. 

Mr.Stapleton,  
My most agonizing problem with cinematography is understanding  
completely the scientific and chemical aspects of light and film. As  
a videographer I do pretty well, but when it comes to film, I rarely  
hit the mark. Would you suggest any particular books, publications,  
courses, or exercises that concentrate on these issues? Thanks a  
bunch,  
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Doug 

There’s several ways to learn about film.  
1. Books. For technical matters involving exposure, chemistry and film  
there’s nothing better than the Ansel Adams series of books for stills  
photographers.  There’s several complex books published on Cinematography  
but I couldn’t recommend any of them because I tried to read a couple of them  
years ago and found them very dull.  
2. Courses.  The country is littered with courses both long and short: start  
with the AFI if you are in LA or NYC is you are in NY. Their websites  
probably have lots of links.  
3. Take b/w Photographs and develop and print them in a darkroom.  This will  
teach you everything you need to know. (use a separate exposure meter).  
Why? Because you learn about the relationship between exposure and the  
print, and about contrast.  Colour can come later, and is quite easy to  
master once you’ve sorted the basics out. 

What book would you recommend to someone interested in getting into cinematography? Also, I'm not 
totally sure of all the aspects the job entails, could you shed some light on that from your perspective?  
-Jesse Mangold 

When I was learning there was Wheelers “Principles of Cinematography” which was/is very dry and 
technical and most of which would not apply in todays world.  I think the best route is to learn the art of 
developing and printing in the stills darkroom because it is equivalent to what goes on in the lab, then 
enrol in drama school, or an English course and learn about drama.  But I only say this because this is 
what I did and it seemed to work for me.   In brief the job entails: 

You need to be born with: 

●     An innate sense of composition (a bit like “perfect pitch” if you are a musician)
●     A Sense of Humour
●     An elder brother or sister

You need to Learn 

●     Drama
●     Photography
●     Politics & Management
●     

There is a very good description in a back issue of American Cinematographer but I don't know which 
one!  
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Hi Oliver, 

First of all I have to say for someone who doesn't consider themselves a  
teacher I've learned more about film and cinematography from reading your Q  
& A's on the imdb than I have from countless readings of magazines,  
tutorials and books on the subject. 

My questions are, when it comes to film stock , processing at the lab on  
most movies, what are the average costs for 16mm and 35mm film on say the  
usual 90 minute film. On $100 Million budget movies where exactly is the  
budget going and how much of it is really up on screen. 

Regards  
David Bailey 

I am afraid there is no answer to the first part is as there is no such thing as the "usual" 90 minute film.  
By this I mean that different Directors use wildly differing amounts of film.  When I made the low 
budget films here in the UK in the 80's, all with budgets under $8 Million, we reckoned on a shooting 
ratio of about 7:1, meaning you shot about 7 times as much footage as appeared in the film. So with a 
little bit of maths and a few phone calls to Kodak and the Lab, you could work out the answer yourself: 
you will have to decide whether to include dailies in the budget - many studios are trying to do without 
them these days on smaller films.  
As for the second part, I had a call a couple of years ago to shoot a movie in New York. I asked what the 
budget was and they said "About $60 Million." I thought this was Ok, but then I asked who was in it.  
After they told me, I worked out we would have $18 Million to make the movie.  This is a very low 
budget to shoot a film in New York of any magnitude.  
There is no rule for how much of a budget is up on the screen: but it also depends how you define the 
expression... If Mr Superstar is on the screen most of the time, I guess you could say most of the budget 
is on the screen!  
Sometimes the most amazing epics are made for very little money: no stars and shot in third world 
countries - low crew rates, very low rates for background (human and otherwise), and cheap hotels and 
food.  
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Car Photography

What are the different methods of shooting dialog in a  
moving car? Can you do night time scenes?  
-Ian Bloom 

There are several methods of doing this. 

●     The simplest is to shoot hand held inside the car with a smallish camera and a small amount of 
light on the actor, either from the outside of the car or choose a spot in a well lit street where 
enough natural light will enter the car to get an exposure.

●     Next variation would be to fix the camera outside with a “suction” mount or something similar.  
You can shoot through the windscreen this way (choose a place with interesting reflections).  A 
small external light (use a mechanics fluorescent that will clip on to the car battery?) will 
probably be essential.

●     In the studio (costs are going up!) Blue Screen/Back Projection can be used and the background 
added later, or backprojection using either a video or movie projector. Backgrounds (called 
“Plates”) would have to shot beforehand for this method.

I have a question regarding the feasibility of "do it yourself" car mounts  
for the camera.  I would ideally like to get some decent shots  
through the driver's side window of both passengers, traveling at no more  
than 15-20 mph.  I've used a 2x4 before to shoot towards the back window,  
but not thru the front.  
I have very little money and no access to fancy rigs...any thoughts???  
thanks!  
Beth 

Assuming a 2x4 is a piece of wood (?), then you are on the right lines.  Professional “hostess trays” are 
used for clipping on the drivers and passengers windows with the camera mounted on top pointing 
though the window.  With a lighter camera, you could make a simple device to do this out of wood or 
metal.  In general always use a “safety” - a line or rope secured to the rig so that is it breaks the camera 
does not fall off!  Lighting contrast is always a problem in a car.  Your choices are to get some daylight 
balanced lights through the front windshield, or put some ND filter on the window behind the drive so 
that the background does not “burn out”.  At night the balance is easier, though the exposure may drop 
too low if you don’t add some small tungsten light.  
  

Hi, I've been having trouble shooting through car windshields while  
retaining visibility of the subjects inside. However, I've seen it done  
successfully in a lot of mainstream work. Besides shooting in a studio,  
how would you suggest to deal with the glare from the sun and sky?  
Jeff,  
Baltimore, Maryland 
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In still photography, one of the most essential filter for outdoor  
shooting is the polarizer. Are polarizers used in filming?  
Ari 

I’ll answer these two at once.   A polarising filter is an essential tool for shooting car windows, and also 
one of the only ways of deepening the blue of a sky, and lessening the glare off water.  Because a 
polariser reduces the light in the opposite “plane” to how the polariser is set, it can be useful in many 
situations where an increase in colour contrast is sought.  If you have a pair of polaroid sunglasses, you 
can rotate them and you will see a change in  skys, windows and any reflective surface that polarises the 
light.  If you get two pairs you will see the whole view turn black as you rotate them.  This is because if 
you polarise the light in two directions then no light will be transmitted.  Don’t forget to compensate the 
exposure ? around 2 stops in most situations.  
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Dear Mr. Stapleton:  
I think one of the key factors that made The Cider House Rules so great was yourself and the director 
didn't ruin it by trying a bunch of fancy camera-work -- you just told the story. When you think about 
telling a story (i.e. The Cider House Rules) via the motion picture camera, what values do you hold most 
dear?  In other words, what are your key strategies regarding the art of crafting a story through the 
motion picture format.  
--Adam Sennott 

Hello Adam,  
I am always rather impressed with fancy camera work as I don’t seem to be able to do it!  I made many 
Music Videos in the early 80’s, (mostly with Julien Temple and Steve Barron), and seemed to shake 
“fancy camera work” out of my system.  I occasionally see MTV now, and really admire the work many 
of todays younger DP’s are doing, though it gets harder and harder to spot what is in the original 
photography and what is Post Production.  When the Director and DP have really planned out to shoot it 
in a certain way to do the post in a certain way, it is usually more successful than ad-hoc computer work 
applied to something mediocre in the first place.  Anyhow, on to your question..  
The value I hold, most dear in shooting a film is that the cinematography should “disappear” for the 
viewer.  I must be quite successful at this as I have never been nominated!  However, I have shot films 
that won Oscars for Costume and Production Designers, which is interesting in that in order to “see” 
their work, the photography must have been appropriate without drawing attention to itself.  
I am guided by something I remember Nestor Almendros said (or I think he did). He would sometimes 
ask a Gaffer to turn off a light because it looked “electric”.  By this he meant, it looked like a Film Light 
was there, not the natural light. Sven Nikvst is another Cinematographer who is in this “school”.  When I 
light a scene, I usually turn off one or two lights at the end, because they make the scene look “lit”.  The 
other day (I am shooting Buffalo Soldiers in Germany), I was watching the director rehearse a scene in a 
soldiers bedroom.  It was 7.30am and the natural light was grey and dark outside,  the light coming 
through the windows soft and short -lived.  I thought: This is exactly how this scene should look.  So 
when I lit it, I recreated that look in such a way that the film would see it as I had, which appears simple 
but is in reality quite difficult.  When I saw the result, it brought a smile to my face as it really was how 
it had looked at 7.30am, but it look a lot of work to make it so!  
When I shot the the 80’s films with Stephen Frears, I remember often thinking: make it look as you just 
turned up and shot what was there.  
I’m glad you like Cider House: I am very proud of it.  The challenge there was Realism (children live on 
Orphanage) versus Romance (The farm - Chalize Theron etc).  
This translated into a camera and lighting style that allowed the story to happen before you without 
intereference from “wow what a nice shot”.  
Key Strategies:  
1. Choose the right film.  
2. In Prep - decide on “the world” with the Director & Production Designer.  
3. Stick to it when shooting! (Not always so easy).  
4. Better to fail than never be bold. (Even Storraro re-shoots!).  
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Dear Oliver,  
In your March 2 column you said that there isn't really a "club" of cinematographers--at least, not to the 
extent that the magazines would have us believe--but do you ever get to work with other D.P.'s? Do you 
have a group of friends in your field, or do you ever go to meetings/conferences about the trade? 

Thank you,  
Micah Johnson 

It’s encouraging to know that someone actually reads this column!  DP’s really divide into 2 camps: 
those who went “through the ranks” and those that didn’t.  I belong in the latter category so I’m not the 
most “connected” guy in the industry.  Since I’ve never worked for a DP, the ones I have met have been 
just through co-incidence or because I went to an ASC or BSC function.  Occasionally I have to hire a 
second unit DP so that leads to a temporary working relationship for that particular movie.  I went to 
film school in the UK and am still occasionally in touch with fellow graduate DP’s - we’ll tend to e-mail 
each other about who to hire on a crew but not a lot else.  
Plently of DP’s go to trade shows and spend a lot of time with friends in the industry when they are not 
working.  I’m a country boy, so my friends tend to be outside the industry, but that’s just me.  
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Digital - Scanning 

wazzup? 

i enjoyed reading your write-up about the ins and outs of the industory. and  
what you said about the person feeling ussless, right on. and the one about  
the sound guy being over-the-top, i know one of those. yeesh! the truth is,  
and you mentioned it, is , everyone wants to direct. even at collage, there  
were fights over who was going to direct the film. me i stuck to  
clapperboard, oooo. and your fav, continuity. of course i made a bummer when  
it came to the editing, it was my first time okay! and celluloid is  
different to working with the betercam stuff. that's all the chit chat stuff  
out of the way - shew! 

one tip to those out there who want to go into film' stick to your  
possition. you will not only piss, say, the pa that you send off to do your  
job, but the director too.  - okay that can be put in, nothing else man. 

now a question, if i can. i was talking with my friend, the kooky sound guy,  
and we were talking about the digital thing. now how does one take digital  
footage and transfer it to celluloid. it sounds stupid huh! but, after so  
many years of floating around this glorious industory, it catches up on you.  
know what i meen? it used to be the conventional, and now WHAM - in your  
face stuff. so for little people like myself, the starting out will have to  
be dvcam. cool, it works with the script, but the workings of the material?  
yeah right! 

just wonderd if you knew anything on the background of digital, sounds like  
your the guy. 

thanx,  
alex 

Hi Alex,  
So it goes like this.  After grading your masterpiece on Digital the output is "scanned" back to film - like 
telecine in reverse.  This is obviously quite an expensive process: it can be scanned to either 16mm or 
35mm, but of course 16mm now has quite limited use in terms of projection.  
The one hiccup which the digi guys may not want to tell you, is that quite often the material needs a "re-
grade" once on film, as unfortunately the match between what looks good on the monitor and what looks 
good on the screen is still not very good.  
Best,  
Oliver S. 

I was wondering about the loss of quality and trouble matching everything to  
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the master print when film has to be converted to digital for post  
production and then printed back onto film. Is it so problematic that you  
still will avoid digital effects, or are you comfortable with it at this  
point. 

--Ari 

I am yet to participate in this process for a whole film: but the experiences of many cameramen I have 
spoken to are not very positive.  The price you pay for the extra control over the colour and contrast of 
the image seems to be:  
Overall loss of resolution ? more noticeable in wide landscape shots than in close-ups.  
A very lengthy (unpaid!) timing process, made even more lengthy by the the fact it has to be repeated at 
the film stage.  
To some eyes ? a loss in “film” look. 

Every film I have shot for last few years has between one and one hundred digital shots which haven’t 
proved to be a problem. 

I am in the process of completing a no budget DV feature and when the  
time comes to shop around for festivals, I was thinking of transferring  
from the MiniDV format to High Def. What would the cost of something  
like that be? And more importantly, could you explain what happens to  
the image when transfered to High Def? Such as would it magnify  
electronic grain, can the aspect ratio be altered or preserved, or any  
possible problems or advice I should know about this scenario. 

Jason 

I think you might mean Beta rather than Hi-Def.  Hi-Def is not a format that can be played back at the 
kind of venue you are after.  Just to confuse the picture, there are also several different kinds of Hi-Def.  
I would recommend you call the particular festival you are considering and ask them what formats they 
find acceptable for consideration.  Any kind of transfer to another format is always going to degrade the 
work, even if it is digital.  This “loss” would not be detectable on most normal viewing situations.  As to 
cost, you would be getting involved with $200+ per hour places that specialise in this kind of work.  
Aspect ratios can be easily altered and recomposing shots is easy, bearing in mind that anything more 
than a 10% increase in picture size will cause loss of resolution.  You can budget this by calling  a post 
production house and explaining what you want and how long you think it will take.  
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Director/DP Relationship

After having watched Project Greenlight I came away with the impression that 
the DP had more influence on the look of a shot  than the director. When you 
are out on location, who determines when the light is right etc. Also, does 
the cinematographer's opinion ever outweigh that of the director's? Do you 
have any examples of when that has happened? 
David Anderson
 
It’s almost impossible to tell from looking at a film who did what.  If the  
film is directed by an “auteur” then you can reckon that person had a hand  
in the setting of the camera, and possibly, but not necessarily, the  
lighting.  The main thing about your second question is that it is not of  
any interest: the working relationship between a DP and Director is unique  
to that relationship so generalising about it does not have any value.  If  
you are out there point scoring then you are not collaborating. In answer to  
the first question, generally the DP determines when the light is right: but  
with reference to the above, a DP might work very differently with one  
Director than another, depending on whether the particular Director has any  
interest in Lighting. (Also see below!)
 
Do you find it easier to work with technically minded directors  
or directors that focus more on performance? * --Joseph
Probably the latter as I seem to wind up with “performance” type directors.  
I think I find technically minded Directors rather boring to work with as  
I’m not sure what my job is, and I start worrying about who is doing their  
job ie the script, the actors etc. I’m not very good at being “told” what to  
do, so if a Director was to start telling me where to put a light, I would  
introduce him the gaffer and suggest that they work together.  But if a  
Director wants to discuss the mood of a scene with reference to the lighting  
that’s fine.  There are plenty of famous Directors who work with fine  
cameramen and tell them what to do: it’s a personality thing I guess.  
Kubrick used a different cameraman on every film, except for Alcott doing  
two.  Kubrick told eveyone how to do their job and made some of the worlds  
finest movies, but I never would have worked for him even had he asked! It  
takes 3-6 months to shoot a movie and 1 to 2 hours to watch it.  Which is  
the more important experience?
 
 Hi I just started my career as cameraman and I had some work as  
DP, but I am having some troubles finding jobs because here producers prefer  
technicians with strong personality and technical knowledge but almost no  
artistic [knowledge]. I have both technical and artistic knowledge, but I  
haven't (and I don't want to pretend) an overwhelming personality. What are  
the ideal characteristics for a DP and/or cameraman?
Cristian Orellana Santiago, Chile
 
Yikes, this is turning into one of those "Dear Cathy" columns! Actually this  
is rather a good question as there are many brilliant DP's with the kind of  
shy and retiring nature you speak of, and some of them are not being given  
the jobs they deserve because of this.  The "ideal" personality for a DP is  
the one that gets on with the Director (not necessarily the Producer!).  
Directors differ enormously in what they are looking for in a DP and a loud,  
aggressive "love me, love my gear" type macho-man does not always win the  
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day.  If you are doing good work, you'll be noticed and people will employ  
you - don't worry about your personality as that is for others to decide.  
Overwhelming personalities are best left to Actors...
 
Who chooses the particular equipment you use on a shoot?  
Obviously the bigger choices (DV vs. film, etc.) are made at the production  
design level, but do personal/brand preferences factor in at all?  
--Brandyn
 
Actually the "bigger" choices are made by the cinematographer in  
conjunction with the director, and sometimes the producer. The specifics of  
cameras, lenses, film stocks, lights etc are usually in the hands of the  
cinematographer but some directors are more obsessed than they should be  
with "gear". A highly camera-orientated director (like Ridley Scott) will  
choose a cinematographer who is not going to spend all day arguing about  
lenses and equipment.. Another director (like Lasse Hallstrom) might ask  
half-way through the shoot: "What kind of camera are we using?".  There are  
Panavision nuts, Arri nuts amd Moviecam nuts - that about covers it.
 
I will be directing a 30min short that I wrote in the upcoming  
months. I'm very meticulous with what I want and how it is framed, I've even  
storyboarded it myself (yes I can draw).  Will my DP want to kill me?
Thank You
 
Probably, but I haven’t heard of Director/DP homicide case so you may be OK.  
Whilst storyboards are a very useful tool for Directors, they can also be  
very destructive because they “blind” the film makers to the choices that  
are apparent when you rehearse a scene with real live actors in a real live  
place.  1. With storyboards you manipulate the actors into the frames that  
are pre-visualised: you get the shot, but what is the cost in terms of  
performance and “stimulation/motivation” of not just the actors, but also  
the DP.  (Ask any actor whose been in a George Lucas film). What is drawn is  
never photographically exact, so can be misleading. 2. Without storyboards  
you risk loosing track of the montage, but gain the intensity and buzz of  
having to sort it out in the moment.  This is more challenging, but also  
more thrilling.  Like playing jazz, instead of reading the notes from the  
music. 3. If a Director is wedded to storyboards, it’s can be from  
insecurity and a fear that their “vision” will be lost in the maelstrom of  
shooting.  Once you have a good relationship with a DP, you might find your  
need for storyboards diminishes.  It always strikes me as strange to be  
standing in some extraordinary spot on the planet, where hundreds of people  
have laboured long and hard to put you, and then to be gazing at a two  
dimensional pencil drawing on a piece of paper, probably made at 2am in some  
apartment in Manhatten.  To me, each scene/rehearsal is a unique and  
momentary event and how it is shot should come out of that moment, in the  
real place and real time of shooting. 4. Stunts, underwater, crane shots etc  
fall into another category and story boards are useful/essential if large  
groups of people are involved in the planning of a shot or sequence.  5.  
Like all things, there are no hard and fast rules about story boards.  
Spielberg uses them and he’s not a bad film-maker!
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What's the best way to position yourself to work with a specific director? If you don't have any personal lines to that 
director, would you send his (or her) agent a letter of interest? Or do you just have to hope that they'll eventually notice 
your work and come to you? Have you ever done anything daring to get a particular project? I guess I'm wondering how 
much overall self-promotion a cinematographer has to do.
Thanks alot,  
Cam
 
Well I have to say I’ve been lucky and every since being at film school with a number of directors that took me onwards 
and upwards (sometimes!), I’ve not had to “trawl” for work.  
When I was in my twenties I was a stills photographer (in Cape Town) and had no work.  I decided to make a fancy 
portfolio that I thought would entice people to employ me.  I took it around and mostly didn’t make it past the secretaries. 
I gave up and went to the beach. I met a fella there who gave me a job.  
What this means is, I don’t understand why some very talented people aren’t working, some mediocre talents are working 
and nothing is predictable.  Except that if you have intention, determination and aim, all things are possible. Agents can 
help to get that first contact - they can’t get the job for you, if the Director isn’t interested.  I’ve lost at least one job 
through too many people recommending me to a Director - they are usually willfull by definition, so there’s a fine balance 
of how to get your name in front of a Director.  When Gregor Jordan (a second feature 30-something director) was 
looking for a DP for Buffalo Soldiers , I asked him in the interview: Who else are you considering (for DP)?  He said: No-
one.  I liked that because it showed he is decisive and determined, so I knew I’d get on well with him when we were 
shooting. Another director I met on the same day had seen dozens of DP’s already and saw quite a few after me.  I didn’t 
think I’d work so well with him!  
I don’t think I’ve done anything daring to get a job, like hang upside down outside a directors window, but who knows.. it 
could work. Self-promotion seems more like something that actors have to do: mercifully I haven’t.
 
 Has a director ever asked you to do something that just goes  
against your idea of what good cinematography is? What do you do in a  
situation like that? V.A.
Yes is the answer! There’s three  courses of action:  
1. Do what he or she wants.  
2. Argue your case.  
3. Resign.
Of these three, I mostly go with No 2.  However, I walked off a Rock Video  
in 1982 in the middle of night and drove home because the director insisted  
on directing the lighting in a manner that I thought innapropriate.  So I  
introduced him to the gaffer and suggested they work together! As far as I’m  
concerned, directors are there to direct the actors, not the lighting.  Just  
as I might make a discreet suggestion to the director about the acting or  
the story, so he or she might do the same about the lighting: but discussing  
something is one thing, controlling it is another.
On average, once every five years or so, I wind up on the wrong film with  
the wrong director.  Usually I realise the situation is a disaster the first  
week of shooting, but see it through to the end.  It’s like the army: if  
you’ve signed the contract you have to make the best of the situation.  On  
one occasion I was fired after 7 weeks of trying to make the best of it: and  
replaced by another cameraman that I discovered had been hired during  
pre-production! You won’t find that movie on my list of credits!
Fortunately, most of the time I work with directors where we share common  
ground.  I try to work with directors whose primary focus is the script and  
the actors: this gives me a job to do.  If the director is obsessed with the  
camera, you either become an assistant or have to start dealing with the  
actors!
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There’s nothing worse on a film set than a director and cinematographer  
arguing constantly.  It can be creative, but more often than not it’s just a  
pain. If the “look” of the movie has been thought out in pre-production,  
there’s no need for voices to be raised. I’ve just finished Buffalo Soldiers  
in Germany: Gregor Jordan (a 32 yr old Aussie director) and I got through  
the entire movie without yelling at each other once, despite the fact we had  
never worked together before.  In the first two weeks, we had to find common  
ground, as his idea of framing and mine proved to be a little different.  
However, with some give and take on both sides, we settled into a very good  
rhythm.
Good Cinematography is what is most appropriate for the script: if a  
director tries to direct your work in a manner that you consider  
inapropriate and harmful to both the script and your own work, and continues  
to do so despite your protest, it may be time to leave! Remember the title:  
Director of Photography.
 
How much say does the cinematographer have in the lighting that's used during a shoot?  
The most important job that a Cinematographer has is the lighting, and it’s completely his or her decision.  If a Director 
doesn’t like the lighting, they hired the wrong person.  
If a Director wants to do the lighting, suggest he or she uses the gaffer directly, so that you can go home. 
 
 
 
Director Terrance Malick (The New World, The Thin Red Line) shoots his movies in "natural light" only, apparently 
using no artificial lighting of any kind.  (A lot of bounce boards I'm guessing?)  Why does he do that?  His films look so 
gorgeous.   Is natural-light cinematography a real option for directors who can't afford to spend half a year shooting only 
at magic hour like Malick does?  What are the techniques used?  Is natural-light a philosophical thing, or an image thing?
 “Why does he do that?  His films look so gorgeous.”  
 
I think you answered your own question! As Sven Nykvist has just died (Sep 06), it might be a good moment to reflect on 
“natural light” photography which is a principle dear to the hearts of many Cinematographers including me. John Alcott 
was mentioned recently, and I would add Nestor Almendros to the list.  A New York Gaffer once told me the story of 
when he had a pre-light crew spend a couple of days lighting Central Park for a night shoot: Nestor arrived on the night to 
shoot and looked around and said: “It looks great just as it is: let’s shoot!”  He told me the story to illustrate that Nestor 
was always shooting in “natural” light and had not realized about the extensive pre-light.. however, my thinking was that 
Nestor was saying this to illustrate a point, probably being only too aware of the work involved. 
 Is natural-light a philosophical thing, or an image thing? Well the one leads to the other.. it definitely is a guiding 
principle for me.  I will always consider what would a set look like if it was situated in the real world instead of in the 
studio.  All good Day Interior lighting has to be based on what would happen to that window if the room were in a real 
place.. AND what kind of place is that – Northern Hemisphere, The Tropics etc will always affect the way the light comes 
in the window. 
Malick is willing to take the time to shoot at the right time and schedule accordingly.  There’s not a lot of Directors out 
there who have the patience or the power over the studio to do that: the Cinematographer does not have the authority to 
“insist” on waiting for hours and hours unless he or she is backed up by the Director.  Once a scene is shot there is no 
going back so the moral is to not shoot it if it isn’t right!
Lighting is based on Sunlight and as such there is nothing deeper, older or more profound than Sunlight.  Without it there 
is no world, no life, so you’d better get a grip on what it is, and what it does, if you are going to be a Cinematographer.  
We (mankind) invented Electricity, which has given a whole new level of lighting to study: Electric Light which has quite 
different principles to Sunlight, but could be considered “natural” to the modern world – or at least to the world that has 
electricity.  The “technique used” is simply to Look.  Look at Daylight, Look at Candle light, Look at Electric light: it 
takes a while, but all you have to do is re-create what is there for all to see. 
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Dear Mr. Stapleton, 

First of all, I really enjoyed your work on "Cider House Rules"... I'm an  
established director in Asia mostly doing TV commercials for the market out  
here. I've also directed several award winning short films. I'm currently  
in-pre-pro with my first feature film project and wanted to know how to go  
about hiring experienced DPs from the US or Europe as I want a distinctly  
different "look" than the DPs in Asia -- while there are a number of Asian  
DPs I admire such as Gu Changwei, Zhao Fei etc., for this project I prefer  
to work with a "Western" DP. How do I go about getting in touch with a DP  
from the States or Europe with experience -- not to mention, the pay for a  
DP isn't high out here considering the budget contraints -- but I thought  
there might be people interested in shooting a film in China, even if it's  
for scale. Any chance you think? 

Thanks in advance!! 

-Xu 

I would say there are many DP's sitting at home dying for the chance to  
shoot in China!  You could contact one of the big agencies       (like ICM )  
Or put an add on a website such as Cinematography.com.  The agency  
route will get you more established DP's - the internet will get you.. er..  
well.. who knows! I always find the idea of a different nationality having a  
different "look" a bit suspect - what it will give you is a different  
experience - judging by my recent experience in teaching 22 Asean DP's for a  
week.  Western DP's tend to be a bit more forthright (arrogant?) than their  
Eastern counterpart.  
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Equipment

Hi! I'm a film student at Central Washington University and I'm  
looking for information that leads to what is the best movie/film camera out  
on the market today?  I searched a few sites but none of them gave me any  
hints. Could you possibly help? If you don't know exactly which one or  
brand.  Is it possible for you to let me know what kind of Camera did any of  
the big blockbuster movies use??  Thanks so much! Cedric from CWU Film 

Cameras are mostly either 16mm or 35mm for professional use but I'll stick  
to 35mm as you seem interested in blockbusters.  These kinds of movies are  
usually shot with Panavision cameras, which are rented from Panavision which  
is the largest rental house for movie equipment in the world. You can't own  
these cameras as they are not for sale: but you can buy Arriflex and  
Moviecam cameras which also can be rented from other companies (and also  
from Panavision - just to confuse the issue!) As for which one is best -  
you'll get as many answers as there are cameras.  The best camera is the one  
most appropriate for the job: and that differs with the job. 

What precautions do you have to take with equipment when you're shooting in a really hot place? I'm 
going to Mexico this summer with some friends (from film school) to shoot a short film, but I'm worried 
about the technical hassles we might encounter because of the heat. 

Darren Swane 

You’ll probably have more trouble with your stomach than with the film! I assume you’re shooting on 
film (?), and you’ll have no problems provided that:  
1. Put a cloth or reflective material on the camera magazine. Try and keep the whole camera in the shade 
as much as possible, but don’t panic if you can’t!  
2. Never leave the cans in the sun, and seek out the coolest spot (but not the fridge), to store the film.  
3. Do not, under any circumstances, let the film go through X ray at customs, no matter what they say 
about “film safe” etc.  If you have to take the film through, allow plently of time and take a changing 
bag with you: if customs insist, they can open the cans in the bag and feel the rolls of film. You can 
avoid this by purchasing and processing the stock there, as once the film is in negative or print form 
(developed) it can’t be harmed by X ray.  
One of the really amazing things about film, sometimes hard to remember through the haze of 
Digispeak, is that it is very very resilient to both cold, hot, rain, sun, steam, the tropics the spiders and 
everything else we can throw at it.  Try that with a 24p! 

I'm always hearing about new cameras and new technology, but I don't really understand how you get to 
try equipment out before sinking a ton of money into it. As an established professional, do companies 
send you new models to try? And how do you try out new "toys"?  
--Anthony 
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Most equipment is rented so that’s how you get to try it out.  You just hire what you want for a shoot, 
the production company pays for it, and if you don’t like it or want to try something else, just exchange 
it.  As far as buying equipment is concerned, you don’t want to do this unless you’re very clear about 
what you are doing, and can be confident that you will be working when you want to work. (No freebies 
from companies I’m afraid!). 

 Have you ever owned any camera equipment in your career...or is  
this primarily a thing that applies to commercial shooters? thank  
you...Steve  
I would drag my Mum to a halt if we passed a photo shop when I  
was a child. I’d pull myself up with my little fingers on the windowsill and  
look wistfully at the cameras.  In currently own er.. a lot of camera  
equipment.. so, no,  owning cameras does not just apply to “commercial  
shooters".  
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Exposure Techniques

Recently while working as a grip on a couple of features I've [seen] one DP using only a spot meter 
(Gale Tattersall, "Thirteen Ghosts") and another using only footcandle measurement (Fred Elmes, "24 
Hours"). I'm used to an incident meter, but I was wondering if you could comment on these other 
approaches, and how you meter.  
Michael Cox 

Hello Michael,  
This is quite a topic that could take up a book or two.  Traditionally, Cinematographers use Incident 
Meters (the most famous is the Spectra): lately some Cinematographers, often who have a background in 
still photography, use Spot Meters (Minolta, Pentax etc).  
Incident meters measure the light that falls on the subject, spot meters measure the light that reflects off 
the subject (usually a 1 degree angle). In theory the reflected light off a “Grey Card” will give the same 
reading as an incident meter, though in practice this is rare!  
Footcandle measurement used to be the norm when Cinematographers used Incident meters.  This is an 
“absolute” measurement, like distance or speed. It is based on 1 foot candle being the amount of light a 
candle will give 1 foot from the candle - (I think!).  So a cameraman could say to a gaffer: I need 64 
footcandles over there from that light and the gaffer would be able to provide that amount of light.  
Today a cinematographer may say: I need a 2.8 over there, meaning T2.8 at whatever ASA (film speed) 
he is using; or he may say, put a 5K (light) over there and not refer to the amount of light that will come 
from it.  In practice every Cinematographer has their own way of working (including not using a meter 
atall!), so there’s no “right” way.  
Personally I only use a spot meter as I learned the Ansel Adams Zone System from his excellent books.  
This divides the reflected light into “zones” from the deepest black to the whitest white: once you’ve 
decided how many “zones” the particular film and print stock combination you’ve chosen is going to 
see, you can work out what lighting range will give you the desired result.  An extreme version of this is 
visible in Robert Altmans “Kansas City”, where I used a very strong bleach-bypass process on the print 
from a very “soft” negative (achieved by using Kodaks 32OT “flashed” in the camera): this meant the 
lighting ratio had to very soft - it looked terrible to the eye on set as it was so flat.  In stills terms, it 
would be like using a “pulled” (incomplete development) negative and a hard paper.  
So long as the Printer Light numbers that come back from the Lab are what you are after, it doesn’t 
matter how you judge the exposure. 

When lighting a traditional night time interior on a stock with pretty good latitude, what is your favorite 
contrast ratio between the highlights and shadows?  For example, let's say that moonlight spilling in 
through an open window is the main light source. 

- Nat 

The honest answer is that I don’t know!  Some DP’s are very technical and light in the way you 
describe: I tend to light by eye and measure the exposure almost as an afterthought.  
But knowing the stock is the key as (for instance) in Shipping News the ratio would be maybe 3:1 
because of the bleach by-pass print, whereas in a “normal” movie it might be 7:1.  The most important 
process for me is in testing where I decide on the lens/stock/printstock combination and then tune the 
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lighting to that combination.  For instance right now I am using the new Kodak 500asa 5218 which has 
an extreme latitude so windows can go 3 stops overexposed and you still see detail.  This stock allows 
lighting to be “by eye” in a way that say the Vision 200 stock would not.  On the downside, if the 
lighting is too flat the image looks “muddy”.  
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Exterior Shooting

Do you prefer shooting indoors or outdoors? What are the biggest  
differences between the two (from the cinematographer's perspective)?  
--Shawn K. 

The biggest difference is that if you’re working outdoors you are in an  
“uncontrolled” situation - sun, cloud, wind, rain are all major factors in  
disturbing, enhancing and generally making your day interesting. 

A. Sun  
Obviously this is the “key light” and it has a habit of going through an arc  
of around 180 degrees every day, more in summer, less in winter.  Then it  
changes it’s altitude, and its intensity (haze, cloud etc). It also changes  
colour temperature considerably during sunrise and sunset.  If a gaffer did  
all this to you in the studio you might want to have him replaced.. but when  
you’re outside you just feel humble and work with the options. These are:  
1. Arrange the actors to be back-lit as this is kinder on them visually (if  
you’re making that kind of film), and easier to light artificially when the  
sun goes away (this applies pretty much anywhere except California.)  This  
always poses the cross-cutting headache - do you go for one actor back-lit  
and the facing actor front lit, or do you cheat?  
2. Rent an enormous Grip Truck and an Army of grips, a Musco Light and  
several cranes with huge silks attached: with this gear you will be able to  
light an area about 100 yards square in a manner that looks semi-natural all  
day long.  Use this option if you have an unlimited hollywood budget, you  
like a lot of gear, and you like a semi-natural result.  
3. Spend a lot of time scouting the locations with a compass and a sun chart  
or sun program.  Then work with the Director and the 1st AD to figure out  
what to shoot when.  This was an essential ingredient on One Fine Day where  
we had to make 55 shooting days look like 1 Rainy day in New York.  We  
always had a street “round the corner” for when the sun came out so we could  
continue in shade.  I also had a crane with a very large silk!  In Hi-Lo  
Country, my compass was used to site the angle of the main Farmhouse and  
Barn so that the light would work for me. 

B. Cloud  
Cloud comes in all shapes and sizes so think of it as variable diffusion  
with differing colour temperatures of bounce - how much of the sky is blue,  
how much is cloud and is there sun? If there’s lots of blue then the shadow  
area (if the sun is out) will be very blue in comparison to the source (the  
sun). When the sun bounces off the ground it will fill in the shadow with  
whatever is the colour of the ground (Snow? Desert? Street? Grass?).  This  
colour will mix with the blue coming from above (if there is any). Next time  
you put a reflector near a face it might be worth thinking about what colour  
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is the natural bounce and then making that relector warmer or cooler depend  
on what effect you are after - natural or artifical? 

C. Rain  
Rain is generally not visible if it’s only falling lightly, unless you back  
light it.  If you’re going to be on a location for more than a day in a  
rainy area, it’s worth wetting down the first day, in case it rains on the  
second.  Sometimes people have rain standing by in case it rains for real  
and then you want to continue with rain, but this is a very expensive  
standby! Making rain is another story. 

D. Wind  
This can cause a lot of trouble when using condors/cranes at night to put  
lights on.  They er.. fall down if the wind blows too strongly so we try to  
avoid that.  Producers don’t like if you just quit a night shoot ‘cause it’s  
too windy so you have to have a few options up your sleeve - like a cover  
set.  Wind can play havoc with hair, clothes etc so you might want to  
consider wind direction when bringing on the gorgeous girl with the waist  
length hair, or have a giant something to block it with and ropes to match.  
Wind can also mess up the camera move when you’re on a crane.. 

This piece seems to be running out of control so I’ll only say a few other  
things about Indoor Work. (Except that I haven’t really covered Night  
Exterior, but that’s a whole other thing.) 

Indoors is obviously more controlled - whether I prefer this I have no idea.  
I don’t like shooting endless Night Interior during the day because I find  
it messes up my body cycle, ie my body doesn’t understand what happened to  
the laws of nature - night/day etc. Day Interior is fine because although  
it’s artificial, at least it feels like you had a day. Indoors Studio is a  
whole different thing to Indoors Location.  It’s tough to shift the wall  
back three feet when it’s made of concrete. But that’s another topic.  
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Film versus Digi

I'm extremely poor, but I want to shoot on film. The only film  
stock I can get is tungsten balanced Super 8mm. Do you have any lighting  
tips for making Super 8mm look better than it is? Is the quality poor enough  
to make it unrealistic to spend the money on film instead of a digital  
camera? --TLD 

Recently I got out some early video tapes of my kids when they were small.  
That makes the tapes about 15 years old.  To my horror I discovered that  
most of them are unwatchable, with electronic "fuzz" and dropout all over  
them.  Next to these tapes is a suitcase with my parents 8mm films which are  
from 30 to 60 years old.  I showed them last year and they were in perfect  
condition. If what you want to shoot is precious to you, try to shoot it on  
film.  If it is to "practice", shoot it on tape.  Most people advise  
beginners to shoot on digi, to save the money.  I say, if you are drawn to  
film, you will be looking at it again at the end of your life, and it will  
look the same as the day after you shot it.  I only wish I'd followed my own  
advice fifteen years ago! 

 Hi! I'm currently making a feature on video. And I wonder if I  
should try to correct the indoor light to match the outdoor light (or vice  
versa)? Also, I'm thinking about using Digi Effect's Cinelook to gain the  
"film-look". Is it worth the money? (A film camera is out of the question  
right now). And last, are there any other light/lense tricks to make movie  
look more like film? --Jens 

Your three questions nicely encapsulate the whole "video" problem. You are  
shooting on video but you want it to look like film... First up, TRY to  
shoot on film.. It may not be as bad as you think.  You can always borrow  
the camera free (any major equipment house will lend cameras to students),  
you can do a deal with Kodak and a deal with the lab.  All these people  
really try to help students for good sound business reasons, as well as the  
fact they are all nice guys.  Don't forget your costs are the same once that  
image is on tape, and if you aren't messing about with Digi Effects you'll  
save some money there (I can't answer this query as I don't use it).  
Lighting is lighting, whatever medium you gather the image with.  The  
lighting has to be adapted to the medium, so if you have to shoot on Digi,  
you have to light it even more carefully as the medium is less forgiving.  
Yes, balance the exterior/interior (if you want to), No there are no  
"tricks" to make video look like film. Lastly, if you have to shoot on  
video, use the capabilities of the medium, rather than trying to make it  
look like film. 

I am trying to shoot a short film with portions in 8mm film.  A  
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friend of mine said that 8mm is better to use than Digital Video.  
Which is better? 

Thanks,  
John Rajendra 

Neither is better, but they are different. Most people prefer the “look” of film, for it’s grain, it’s texture 
and it’s tactile qualities.  But if you need to shoot a lot of material (like Interviews) then Digi might be a 
better option.  Again, it depends on the kind of magnification that you will be subjecting the image to: if 
you end up viewing your film on Video then the 8mm footage would not be as “different” as would be 
the case if you are final viewing on 35mm or 16mm.  Don’t forget also that Digital Video can mean a 
host of things, from very low-end consumer formats to very high-end Panavsion/Sony 24P. 

Can you offer any cinematographic tips and advise for documentary makers? My idea has been to use 
video -- first I began with analog for research and to use in the doc if the footage and info is good. What 
are some things [that] help cinematographically when using digital video? I know I want a warm and 
personal feel to the doc. and some colleagues say that film would be better, but I am a novice in this 
area and still learning about video as well. If I decide to go film with an already low budget am I asking 
for trouble? I've been working on this project single-handed for nearly five years in terms of the 
research and development aspects and would really like to best prepare for the real shoot/production 
side. Thank you in advance for taking the time to answer my question!.  
Sincerely,  
"Madrigal" 

I’ll stick to this bit of the question: What are some things [that] help cinematographically when using 
digital video?  
There is no contest when it comes to cost of film versus video for documentary work where extensive 
interview footage is involved.  With video you can roll long interviews without panicking about the cost 
which is real advantage: and most documentaries are shown on TV where the quality difference between 
Video and Film is the least apparant: if you are planning to show the doc on the big screen that’s another 
story as low-end video doesn’t blow up well.  
The most important thing is to get the doc made: if going video makes it possible, then go for it.  
Waiting for the money to use film for extra “quality” isn’t the point here: go for what is possible NOW! 
(Five years is quite enough time..)  
Video can look very good when it is well lit: bear in mind that contrast ratio has to be low for video: if 
you interview someone next to a window, take some ND gel with you for the window is you want to see 
outside.  Get the colour of the light to match the natural light and it will look less “artificial”.   Try and 
take a decent monitor with you so you can see the picture properly and not just through the viewfinder.  
Fine images can be made in any medium if they are made with care and attention. 

With Panavision rolling out their HD camera packages in mass in the near future, do you belief that HD 
will seriously compete with film at least in Principle Photography?  
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--Jimen 

The best article about this I have read recently is by John Bailey and is available at http://www.nytimes.
com/   Search for “film or digital?” and you should find it. 

As I’ve said before in this column, I see no immediate threat to film from HD as film is still by far the 
cheapest and simplest way of achieving the best possible image on a large screen.  Digital will continue 
to improve but so will film: we’re not far away from dailies viewing and the preview process taking 
place on digital, but we’re a long way from film disappearing as an origination process for mainstream 
movie making. 

hi, 

I just finished reading your article on http://www.cineman.co.uk/  
It was very entertaining and in some ways educational. 

Throughout your writing, I could see the "digital cinema" thread, and if I may comment: 

I work entirely in the digital domain: all of my work is created and viewed on machines. I think DV is 
great, I have one of those new sony cameras and it's a great tool. I'm starting to putz around with it to 
get a feel for the light. I even own a digital still camera! 

However, I have never used the digital camera for any serious photography. When I look at the result 
from a 35mm camera alongside my digital camera, one is alive, real and one is flat. 35mm film lives, it 
captures reality or one's imagination of reality. I don't believe film as an "origination" medium will go 
away for a very long time, if ever - because of that. 

Unless and until the capture of moving images with digital equipment is capable of the same breadth of 
expression that 35mm film is, I do not see a switch taking place. Film has all these advantages that 
digital systems must catch up to:  
    -film doesn't run on a fixed cycle, because it doesn't use electricity to capture the image (i.e. try 
undercranking a video camera, impossible because the chips are running on AC, which means thay have 
to capture images in numbers divisible by the frequency of the power source)  
    -film is increadibly information dense as compared to all digital capture at the moment. while this will 
change, it will change fairly slowly.  
    -film is much more mallieable than digital capture, and has a far higher contrast ratio than any video 
system I know of.  
    -film is chemical, and because of that it can be manipluated in many wonderful ways, long exposures, 
short ones, too much light, etc etc. that same flexibility doesn't exist with digital systems (or where it 
does, there is far less).  
    -film looks like film. and until video looks like film, it ain't gonna happen. 
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I think what I'm trying yo say is this: even if chemical film does eventually go away, I think it would be 
replaced by a system if similar flexibility (i.e. the cinematographer's job wouldn't be any different) 

This is all from someone who has every intention of shooting on DV for a while, because I can't quite 
handle the $$$ for 35 equipment and all its trappings. But I'm using DV because I don't have the money 
for film, not because I think it's better (or ever will be). 

And, as far as effects, 3D/CGI - all good cg is done using reality as a base, but I can't see CG being 
used as a _substitute_ for reality, especially the kind of reality captured by the eyes of a journeyman dp. 

great reading, 

_alex 

Interesting... but, I must say wishful when it comes to digital and film..  
I'm 24 and I love DIGITAL video.  I remember the days of analog when I was  
11-14 and I loved the fader and editing controller knobs, but it took me 5  
mins to learn and love using a mouse.  I hate analog now, and I mean HATE... 

BUT I am rare breed in some ways cause I am also a professional  
photographer, who HATES DIGITAL PHOTOGRAPHY.. hmm... interesting...  I shoot  
PHOTOs on film and edit them in ways that the OLD masters did with hand  
tinting except it is all done digital.  But I know that by the time I ever  
get a chance to make a movie, it will be DIGITAL...  Some people are meant  
to be producer, director, DP, writers and so on.. and even many combinations  
of any 2 of those.  You talk about the geniuses in the field on movie  
production, the true geniuses are the most balances combination of the  
above. Im sure a 150 years ago painter hated photography as some (film)  
people hate digital.  A great painting has its own look and feel just as  
film and just as a CCD chip does.. what really makes a pigment look better  
then a emulsion, or a emulsion look better then a digital pixel? Nothing, it  
is what people are USED to, just as it took time for people to get used to  
film over painting, people will get accustomed to video over film.. Just as  
people are sill getting a painting of them for that PAINTING LOOK, people  
will still be captured on film for that FILM LOOK. The best example of  
people still being attached to that older art of painting is that may pro  
photo labs offer canvas mounted and brush enhancement to portrait  
photographs.  They advertisement it as making it look like a OLD painting on  
canvas.  Film will become more of an art just like painting has.. And im  
sure one day video will be succeeded by some new form of presenting audio  
and video to people, such as a direct link to the brain instead of a screen  
( or something like that ). 
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Hello, I am a student filmmaker, and for research for a future film that that I am making, I have been 
watching a lot of soap operas. I have noticed that most of the soap operas have a very polished, slightly 
darkened look, more so than most television shows. My question is this: How, with my JVC Mini-DV 
digital camcorder, can I achieve the polished, 'professional' look of television and movies-- should I 
invest in a camera filter, or can the effect be achieved by simply slowing down the frame rate? 

-Matt 

High-end expensive shows like Friends get shot on 35mm so I’m afraid there is no filter that will turn 
your Mini DV into 35mm!  Even if the soap isn’t shot 35mm, the chances are that it is shot on Broadcast 
quality video equipment costing many thousands of dollars.  The “polished” look is partly because of the 
sophistication of the camera equipment, but also the lighting is very “high key” and there is a very 
definite technique to producing good light for multiple camera shooting for soaps.  
Slowing the frame rate will only introduce more “motion blur” which will not lead you towards the 
effect you are looking for.  Make sure you use sufficient lighting to “simulate” the look of a soap ? the 
best quality will come from your Mini DV by using enough light for the exposure to be “full”, but 
beware using too much as this will result in a smaller aperture giving much more depth of field than you 
want.  An ND filter might help make the camera shoot “wide open” and thus with minimum depth (more 
like 35mm). 

I was wondering what kind of tricks could be used with a digital camera (DV) to make the product look 
more like film.  It seems as though digital cameras are too automated and focus everything too well, and 
they have a computerized grainy distortion that is not directly correlated to the light source.  At least 
with film you can tweak the appearance with filters and development techniques, how can this be 
achieved with digital cameras to produce a similar product? 

-Commander 

Strange how often this question comes up!  We really need a separate site so you can ask Digi 
cameramen this question: I believe there is one so someone enlighten me with the name of the site.  A 
movie camera costs around $200K upwards and uses film that also costs a lot of money.  It is foolish to 
think that a cheap DV camera can “approximate” film ? it never will.  At the expensive end, the Sony 
24P is getting to look something like film but to me there is no point in “chasing” film with electronic 
images ? better to make the images speak for themselves and use them in the right context.  Many 
factors go into the “look” of a film, and only some of them are connected to whether the film is shot on 
film or DV. 

Sept 13th 2003  
I've read this column for a number of months and invariable see the issue of digital/film coming to the 
fore. Forgive me for doing so once again.  
I'm planning on making a film and I have every intention of doing it on the cheap but when everything is 
done, I would like to have a product that would be suitable for entering into contests/festivals. I'm 
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studying up on shoestring productions and my research to date, even for minimally financed 
productions, shows that easily ~50-70% of the cost is for film stock, film processing, or some other film 
associated step.  
If I choose to go all digital, all the costs associated w/film disappear but I don't think an all digital 
production would be admissible to any contest/festival. Digital is attractive but does the merchantability 
of the end product suffer?  
Lastly, is there some technique where a fully digital production can be put to film to solve this problem.  
Thanks,  
W.T.Lacey 

There is a handy dictum often quoted by film crews to production when shooting:  “Cheap, Fast, 
Good” ? you can have any two of the above.  The “problem” of making digi look like film is not a 
problem, more of a fact.  Digi looks like digi and it can look really really good when made in the right 
way.  “Marketability” is essentially ? “who wants to see this film?”  If the film is good it will sell ? 
whatever it looks like.  And if the “look” is in keeping with the film and not a contradiction, then it 
could be a “cheap look” (like Pulp Fiction) or an “expensive look”  (like Gladiator).  As I have said 
before, if shooting Digi means the film gets made then shoot Digi.  
Festivals judge films on their merit, not on their “look”.  
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Filming Monitors

I don't quite understand how the shutter speed of a  
video camera interacts with the frame rate. Since video records 29.97 frames  
per second, what exactly happens when the shutter speed is faster than  
30fps? I understand the effect in practice, how it looks on tape, but if  
there are 29.97 frames recorded per second in video, what is happening when  
my camera's shutter speed is set to 10,000fps? Are the 9,970 frames not  
recorded during that second just thrown out? Thanks very much for your time  
and expertise.  
Cheers, Jacob Stone Seattle, WA 

A video signal is “interlaced” so is not strictly speaking a “frame” like a  
photographic frame. The signal is rapidly drawn across the lines, first of  
all across every other line, then again across the ones in between.  It  
completes this process 29.97 times every second.  So if you shoot it at high  
speed, what will happen is that the camera shutter will see only a small  
part of one frame because it is exposing each frame at 1/20000th of a second  
in your example above.  So during this very short time, only a small part of  
the video picture will be drawn, so very little picture would appear on each  
final film frame, and of course as each frame is made, the part of the  
picture that is seen will vary making a very very large black roll bar!  
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Frame Rates and Digi

We are two guys who recently discovered the joy of filmmaking. Having a  
background in the computer-games industry we, among other people, have  
noticed that the framerate of movies are very low compared to the 50+ f/sec  
in today's firstperson games. The difference in quality is evident in most  
trucking and panning shots. 

In contrast, sound systems are updated to new and superb standards but the  
film is still the same 24 f/sec. This to us seems like a waste of money  
(especially in large productions). As an example we would like to mention  
The Lord of the Rings. The money and work spent on finding locations,  
building sets, rebuilding sets, making props, actor salarys, computer  
effects, etc. etc...seems to be wasted if you capture it in low quality (low  
framerate). 

We understand that a lot of things must be changed to achieve this, but the  
frame rate problem seems to be the single biggest quality flaw within the  
movie industry today. And if we are going to convert to digital projectors  
at the theatres anyways, why not change the standard at the same time. 

So, our question is (finally): 

Have there been any talks about new standards or are we the only ones  
thinking this one sucks?(how old is this standard anyway) 

Jens & Andreas 

Hi fellas,  
Like most things that you think about, you find someone else is  
thinking about it too! First of all the frame rate started at 16fps and  
18fps way back in the silent era and then went to 24fps when "talkies"  
started.  I'm sure a history of cinema book would fill in the details if you  
are interested. You are quite right in pointing out that 48fps would  
increase the quality of the projected image considerably: there are some  
people out there right now trying to make this happen.  Unfortunately ranged  
against them is the "digi" brigade who don't think it's worth wasting money  
on improving film projection because it is all going electronic anyway.  The  
subject is a complex one where politics and economics are fighting against a  
muddled film community from George "Digi" Lucas to Martin "Film" Scorcese.  
Personally I love film and would love to be able to shoot at 48fps:  
unfortunately the worlds cinemas would have to be modified first.  No-one  
wants to pay for this, and this is also the problem with converting them to  
electronic which would be ten times more expensive than going to 48fps.  

http://www.cineman.co.uk/frame.html (1 of 3)09/09/2007 19:03



Frame Rates and Digi

  

HOME

Agents  
Animation Techniques  
Bleach By-Pass  
Blue Screen/Back Projection  
Books to Read  
Budget Considerations  
Cider House Rules  
Clubs etc  
Digital - Scanning  
Director/DP Relationship  
Dp's - where to get them  
Equipment  
Exposure Techniques  
Exterior Shooting  
Film versus Digi  
Filming Monitors  
Frame Rates and Digi  
Framing Techniques  
Future Outlook  
Influences  
Jobs in the Industry  
Learning Film Technique  
Lighting Issues  
Miscellaneous  
Panic Room  
Picture Quality  
Post-Production  
Pre-Production Testing  
Production Designers  
Slow Motion  
Special Shot Techniques  
Student / Career  
Super 35 versus Anamorphic  
The "Look"  

http://www.cineman.co.uk/frame.html (2 of 3)09/09/2007 19:03

http://www.cineman.co.uk/post.html


Frame Rates and Digi

Timing/Grading Issues  
Women's Issues 

http://www.cineman.co.uk/frame.html (3 of 3)09/09/2007 19:03



Framing Techniques

Hello... I was wondering if you could help me on a cinematography subject I  
haven't been able to find anywhere online or in books. One time a friend  
told me about a framing device used by many cinematographers in the past--I  
believe she referred to it as the "golden section," or something like that.  
In any case, it involved intricate blocking and framing of subjects that  
would appear on-screen in such a way that the figures or objects would form  
specific vertical and horizontal patterns. If you place pieces of tape on  
the monitor at thirds across and down you can even see the lines and  
parallels that are created. We put on the widescreen version of Vincente  
Minnelli's "Some Came Running," and indeed, it fit flawlessly. It made for  
an incredibly uniform and visually stunning film. 

Can you tell me any more about this technique? Why and how is it done? Does  
anyone still use it, and where else can I see it? Thanks so much!  
Rich Thompson 

This was such an interesting question I e-mailed it to some of the members  
of the BSC and got 2 replies. 

Remi Adefarasin: "I have never heard of forming horizontal or vertical lines with the golden section but 
merely to  
use the rule to place key points in strong positions." 

Barry Ackroyd:  
"....simply put it is the frame that appeals to our natural sense of  
Proportion: balanced and pleasing to our eye. That is to say that though the  
Greeks defined the ratio in mathematics, it actually occurs in nature, in  
the proportion of a horse, or a tree, or the shell of a snail or indeed in  
the human form. When framing a shot I believe that anyone would  
instinctively find the frame.  If there is such a device to help to create  
this proportion then I can only imagine that it is something like the frame  
used in "The Draftsman's Contract"... Curtis Clarke DoP would probably have  
something to add to that." 

My own thought is that many DP's work instinctively to this idea as Barry  
says.  Like many things, Artists do things instinctively and Intellectuals  
come along afterwards and turn the ideas into rules.  Then the artists get  
fed up with the rules and go for a whole new idea that becomes the next set  
of rules.  And so on. 

I don't know why, but I've always felt that a widescreen presentation of a movie has look more 
professional than one that has been formatted to fit a 4:3 TV screen (full frame). 
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I also know that there are a lot of terms that are closely related and are often confused. 16mm, Super 16, 
Anamorphic, 1.66:1, letterbox, 2.35:1, Super 35, and the list keeps going like that. 

Anyway.. 

Question 1:) In the case of 1.66:1, that means the relationship between the height and width of screen, 
correct? 

Question 2.) If I'm shooting something on normal 16mm film, how can I get it to look like widescreen? 

I think I just confused myself.  
Any help would be appreciated. 

Jason 

The “ratio” of the film is just as you stated: the proportion of the height to the width. Here is a summary: 

●     4 x 3 “Academy” ratio: the old silent movie ratio which was translated to 4:3 for TV.  Now being 
replaced (slowly) by 16:9.  (For some reason the people who make these decisions (who ARE 
those people!) decided on yet another ration for modern TV sets.)

●     1:1.66 ? the “European” cinema ratio which is slightly higher than
●     1.1.85 ? the US cinema ratio
●     1:2.35 ? this is the widest screen ratio, sometimes called “widescreen”, “anamorphic” 

“techniscope” etc.  These terms actually all mean something specific and have a specific history, 
and unfortunately DVD’s have introduced there own meaning using words like “widescreen” and 
“anamorphic” is ways that have different meanings to how it is used in Cinematography.

 
So you are right to be confused!  However, from the perspective of shooting it is quite simple:  
1. 16mm.  The “normal” 16mm is 4x3 ratio.  The “Super 16mm” is 16:9 ish (for TV) or near enough to 
1.1.85 to make a “blow-up” for theatrical release. 

2. 35mm.  Normal is again 4x3.  1:1.66 and 1:1.85 is by not using the top and bottom of the frame.  
“super 35mm” uses (like 16mm) the sound track area for a wider picture pnm the negative.  This cannot 
be projected in the cinema so it is put through an optical printer to make an anamorphic (squeezed) print 
for 1:2.35 projection.  This print ratio can also be achieved by using anamorphic lenses on the camera. 

3. 65mm.  Large neg rarely used these days for 70mm projection or reduction printing to 35mm.  Used 
quite a bit for detailed “plate” work. 

4. IMAX. The largest neg, only viewable in an Imax theatre- but some films that originated in 35mm 

http://www.cineman.co.uk/framing.html (2 of 4)09/09/2007 19:03



Framing Techniques

(like Matrix) are now being "blown up" digitally and shown in Imax theatres. 

And that, folks, is a whole other story.  
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Future Outlook

Do you think that a young wannabe cinematographer should learn all the stuff about shooting with film 
(is film gonna be a thing of the past?) or concentrate his energy on video?  
--PA  
This is a very tough prediction to make, as you can see by reading the many articles about “the future” 
and digital etc.  However, the good news is that if you learn to shoot with film, you won’t have any 
problems shooting with video, as it is a “reduction” in skill requirements.  This is what I mean by this.  
1. Whatever image making/recording technology you use, the skill of selecting compositions and 
lighting them remains the same.  The skill of working with the Director and the Actors to determine the 
shots stays the same.  
2. The Lighting requirements for video are mostly a question of lowering the contrast to the point where 
video can deal with it. The dymnamic range of film is something like 10 times that of the best currently 
available Digital Video format.  
3. When you learn with film, you learn to “pre-visualise” the result since it not available to you on the 
set.  You do this by lighting something, imagining how it will look, then when you see it the next day, 
compare what you got with what you imagined.  Slowly the two will come closer together. Then if 
someone wants you to work on video, you can light the scene by eye, then look at the monitor to 
confirm what you are doing, as opposed to “lighting by monitor“.  
4. When a Lighting Director from TV wants to go into shooting films it is a very traumatic process as 
they are suddenly cast into a world where the result is not available.   This tends to make them very 
nervous!  When the reverse happens, a DP finds it a breeze to shoot with a monitor available as when, 
for instance, you can see no detail outside a “hot” window, you just reduce the lighting outside until you 
can, or put some ND on the window. 

Real Film is a passion: once you shoot on it, you’ll never want to let it go. 

I read in your essay briefly about the future of DPs. What does it look  
like for them in the future? Will they be obselete? I am thinking of  
becoming a DP and going to film school for it. What are some jobs (i.e.  
editor, producer, etc.) that will stay or will make a new place?  
--C.F. 

This question is very topical right now.  What is certain is that we will continue to make stories: the 
question is ? will they be made using film as the medium?  
For me, the present profession of Director of Photography only applies when film is used.  This is a 
controversial statement ? some would argue that the position is “the same” even if the medium changes 
ie shoot digital.  I would argue that there are too many other “tweaks” to the image when digital is 
involved to make the work unique to the Cinematographer.  Even if the Cinematographer isn’t aware of 
it, the very public nature of making the image will inevitably change the way the internal lighting 
process happens.  Lighting is the one thing that is rarely discussed on a film set: the reason is that no-one 
except the Cinematographer knows how it is going to look.  And even the Cinematographer is making a 
leap of faith.  The nature of a Film Camera is Secretive, the nature of a Video Camera is Public.  This 
essential difference is misunderstood by those who maintain that the “gathering medium” has no 
influence on the result.  There are many pressures on a film set, one of the many is that Actors love to 
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look at themselves on the bad-quality replay monitor.  Criticism of the “lighting” can be easily deflected 
with the “it doesn’t look like that” statement.  Once the monitor reflects the true look of the result, the 
image is open to public debate, which will inevitable result in images becoming even more cosmetic 
than they are already.  The other problem is that the job itself will not attract the kind of person who is 
presently attracted to Cinematography.  
Most of the other jobs will remain more or less similar: the “growth” area is clearly visual effects, the 
“shrinking” area is large location sets and putting up large crews on location.  Many years from now I 
expect there will be Arthouse cinemas will a sign outside which says “Real Film Here”.  
As I have said before, if you go to Film school and learn to shoot film you won’t have a problem making 
a transition to shooting video.  The other way round is much harder.  
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Influences

What films would you recommend, from a cinematographer's point of view (not  
just films with great cinematography, but one's that would be educational  
for an aspiring DP)? And are there any directors of photography that you  
particularly admire? (unsigned) 

Quick list of what first comes to  
mind: 

Black and White films: Citizen Kane - classic depth  
A Touch of Evil - light and shadow  
39 Steps - framing  
Casablanca - storytelling 

Colour Films: Lawrence of Arabia - for it's use of scale  
The Conformist/Apocalyse Now - for it's use of colour  
 Godfather 1 & 2 - for it's lighting  
Three Kings - for it's boldness 

Cinematographers (restricted to living ones!)  
Vittorio Storaro ? the most influential: his early work  totally inspiring.  
Gordon Willis ? the most remarkable American DP  
Robert Richardson ? the boldest American DP  
Roger Deakins ? subtle appropriate Cinematography  
John Seale ? “Witness” is a masterpiece.  
There’s a long list of other cinematographers I admire, but I don’t have the space to name them all! 

Did you have a background in still photography before you got into the film business?  
--Jacqueline 

Yes.  I became interested in photography when I was about ten.  My parents took family snaps on a box 
brownie, as well a making 8mm family movies.  This got me started, or should I say obsessed, by all 
things to do with cameras, gadgets and machines.  I persuaded the gym teacher at my boys boarding 
school to set up a darkroom and teach us how to process and print film.  The appearance of an image on 
a sheet of photographic paper is as startling to me today as it was 40 years ago.  
I made a film called Shadowplay whilst I was at the NFTS in England, which was about - amongst other 
things - the relationship between still and moving images.  I never actually did a course in stills 
photography, but taught myself from the excellent series of books by Ansell Adams, The Negative, the 
Print etc.  B&W  photographs continue to fascinate me in a way that paintings never will.  
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Jobs in the Industry

 
Dear Mr. Stapleton, 

Recently I moved to central London to embark on what will hopefully be a  
long and prosperous career in cinematography. I'm currently at university,  
studying for an unrelated degree, and I've found that the film industry over  
here is somewhat introvert and very difficult to penetrate. 

Aside from the my university film club (which happens to have fostered  
one-hit-wonder Christopher Nolan just a few years back), I'm finding it  
extremely difficult to get involved with *any* production whatsoever. 

As I understand that you're from this part of the world, I was hoping that  
you could shed some light on how you were able to navigate the business to  
such a successful extent! What is the best way to find out about productions  
coming to London, and smaller shoots such as commercials and music videos? 

Really, any tidbit of information you might have would be very genuinely  
appreciated. I think it's needless to say that this Q&A board is an amazing  
resource to the average Joe filmmaker, such as myself. Thanks very much for  
doing it, and I look forward to seeing some more of your work at Leicester  
Square very shortly! 

Sincerely,  
Alexander McKenzie 

First of all I suggest you read my site www.cineman.co.uk as this has some tips about how to penetrate 
the industry. There are a number of ways into the camera department.. here are some of them.  
1. Work at a camera rental house like Panavision, Arri etc.  
2. Become an official "trainee" through the Union (BECTU)  
3. Befriend a trainee who might use you to help when they move on to be a loader.  
4. Help with film school films and hope that you will join up with someone that you stick with.  
If you have no professional experience it is generally not helpful to contact working camera people, as 
they have a long list of people before you that they would employ.  
Right now the industry has laid off hundreds of people because of the recession, so it might be a good 
time to go travelling and come back in a year to look for work when (hopefully) things are better. 

Dear Mr. Stapleton:  
I am a Technical director at a major visual  
effects facility. I have been fascinated since childhood with movies and  
creating images, I have previously shot video and some 16mm but I got  
seduced and sidetracked by computer and special effects. I'm in my mid  
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thirties and after a weekend shooting my daughter with some super 8 and  
projecting it in my living room. It suddenly dawn on me that holding that  
camera, composing a frame and getting an image is what I have always loved.  
So I have resolved, as I have everything in my life, to methodically and  
step by step get back to my first love. As I'm sure you know a Technical  
director is a person who does lighting in the computer and matches(in my  
case mainly characters, monster, animals etc.) those computer generated  
images to live background plates. I work, for good or ill, in major motion  
pictures, so I think I have somewhat of a leg up since I have an  
understanding how motion pictures of massive scale are shot and put  
together. I have been shooting things here and there but I want to create a  
good looking demo reel that will get my foot in the independent scene to  
begin with. My interest is mainly in dramatic material but any type of  
fiction would be of interest to me. My desire is to shoot film not video and  
I have no desire to be a Director or screenwriter which is where my problem  
lies. How do I go about shooting material for a demo reel that would include  
people without the resources of a director or writer? I can't ask someone to  
put their faith in me since all I have is isolated shots of personal things  
and some landscapes. Is there some exercises that I can practice with a  
couple of actors that would yield imagery that could be put together as a  
reel?. Does a cinematography reel need to have audible dialog or is it  
possible to have a reel with just shots and appropriate background music and  
let the images stand on their own, akin to my current demo reel. As a matter  
of fact reels in the visual effects industry are routinely viewed with the  
sound off, since the image is all that matters. Is it so in Cinematography?,  
or is the context of the scene needed for a director to understand what he  
is seeing? I know these are a lot of questions but any wisdom would be  
appreciated. 

I think the first thing to understand about the hiring of cinematographers  
is that the demo reel is only an introduction - and that the reels you will  
be competing against are always going to contain "professional" material  
shot for commercials and movies.  So I wouldn't say that investing time and  
energy shooting material "on your own" is worthwhile. I've never had a demo  
reel in my life, because when I got started there was no VHS tape, so the  
making of demo reels had to be on film, so most cameramen just got hold of  
the original if someone wanted to see it.  Mostly you just worked with your  
friends, which in my case I met during my time at The National Film School  
(UK).  Of course all that has changed and I gather now that demo reels are  
very important, which is all the more reason why making one on the lines of  
what you are considering is not worth while.  Imagine turning in a "home  
reel" in your own world of visual effects: unlikely to compete against your  
company reel. The strongest card the cinematographer has is the relationship  
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with the Director.  The Director decides who is going to shoot their film,  
so your best bet is to cultivate a relationship with a budding director:  
beg, buy borrow a camera, film and anything else you can persuade your  
friends in the industry to supply and make a short, doco, commercial...  
anything that gets work on the screen.  A budding Director needs a chum to  
get all that practical stuff sorted... and the more favours you do the more  
people respect you!  I keep seeing ads on websites for cinematographers to  
work (for free I expect!) and supply equipment (for free!).. This is where  
to start because one day one of those groups of filmmakers will make it  
through the fog, and when they go you may go with them. 

Good luck with the change.. 

  Dear Mr. Oliver Stapleton: 

     Hello. I know this is supposed to be an e mail address for people who  
are knowledgeable about movies to be writing to. However, I just finished  
reading your essay and I found it very informational and helpful.  
      My name is Lindsay Dyer, I'm 17 and live in Michigan. I am obsessed  
with movies and can think of nothing more I would like to do with my life  
than to work with them. This is the point in my life when I need to decide  
what I'm going to do with my life and what I really want to do is become a  
casting director. I really believe that I would be good at this and find it  
very interesting. What I was wondering was if, since you are so experienced  
with working in the movies, is if you could give me any information on how I  
need to go about persuing this type of career. Is there some sort of special  
college I need to attend or do I just fill out and application? This is what  
I really want to do in life and anything at all that you could tell me would  
be GREATLY appreciated. I realize you are a busy man, but if you could just  
take a bit of time out of your schedule to write me back, I would be SO  
grateful. You can e mail it to : dyer_lindsay@hotmail.com . 

Thank you very much for your time, Mr. Stapleton. 

                       Sincerely,  
                         Lindsay Dyer 

Hi Lindsay,  
Good that you have focussed in on an area you are interested in.  There are  
only really two towns to head for in your country: LA and New York. 

At your age, your best bet is to get hold of one of the "recourses"  
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publications like Hollywood Reporter, and look at the names of Casting  
Directors (or on IMDB).  Find out their addresses and write to them  
(preferably hand-writing), saying you would like to do a few weeks work  
experience, helping out etc.  If you are lucky someone will take you in.  
The more clear and positive you are about why you want to go to X (you like  
the movies etc) the more helpful that is. Quote dates/months when you are  
free.  Give any relevant details of anything you have done outside of normal  
schooling (theatre?). 

You will need to find somewhere to stay cheaply, so if you know anyone in  
either of these towns who will put you up for awhile, then head for that  
one! 

Good Luck,  
Oliver Stapleton. 

I've been involved in video/TV production part-time since 1995 and full-time since late 2001.  My 
experience includes grip, cameraman, lighting designer and technician, floor manager, technical 
director, set designer, location scout, [NLE] editor, associate producer and line producer.  
How do I make the transition into the wonderful world of filmmaking?  
thanx,  
David 

Sounds fairly staightforward to me.  Choose whichever of the things you have done as the focus for 
yourself, then submit your resume to upcoming moves in pre-production  and  make clear  that you want 
to make a “transition” into film so are willing to work at  a lower rate for the first job or two.  These are 
listed on IMDB pro or in Hollywood reporter.  Good luck!  
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I'm a cameraman. I normally work in betacam, DV, etc. [but] now  
I'm planning to work in film. How much difference is there between a cine  
camera and a video camera? Will I be able to learn it from the industry by  
assisting a cinematographer? 

best regards, BP 

The scary thing for people in your position is that whilst you regard  
yourself as a "cameraman", you are in reality a video cameraperson.  This as  
far as I am concerned has a marginal relationship with Cinematography.  The  
good news is that your lighting skills that you have already developed will  
only have to be modified: the tough news is that you have to learn  
Photography. 

I am glad you are considering assisting a Cinematographer, as I would  
consider this essential as a first step: the other possibility is to go to a  
film school where they still shoot on film (a diminishing number!).  To  
become a Cinematographer you have to learn about the following topics in  
detail, and this will take some years.  
1. Film emulsion: it's chemistry and characteristics.  You don't have to know about this in detail (like a  
chemist) but you have to understand it in principle, otherwise the processes  
at the lab will be a mystery to you, as well as how to figure out the  
exposure.  
2. Film cameras: types and uses.  Different film cameras do  
different jobs: you are the one hiring the camera, so you have to know what  
you need.  
3. Lenses for film: how to make a 60ft wide image look good.  
Lenses on a video camera have little demand made on them optically as the  
resolution of the system is so low they don't show up the bad lenses so  
acutely.  This is why video cameras have 20x zoom lenses and get away with  
it.  
4. Lighting.  This is different for film than video, though the chances  
are that it's an easier transition than the first three things as film is  
more forgiving than video.  Having said that, lighting is the key to all  
movie image making, whatever the recording format. 

Another good learning tool is Super 8mm and Stills: anything that teaches  
you about what film does, and makes you better acquainted with the idea of  
not seeing the result until tomorrow (or next week). 

Mr.Stapleton,  
My most agonizing problem with cinematography is understanding  
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completely the scientific and chemical aspects of light and film. As  
a videographer I do pretty well, but when it comes to film, I rarely  
hit the mark. Would you suggest any particular books, publications,  
courses, or exercises that concentrate on these issues? Thanks a  
bunch,  
Doug 

There’s several ways to learn about film.  
1. Books. For technical matters involving exposure, chemistry and film there’s nothing better than the 
Ansel Adams series of books for stills photographers.  There’s several complex books published on 
Cinematography but I couldn’t recomend any of them because I tried to read a couple of them years ago 
and found them very dull.  
2. Courses.  The country is littered with courses both long and short: start with the AFI if you are in LA 
or NYC is you are in NY. Their websites probably have lots of links.  
3. Take b/w Photographs and develop and print them in a darkroom.  This will teach you everything you 
need to know. (use a separate exposure meter).  
Why? Because you learn about the relationship between exposure and the print, and about contrast.  
Colour can come later, and is quite easy to master once you’ve sorted the basics out. 

I’m from Malaysia. I want to know that if there is any foundation that offers a scholarship or provides 
financial aid to students that are having financial difficulties but are intend to choose film as their future 
career? 

-Steven 

Each college has it’s own scholarships and financial aid packages.  After trawling through the internet 
and deciding on places you might like to apply to, you can e-mail them and ask them.  There may be 
places like the Ford Foundation that have more general help, but I think asking the relevant institutions 
is your best bet.  
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I was watching a recent episode of Project Greenlight, and a big  
deal was made over the time the DP took to light some relatively small  
rooms. I can't remember exactly how long it took, but expectations were  
rather high that lighting an interior on a relatively low budge production  
would not be so intensive. Is lighting a scene typically the most time  
consuming aspect of cinematography, and what time saving practices would you  
implement, so the Director actually has time to work with his actors? 

- Jsimmons 

A Director once said to me: "I'll give you the time to light the scene well,  
even though it is taking away my time with the actors."  So you are right:  
time taken lighting is time taken from the Director.  However, like all  
things in filmmaking, a good Cinematographer will adapt himself to the  
situation at hand.  For State and Maine shot in 29 days I would not have  
given myself the same time to light as in, say, Shipping News, shot in 65  
days.  Also in the first film, the lighting is  not as important as in the  
second, so I would keep this in mind. The best way to save time lighting is  
to have a pre-light crew do as much of the work as possible before you get  
there.  Not possible of course on ultra low-budget, but in every other  
circumstance it's a big timesaver which makes it a money saver also. 

I'm a 20-year-old film student at Temple University. I just want  
to know the best way to light a suspense/horror scene that is taking place  
in a short, narrow hallway and a small bathroom ( measures about 8x8). I  
have two DP lights and one OMNI light and I am very concerned with getting  
the mood right. 

Suspense and horror is traditionally lit from below with single shadows  
running up walls etc behind the actor.  Keep the contrast high (little or no  
fill) and find out which of your lights makes a nice clean shadow.  A "bar"  
bulb won't do this so you need a lamp with a "point" source to make a clean  
edged shadow.  Get the light as far away as possible, and it if still  
doesn't give a decent shadow, try making a small hole for it to shine  
through, or removing the reflector and/or condensor.  Good luck! Don't  
forget you can hang bare light bulbs in shot which always looks stark -  
especially when they swing about after the actor bumps into them!  If you  
can, do a little test with your lens/stock combination to figure out what  
the maximum wattage is before it starts flaring the lens. 

I watch some films and it looks like every shot in a scene  
outdoors is back lit even if the actors are directly facing one another.  
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Doesn't this defy the logic of realism? Would you shoot one actor's close-up  
in the morning sun and the turn around and get the other actor's close-up in  
the afternoon or are you actually relying on studio lights and diffusion to  
block the sun? 

Thanks, Rob 

This is an old chesnut as they say (where does that phrase come from??).  
Some DP's like to turn the actors, or re-light them, so that they are always  
"back-lit".. This, as you point out, is not realistic, though it may be  
logical if it's a romantic comedy.  The decision is usually made on the  
"realism versus romance" scale (that's not official...): I would use the one  
technique (ie realism) in a dramatic film (such as The Hi-Lo Country) and  
the other (back-lit) in a romantic comedy (such as One Fine Day).  If you  
enjoy watching movies, it's best not to get too obsessed about this, as you  
will soon find you are watching for this and nothing else!  My inclination  
is to start off with the natural, but modify it for the genre, if necessary. 

I recently came across your "ask a cinematographer" column at the imdb, and  
as I hope to be a director someday, something you said caught my eye. I  
quote: 

"Many a time I have arrived on a location in the morning and thought: it  
should look just like it does now." 

My question is, very simply, why can't it look that way without added  
lighting? Isn't there a camera and/or a stock out there that can make  
natural light look like the way we see it? 

Thanks for your time, Basil Revelas 

There's two problems here: one is photographic, the other practical. 

The human eye is a truly wonderful instrument, that has taken many millions  
of years to develop, in contrast to photography that is not even two  
centuries old.  For the purpose of brevity, let us consider the differences  
of just three aspects of sight: Resolution, Sensitivity and Contrast. 

1. Resolution.  Lenses are getting close to achieving comparison with the human  
eye.  Binoculars, for instance, enable us to see what the eye cannot.  So  
what we see with our eyes is broadly comparable to what the camera sees, as  
far as resolution is concerned.  This is because the lens is the easy bit! 
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2. Sensitivity.  This is the ASA of the eye - the "film speed".  Here we  
start to notice a big difference.  The eye has a tremendous range of  
sensitivity (from 1 ASA to 20000 ASA if you like), and, more importantly,  
can use all these speeds at once. So when you look from at a black man lying  
on a heap of coal to the snow outside the window, your eye/brain will  
perform a miracle of iris adjustment, as well as "sensitivity" adjustment  
that will render detail in both the man and the snow.  This process happens  
in the iris, in the rods and cones (in the retina) and in the brain.  As  
much as one fifth of the human brain is taken up with processing visual  
data, so that gives you an idea of just how complicated that process is. 

3. Contrast.  This is part of the above, and in the eye is continuously  
variable, whereas in film it is fixed (with a nod to telecine transfers!).  
So film has a "scale" (like a piano), so you have to fit the light and dark  
into that scale, otherwise you won't see the man lying on the coal, and the  
snow outside the window.  So when I turn up in the morning and think it  
should "look just like it does now", I have to re-interpret the tonal scale  
into something that fits film (or video), so that when it is rendered into a  
picture, it looks something like what I saw through my eye. 

The other "practical" problem, is that real light changes all the time so if you are  
shooting a scene for a day or two, you need to be able to maintain the light  
for each shot to match.  So what nature provides is for demonstration  
purposes only.. we have to do the rest. 

I am new to your column and must say it's very inspiring to see that  
professional cinematographers have the same problems that we low budget  
filmmakers have! And now on to my question: 

How do you suggest to light a scene (for video) with high contrast (about  
1:2, 1:4) with only a couple of lamps, like six of them? (redheads 650/800W  
and sometimes a Arri spot 300W). The scene shoud also have enough exposure  
and different colors, red and blue, to create depth... 

And I also wonder why american cinematographers don't hold the camera like  
here in Sweden. Sven Nyqvist, Sweden's most notorius cinematographer, didn't  
like "ordering" people to do a pan and stuff like that. I mean, in the US  
(and Hollywood...) you have assistant assistants that assist the  
assistants... 

Hope you understand my question and that I didn't bring any spelling  
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misstakes with me, though I am a swede :-) 

Peter Dahlgren 

Hi Peter,  
About the lighting question : with limited lights make the scheme  
simple: choose backgrounds carefully, try and use practicals (for night int)  
and daylight (mirrors? Reflectors?) if it’s day. Complimentary colours will  
increase apparent depth. I don’t really know what you mean about “holding  
the camera”: I think you mean: why don’t US Cinematographers operate the  
camera? The reason for this is mostly historical.  The very large size of  
the cameras when “talkies” first came in meant that a whole team of people  
was required to move it about.  Then the “operator” job became a union grade  
and wouldn’t go away when the cameras became smaller and lighter.  It’s  
still a Union requirement in the US to employ an Operator, and a number of  
cinematographers (me included!) have had grief when operating and lighting a  
film in  the US. 

Mr Stapleton,  
Can you tell me something about this new way of lighting everything on stage with halogens? Flooding 
every square inch with quartz lights in bundled cans? I've been working on several recent projects with 
Janus Kaminski, and the amount of wattage is incredible! Is this a new type of film stock issue? Or is it 
the digital high definition arena? 

--V.P. 

Hmm.. very strange. Best bet here is to ask Janus what he is up to.  Every DP lights in their own way so 
it sounds like he’s trying something out.  It won’t be anything to do with stocks or high def.. lighting is 
it’s own thing independent of the image gathering medium. 

 I am currently working on a student film at Penn State.  About  
50% of what we are shooting is outdoors at night, and with limited resources  
(mainly in the way of places to draw power). I was wondering if you could  
offer any advice on how to get the most out of what I have to work with  
while keeping it as simple and efficient as possible.  We have a decent  
selection of lights from 200W peppers to 2K softlights at our disposal.  The  
shots are mainly going to be a mix of static and dynamic movement from the  
actors but not necessarily the camera. 

Thanks Casey McHugh 

Hi Casey, Here’s a few tips.  
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1. A couple of wide shots can be shot “dusk (ordawn) for night”.  This uses the fading post-sundown 
light as a fill light  
in the shadow.  Remember this light is very blue (relative to tungsten film) so you may or may not want 
this.  You can get rid of it by using daylight stock (but then your 2ks etc will look very orange unless 
you filter them),  
by using an 85 or by just adding 1/4 blue to your tungsten lights. When the daylight has disappeared, 
you can match the close up’s by bouncing an HMI light (or a blue gelled 2k) off a white reflector.  
2. Kodak make an 800 ASA stock - use it, and your lights will spread further: but remember not to  
overwhelm the natural light from people’s windows etc by making your lights too bright, or too “white”.  
3. A T1.4 lens is a whole stop faster than a T2 lens, though not as sharp (usually).  
4. Distant lights from camera can be plugged in to people’s homes, or run from a small garden generator.  
5. Use existing poles - street lights etc - to secure your lights above frame.  
Good luck! 

I am shooting a short on HI-8 for my application to NYU. What are some techniques to light my 
subjects?  
--Jack, NJ 

Hi Jack,  
I am assuming that you don’t have much in the way of Big Gun lighting units, so I’ll make my 
comments based on this.  
1. If you’re shooting outside, make careful note of where the sun might be on any given location day, 
and where it goes during the day.  If you’re in Manhatten, then tall buildings make big shadows - 
especially in winter - so work out where they are going.  There’s plently of software programs that do 
this, but a compass will tell you a lot.  
Decide whether you want a back-lit (softer, kinder), cross- lit (3 dimensional, contrasty) or Front Lit  
(saturated, brilliant). This will determine the  “Look” and plan accordingly.  A couple of bounce boards 
for faces (maybe one white, one off-white), is all you really need lighting wise.  
2. Indoor Day: try and find rooms with really good natural light and think about the sun and windows 
and what will happen during the day.  If you have access to window gels, you might be able to get detail 
outside that way, otherwise you have to put a lit of HMI type light (daylight balanced) into the room.  
Generally Hi-8 can’t deal with much contrast, but you might decide you like the “blown-out” window 
look, and use a soft filter some kind on the lens to make it creep around the window edges (an oft use 
commercial look).  If it’s sunny you can do a lot with 4x4 mirrors throwing the sun through the 
windows.  
3. Indoor Night: Practical lights can more of less light a scene for you, with just a small number of low 
power film lights, or just spotlights you can hide around the set.  
4. Outdoor Night.  Just choose somewhere that more or less lights itself, so you need only a little 
foreground light for your actors.  The beauty of choosing a location on video is that you just take a walk 
with your camera, shoot it, then go home and look at it on a monitor! 

Good luck with your application! 
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You mentioned in your previous column that it has been known to take  
several days to light a shot. What's the longest you've ever taken to  
light a shot and did the end result justify the time? 

James 

The opening sequence of Absolute Beginners (Temple 1985) is an early example of a long tracking 
steadicam shot that went on and off a crane.  (It actually is mentioned in the dialogue of Altman’s The 
Player).  In effect the shot took three weeks to light, although that three weeks was also devoted to 
lighting the whole set which was a section of Soho streets, built on the very large H stage in Shepperton 
Studios.  It’s a rather wonderful shot in a film spoiled by it’s casting.  
There is a shot in Hero (Frears 1992) which took a very long time to light and after we saw it (it took 
most of a day to shoot), I said to Stephen I thought I could make it look better.  The fact that we re-shot 
it (and it did look much better) is a testament to the kind of trust that goes on in a long term 
collaboration.  
Re-shooting is always an expensive option, so it pays to take the time in the first place to get it right.  
Many starting-out cinematographers are afraid to take the time, but if you don’t, your work will never 
compete with those who do. 

I'm currently shooting a student film on 16mm. In one particular indoor  
scene, the primary light source is supposed to be coming from a flashing  
neon street sign from across the street. I was wondering what would be  
the easiest way to achieve this look of a bright flashing light coming  
through an apartment window. 

-Nat 

Kino-Flo make special tubes that can be switched on and off without flicker.  You could wrap a colour 
gel round one of these, or more than one, and then put it behind a curtain or shear to make a “neon”.  
With it you could synch up another light in the room with the same colour that goes in time to the one 
outside.  Remember that if you want a colour to register on a see-through curtain, don’t make it too 
bright otherwise it will wash the colour out.  That is why you use another light inside to “mimic” the one 
outside.  If you place the light low it will make the apartment seem high up and vice-versa. 

I am preparing to shoot a short film (10 minutes) and wondering what advice  
a seasoned Cin might have. Takes place at the mouth of a filthy alley in  
S.F. It’s B&W shot on miniDV @ night, comic book feel. I want the alley to  
be even darker than the street, dolly shots to reveal what characters  
miss.  My goal is to get ideas on how to keep the alley looking scary, the  
main antag looking very evil. As if the camera was a person hiding watching  
all this happen in each shot. Thank you very much for your time and I  
apologize if I rambled too long. -Alex 
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Single source lighting sounds like a good idea for you, and keep it contrasty.  Keep the light low and 
throw long shadows of your characters on the walls and pavement.  A small bulb will give a sharper 
shadow than a large one, and the further away the light is the sharper the shadow will be.  Silhouette also 
works will in this situation.  Take a look at some early b&w films like Touch of Evil for other ideas.  
On the camera side, handheld usually works well here (more like a person than a tripod shot).  
Remember that people can “enter” their own POV’s, and for some shots you might want to move from 
the character to the POV of the character. 

March 1 2003  
I'm a student currently involved in the pre-production of a film that would involve a single camera in the 
middle of a room that would only be allowed to pan for most of the shots.  Do you have any advice on 
how to light such a room such that I might be able to pan 360 degrees without inconsistent shadows 
cropping up everywhere?  
-Jordan 

You haven’t mentioned what kind of mood this  is, but let’s assume it is night.  If it was day then you 
would be lighting through the window and putting some bounce light in the ceiling out of the top of 
shot ? and making sure the colour is correct.  For night, concentrate on the practical lights in the set.  If 
there aren’t any you might consider putting one or two in.  The things to consider are: 

●     What kind of shade does the light have ? colour and luminosity.
●     Can you hide another bulb behind or in the shade.
●     Can you place the lamps where the actors will be lit by them?

If you put the practical and it’s “hidden” bulb in separate in-line dimmers that will give you more 
control over them.  Another trick is to gel the inside of the shade that is towards the camera, so the 
colour does not “burn out”, but you can have the rest of light at a higher level.  
In the ceiling you could rig some small lights (like peppers) which can light certain parts of the room 
where you need it ? using the practicals as a guide: or just where you need the actors to be lit.  Bear in 
mind that a direct light will cast  a shadow which you may or may not want depending on the mood.  If 
you don’t, then a “chinese lantern” may be the way to go (a simple paper shade with a bulb inside) or 
“bounce” a light off a white card in the ceiling.  
Lastly, if you feel the light is too “toppy”, you can put a small light on the camera itself, with some 
diffusion in front of it, and again put this on a dimmer.  This can be a “fill’ so that eye shadows are not 
too deep ? though this form of lighting is coming back into fashion I notice! 

I don't know if you've seen them but GE has a new line of lights called reveal.  They have a bluish tint 
when the light is off but when on the light seems really white.  I was absolutely amazed at the difference 
between these and other lights in my house that were really yellow in comparison.  This was the first 
time it occurred to me how important lights must be.  Do you know if these lights would be appropriate 
for filming?  I know you are going to tell me to just test them but there are so many lights that are 
available that it seems counterproductive if it has already been shown that there is a list of lights that 

http://www.cineman.co.uk/lighting.html (7 of 11)09/09/2007 19:03



Lighting Issues

are totally unacceptable.  Also do you have any suggestions for other cheap lighting alternatives or a 
book that may discuss this?  
-Tyrone 

Books can’t keep up with the changes in lighting fixtures so forget about them in relation to what you 
are talking about.  I don’t know these particular units, but there is a lot of development with LED 
lighting at the moment, though mostly only at very low levels.  12v lighting is generally much “whiter” 
than tungsten.  When approaching any “new” kind of light the things to watch out for are: 

●     Is the light “continuous”? Ie normal Tungsten bulbs (the “yellow” kind) are continuous.  If a bulb 
has a “ballast”, which may or may not be attached to the bulb, then the chances  are that it is not 
“continous”.

●     In this case, such as flourescent light, “eco’ lighting and street lighting, film may or may not have 
a problem with it.  These problems are:

●     The light may flicker because the 24fps shutter sees differing amounts of the light each time it 
takes it’s 1/48th sec “slice’ of light.

●     The colour of the light may look very different on film to how your eye sees it.  This is because 
the “motion blur” aspect of your eye smooths out what in real life is a series of flashes, like the 
projection of a movie.

●     The movie lights known as HMI (daylight colour) used to have this problem before they made 
the ballasts “flicker free”.

In principal, if the bulb is just a bulb with no other electronics, then then chances are it will not flicker 
and will look the same colour on film that it looks to the eye.  If any “box” is attached to the light then it 
is probably “discontinous” and may or may not be a problem on film.  With DV just take a look ? this 
may also be helpful in trying to figure out what colour a discontinous light source will come out on film, 
if you put a “reference” light next to it.    The only “unacceptable” light is one that flickers in a way that 
is unnatural and distracting.  All other lights are just lights and as such, waiting for you to try them out. 

I've scraped some cash together and am currently in pre-production on a no budget feature. I've already 
decided that I'm not shooting on DV, seeing as how I want to be a FILMMAKER, and not a kid with a 
camcorder.  Only problem is, I live in a very secluded area so there are zero DP's available.  Someone 
has recommended that I just shoot with a high-speed stock like 800 ASA, then point and shoot with no 
lighting at all.  What'd you think?  Can you give me any tips on lighting a no budget with...well, no 
budget?  
-Jason 

Lightbulbs are cheap and some of them are quite bright ? especially with 800ASA film.  Use practical 
lights on tables, desks etc and choose the shades carefully so a decent amount of light comes out from 
the shade.  You can make up some bare bulb sockets and tape them to the back of the shade to add light 
where the hidden bulb won’t be seen.  When Gordon Willis lit The Godfather he apparently had a 
suitcase full of lightbulbs that he would hang here and there on the set!  
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By the way, you don’t have to be a Kid with a Camcorder, you could be a Genius with a Camcorder... 

This may sound daft. How would you light a scene that involves the camera moving a full 360 degrees? 
Second part: How would you light a scene in a flo-mo style 360*?  
If you could shed some light on this I would be grateful.  
-Chris 

Having dimmer control is important if it is a night scene.  This is so that you can dim the light a little as 
it becomes frontal: front light (key light) tends to be unimpressive when seen from the opposite 
direction, so if you imagine a 360 degree scene then as you go around all the smaller lights you may 
have in the ceiling should in an ideal world be individually controllable on a dimmer board.  The 
“dimmer man” has a small monitor so that he can see the shot, and adjusts the lights as you go around to 
pre-set levels.  These levels are set by  eye so that the transitions are not noticeable.  With Kino-flo’s (is 
that flo-mo style??) the light is much softer so dimming should not be necessary.  Generally Kino’s will 
be suited to dayight scenes. 

I want to shoot a scene in a darkroom, which obviously is only lit by red safelights. I really wany to 
emphasize a saturated contrast between red and black. A very recent example is Rodrigo Prieta's scene 
in the club in the 25th hour. What kind of lights, gels, etc. do you recommend? thanks a lot. 

-andy 

I am glad you have noticed Rodrigo’s work as I really loved what he did in Frieda as well as 25th Hour.  
The “red light” problem is an old one, and is caused by the fact that the red layer of the film is the 
“third” layer and the least sharp.  So if you light with only red gels the image tends to look soft and only 
get worse when transferred.  One way round this is to not use too saturated a red filter in the first place, 
and then time the extra red in afterwards.  Another way in a darkroom set is to use yellow also (some 
safelights are deep yellow for b/w developing) which will make for a better colour contrast.  You can 
also use 2 different kinds of red quite legitimately, when the red light bounces off any coloured surface it 
will change colour anyhow. 

I am a graduating film student (cinematography) here in San Francisco. I will be shooting a commercial 
next weekend, interior "party scene". I love art directing, and have decided to place 14 different colors 
and sizes of "china balls" all over the ceiling of the sound stage. it is not a huge room. Will it be okay for 
me to just use the balls as practicals and fill and sometimes key? not all the lights will lit. I have a few 
lights on standby (2 x 300w Moles) as key for the leads. Will be shooting 500asa , 35mm, but will just 
transferred and released to video. I am worried about this brave move that I am doing in putting this 
much balls int he interior. What do you think about this lighting set up? and what shooting stop do you 
usually find yourself using? Thanks!  
Mark 

I guess this answer will be too late for your shoot so I hope it went well. My comment would be that if 

http://www.cineman.co.uk/lighting.html (9 of 11)09/09/2007 19:03



Lighting Issues

you want the colour of a lit “ball” to be saturated then you can’t make it too bright.  If it is, say, red, then 
you can make it brighter than, say, blue, without it “de-saturating”.  Ideally you would test this as it is a 
hard judgement to make by eye, and would depend on many factors including the stock and the lenses.  
Naturally a dimmer light which may render a better colour in the light itself if it is in shot, will not cast 
as much light, so you may need to take this same colour and put it on a separate “movie light” which is 
out of shot and then will cast the colour on the actors.  
In the “disco’ sequence in Buffalo Soldiers which some of you may have seen recently, I used a special 
“sliding diffuser” during the disco dancing to give the idea of dancing on ecstasy.  This diffuser was 
clear at one end and quite dense at the other.  It’s about 2 feet long and was slid back and forth across 
the lens as I shot the sequence with a hand held camera.  
The amount of colour and flare in the disco lights when varied as the shot progressed.  
It is important with dance lighting not to take much notice of the meter in terms of exposure range as 
you will want to go long way off the boundaries of the film scale to make it realistic. Set up the lighting 
so it looks good by eye and then choose a “mid scale” exposure for the faces.  Film has a way of dealing 
with extreme flare and overexposure that is very beautiful.  Check out Chicago as an example of this. 

What is the most inexpensive way to achieve good lighting for a night scene outside?  
-Jason 

Make use of dusk for night.  This will result in a dark sky tone which adds a lot of atmosphere to a night 
shoot.  Of course if the sky is not in the shot then don’t bother... on the other hand, maybe you can use 
all that free blue fill light that happens during dawn and dusk for not very long.  If your night shoot is in 
the countryside, then it is even more important to think of Dusk for Night as an option ? lighting large 
expanses of countryside is very expensive!  If you are in the City, then go with the Director and 
Designer at night to look for locations.. Choose somewhere that is already lit by the good citizens of the 
area.. This usually is not the leafy suburbs but more likely the grot downtown  - Taxi Driver land. 

Choose your lenses carefully.  Get a set of Super Speeds so you can use T1.4 and 500ASA stock.  If you 
are using Digi try the various settings until it looks as good as you can make it. 

Lighting wise, it’s amazing what a small key light on the actor can achieve in a downtown area.. Keep it 
moving and don’t overwhelm the natural light.  Think about the color ? chances are you don’t want a 
“white” (3200K) light, but match it to the surroundings.  Next time you see a newscast think about why 
the journalist looks “lit”.  This is what you want to avoid for drama lighting.  
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What, in your opinion is the single best piece of cinematography  
from any film? --Jennifer. 

What a strange question..it’s like saying what is the best bottle of wine.  
There is no answer: don’t be obsessed with “best pieces” - just absorb the  
whole thing. 

I've been wondering for a long time how a focus-puller can actually  
correctly adjust the focus while he/she is not looking through the  
lens. And why isn't this job done by the person looking through the  
lens ? 

Thanks,  
Frederick van Dijk 

It’s a miracle isn’t it!  Actually a good focus puller is incredibly accurate at judging distance, based on 
years of practice and a lot of measuring with a tape.  They look at a scale on the lens and just transfer the 
distance to the scale.  The lenses have to made very accurately (that’s why they cost so much) as a few 
inches difference can make the difference between a sharp and soft shot.  In TV, the person operating 
the camera does adjust the focus which I think is pretty amazing considering the viewfinders are 
electronic and not very “sharp”.   For TV it has to be much more “out” to notice that it is “soft” which is 
why the operator can do the job ie there is more room for error.  Another reason in film operating is that 
many operators prefer “wheels” so could not adjust the focus unless they had three hands! 

I was wondering if you had any advice on shooting a music video?  I know that is vague but any advice 
would be helpful. 

-Bill 

Music videos are a great opportunity to experiment.  So my best advice is to go crazy and be bold: when 
images don’t have to tell a story they can have a lot of freedom.  Assuming you are working with a 
Director, keep on nagging him/her until you get an idea of what the plan is.  Naturally a lot of the people 
involved in that world don’t like to plan too much, but your job is to make sure you have what you need 
on the great day.  You can only find that out by insisting on discussion about style, colour, content etc.  
Playback is a whole art of it’s own, so make sure the right people are around to know what is going on 
technically. 

I think I read something where you said that most camera warehouses will loan out cameras to students 
for free.  I go to a fairly prominent film school and I have never heard of this.  In fact when I was in a 
jam for a camera, my teacher suggested I rent one.  Is what I thought I heard correct - that students can 
get camera loans for free?  If so, how exactly do I go about it?  
-Paul 
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The first thing would be not to tell anyone in case everyone tries it!  So we’re in trouble here already!  I 
may be way out of date here, as this is something I did way back when, and I guess the rental houses 
may have changed their policies now.  BUT, remember the rental house it like all those banks trying to 
give you student loans “for free”.  They are in the business of being nice to the generation that will 
provide business for them in the future.  Because Samuelsons ? now taken over by Panavision ? was 
very nice to me when I was a student, I put 20 years of shooting into their company which must have 
added up to a fair chunk of change.  So when you bang on the door of a rental company trying to 
scrounge some equipment, they may not “in principal” loan out gear to students for free.  But if you 
convince them that “in your case” it might be a good idea, then go ahead and do it.  All rental companies 
have gear that is slightly out of date, not rented much and if it’s sitting on a shelf it’s no big deal to them 
if you take it away for a week or two.   No one at my film school arranged for me to borrow equipment ? 
I just went ahead and sorted it out myself.  Think outside the box, and you’ll get outside the box. 

I'm a poor boy freshman college student, trying to break  
into screenwriting and film making. I have a script and  
actors, and was planning on filming a movie I wrote  
myself, with no budget to really speak of. My question is,  
can I "get away" with using my parent's camcorder? I really  
have no money and little way of getting other sorts of  
cameras or mediums of film, and this may be my only way. But  
I was wondering, outside of "Blair Witch"-type movies, is  
this a feasible option?  
--Kevin 

Absolutely! Any camcorder will deliver pictures with sound.. if you are the director/writer you might 
want to get a techy friend to make the camera deliver it’s optimum quality.  If it is a “fully auto” model 
then there is a limited number of things you can do.. At the very least being able to plug in an external 
mike is important otherwise the sound quality will be very distant.  Getting a reasonable picture is not 
that hard, but getting good sound will really help your audience to understand what is being said.  Good 
luck and remember that it’s all about the story, not about the equipment. 

Sept 22nd 2003  
I am currently a freshmen engineering student at Drexel University and I am doing a project on 
improving camera booms.  I would like to know of some famous scenes that have used camera booms, 
and also when, and why camera booms would be used.  
Thanks  
Jennifer K Tan 

The term more commonly used in a Camera Crane.  A boom usually refers to the pole used by the boom 
swinger (sic).  
As camera cranes have been in use since the the beginning of cinema ? more or less ? you might have a 
hard time trying to improve them.  Chapman is the most famous US company for providing Dollies and 
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Cranes so you might want to contact them to find out more about their history.  I’m sure they would let 
you visit if you want to see a number of different designs.  One thing they didn’t design is the telescopic 
crane (called a Technocrane) which is unique in that it is capable of withdrawing and extending the arm 
making the cane shorter or longer.  Modern engineering has also given rise to cranes 60’ and more 
which was inconceivable even 10 years ago. 

There are countless famous scenes involving camera cranes, right from Abel Ganz’s Napoleon through 
to Gladiator and the current endless action movies.  Orson Wells famously used a long crane shot at the 
beginning of A Touch Of Evil and Robert Altman managed a very long opening crane shot in The 
Player where the actors dialogue was about famous long opening shots!  
   
   
  

I was wondering about actors and how they would want to look good in all their films. But, was their 
ever an actor/actress you worked with who was incredibly difficult? And, they kept wanting the lighting 
to change, etc.? I hope you answer my question.  
 I love your work,  
Blazey 

Hi Blazey, yes some actors are incredibly difficult.  If I named names I might make my career a bit 
shorter than I might like!  Most female actors want to look “great” at all times but not all.  Nicole 
Kidman is a true and brave actress ? never flinching from when the role calls for her to look less than 
perfect (Birthday Girl and The Hours).  Others are not so brave, preferring to look as good as possible in 
every scene.  This can lead to conflict with the Cinematographer as we usually light for dramatic 
reasons, not for flattery.  Romantic Comedies generally require “cosmetic” lighting for both the male 
and female stars, as the nature of the genre is such that everyone is supposed to look “better than life”.  
On my pet subject, one of the reasons I dread the move to an all Digi future is that the actors will have 
the final image available “on set”.  At the moment actors more or less leave the lighting to the 
Cinematographer, with one or two notable exceptions, but once the image is there for all to see, I suspect 
the politics of the image will take another lurch towards “democracy” - i.e. the rule of the powerful over 
the weak.  Oops.  
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Multiple Cameras

For most scenes in a film, on average, how many cameras do you have at hand  
being used simultaneously? 

Mostly one for a normal dialogue scene in a room.  2 for daylight scenes involving some complication ie 
children, animals, weather etc.  
Then 3 upwards for action scenes or any scene where doing it again is a problem ? like blowing up a 
house etc.  The main problem with using more than one camera is that it is hard to make the lighting 
look good from more than one angle, although if the 2nd camera is used carefully then it can provide 
very useful additional footage. 

When shooting a multi angle scene how do you not capture the other cameras from being seen while 
shooting all angles at the same time?  
--Helios 

Well it’s quite simple really ? you can’t shoot the angle where you see another camera unless you are 
prepared to get rid of it in post.  Sometimes you can hide a camera within the set, put a tree in front of it 
etc but most of the time you just shoot the wider shot from the front and the tighter shots from the sides 
(in a typical TV setup).  More than 2 cameras is usually TV or action, so the “precision” of the shot is 
less important.  Getting “coverage” is the all important watchword of today's “new” directors.  Getting 
good shots is more what I am interested in, and that is generally achieved by using one camera for all 
sorts of reasons: lighting being the most affected by multi cameras.  
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Panic Room

In the inescapable trailer for "Panic Room", there's an awesome continuous  
shot with the camera moving all the way from upstairs to downstairs, into  
the kitchen and then THROUGH the handle of a coffee pot and it keeps going.  
How do they do this?  Is it CGI?  I believe there was a similar shot in  
"Citizen Kane" from the top of the building and through the hotel sign and  
down into a lounge. 

Thanks,  
Anup Sugunan 

I am afraid the Panic room trailer hasn't hit the UK yet but I did look at  
it in low resolution on the Columbia web site.  I think your guess about CGI  
is right as no camera is going to fit through the handle of a coffee pot!  
In pre-CGI days, elements were made to split apart and this is how the  
Citizen Cane shots were done.  Windows, doors, walls and ceilings were made  
to move once a shot was designed.  The moment the object passed offscreen  
then the grips would quickly wheel it away on bearings, trolleys, ropes or  
whatever it takes. 

There is a shot in Panic Room at the very end, where it seems as  
if the camera is pulling away and focusing at the same time, but nothing  
moves. I've seen this technique done in Raging Bull also. How is it done?  
--T 

It’s a curious thing about the Panic Room ? all I have ever heard discussed  
about the movie is how a shot was done.  I’ve never heard anybody mention  
anything about the movie itself ? the story, script, acting etc.  This goes  
to show that if you shoot something in a flashy way it detracts from the  
movie itself.  I haven’t seen it yet but I’ll tell you tommorrow.  My guess  
is that it is A “trombone” shot first done by Hitchcock, then Spielberg (in  
Jaws) and now Fincher. You track out and zoom in, or track in and zoom out,  
depending on what you want the background to do.  
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Picture Quality

Dear Mr. Stapleton, I would love to hear your response to this question:  
When looking at a film on television, how come it is possible to tell  
whether the film was 'made for television' or for a theatrical release, just  
by the quality of the picture? 

Yours faithfully, John Rooksby 

Now assuming you live in the USA, TV films are mostly made on 35mm so there  
is no reason to spot them for technical reasons.  In the UK they are shot on  
16mm so you might see a difference if you had a really good TV set. However,  
this is not really the issue.  The “quality” that you are talking about is  
actually a whole host of things from the script to the Directing, Editing,  
Music etc oh yes and the Cinematography! One of things you might notice is  
that TV directors like to shoot very close, and also use the zoom, as well  
as a couple of cameras for speed. The combination of all these things  
results in some rather ad hoc shooting.  The word “cover” used to be a dirty  
word in the precise world of low budget film making.  You couldn’t afford  
“cover” so you took the time and got the shot right.  That was the shot in  
the movie.  TV films are shot incredibly quickly ? so when you see really  
good work like in the X-Files you have to remember that the work is being  
done really well and really quickly which is quite remarkable. Shots for TV  
films are lit in 5 to 1O minutes.  Shots for features take anything from 20  
minutes to (famously) several days!  There is no substitute for time when it  
comes to lighting: if a Cinematographer is given the time he or she needs to  
light, the image will be the better for it. But if the Cinematographer takes  
for ever and nothing looks any good, it’s time to call the other guy. There  
are no Cinematographers trying to move out of feature films and work for TV:  
There are plenty trying to go the other way! 

 If making a low budget horror feature film would you recommend  
shooting on 35mm at 24 frames per second (like a real feature film)or super  
16 at 25 frames per second as it is probably only destined to be released on  
video or shown on tv. --Stephen 

You've made one good decision already: to shoot on film! The next part is  
easy - shoot Super 16mm as the quality difference for TV showing is minimal,  
and a horror film tends to be high contrast and full of bloody close-ups, so  
the only weakness of Super 16mm which is landscape won't be revealed.  And  
if it turns out to be a masterpiece, Super 16mm blows up very nicely for  
cinema release. (Check out Leaving Las Vegas.) 

I see some films shot on 35mm and they look slightly grainier than others  
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shot with the same film stock. Is this due to lack of lens testing?  
--Ruble 

Grain is a function of the stock, how "fast" it is in the first place and how many times it has been 
copied.  Having said that, the human eye always looks for edges and detail, so a lens that is soft may 
result in an image that is softer than the grain around it, so the eye will see the grain instead of the 
image, as it searches for detail.  The degree of grain that is visible is one of the things a cinematographer 
will test until it is "right" for the film in question. 

 First of all, thank you very much for your website and your  
column. It has been a great comfort and help to me as an apprentice  
filmmaker. 

I am a student writer/director currently in early pre-production for a  
medium-length film (about an hour). We have about $6000 or so at the moment  
(hopefully some more down the line) and definitely want to shoot on film,  
most likely 16mm. The project is going to attempt to emulate the look of  
cinema from several different eras and, ultimately, be in both B/W and  
color. I've heard that the best film stock for something like this would be  
color reversal stock because it costs much less than negative film. I've  
also heard that several music video cinematographers have used color  
reversal film to create projects in which the final output is very sleek,  
high contrast B/W. Do you think that this is the best way to go? 

Thanks, Brian 

Sounds like an interesting project.. First of all, I assume your finished  
product is on tape, not film, as this makes quite a difference to your  
approach.  When you say color reversal is cheaper than negative film, there  
may be a confusion about the fact that there is not a print involved (which  
adds cost).  However, you can telecine either pos or neg film: The cost of  
the raw stock is about 10% more for negative, but labs charge 3 times more  
to process reversal than negative so I think your information is misleading.  
The main difference is that colour reversal has a much higher contrast than  
negative, with more saturated colours and more grain (depending on the neg  
stock you are comparing it to).  It probably is good for changing to b/w in  
telecine, for this same reason.  My advice would be to use it for the "older  
looks" in your film, both b/w and colour, and then use negative for the more  
contemporary look.  Reversal stocks come in many forms, Ektachrome and  
Kodachrome from 25ASA to 4OOASA... you could also consider using Super 8mm  
for more grain, and/or a hand-cranked 16mm camera for "patchy" exposure and  
speed variation. The "scratching" can be added afterwards in post quite  
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effectively - a bit less hair raising than doing it in the camera! By the  
bye - shoot in Super 16mm as it doesn't cost any extra and makes the  
transfer to 16:9 TV compositionally perfect, as well as possible blow-up to  
35mm better.  
  

Why is it that older television and movies have that almost grainy look?  
A good comparison is the difference between the Orignal 'Star Trek' and  
the most recent 'Enterprise'. The newer show looks smoother, sort of.  
They're both shooting on film, what gives? 

-Evan Shearin 

Film technology has come a long way in the last twenty years.  The stock itself is much finer grained 
than it was ? especially faster stocks.  
Another factor is that the newer telecine machines are much sharper than the ones around twenty years 
ago, so a new transfer from an old print will render it sharper, but in doing so may also emphasise the 
grain in the stock. 

Why is soft focus still used when filming female actors? Who requests that it be used - actor, director, 
cinematographer or others? I found it particularly noticeable in "Chocolat" when the shot cut to and fro 
between Binoche (soft) and Depp (hard) - so much so that instead of following the dialogue I found 
myself being aware of the focus.  
Regards,  
Paul Villa 

Hi Paul,  
Er.. you're not supposed to spot that kind of thing, so I suppose I'll have to call my friend Roger Pratt 
and tell him he messed up!  
Any one of the people you mentioned might have decided to use the filter, though generally it?s a 
decision  made by the cinematographer.  I did some of that with Michelle Pheiffer in One Fine Day.. 
Generally a ?soft focus? or diffusion filter is used to disguise the imperfections of the female face, or 
because it?s day 58, it's 11.30pm after a 16 hour day and she has a zit on her upper lip.. or something.  
One of the little considered facts of cinematography, is that the audience looks at the face, no matter 
what size it is on the screen: that's why sometimes an image looks soft when a face is far away - your 
eye is searching for detail in the face which the film/lens cannot supply.  You spotted the filter because 
of the cross cutting - if Roger had used the filter on the opposite shot as well, you probably wouldn?t 
have noticed it.  But sometimes you've shot the Depp angle first, and only decide you need the filter 
when you shoot the Binoche angle...  
The other day I shot a very close shot of Julianne Moore (for Shipping News): I filtered it (slightly) 
because the shot was so close that the sharpness of the image would be simply too much at that size.  I 
have a special 'variable diffuser' in my filter box, which you can slide across the matt box as you track in 
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to a BCU - the audience will not notice it as the face gets bigger and bigger so the 'apparant sharpness' 
stays the same.  
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Pre-Production Testing

Mr. Stapleton, 

First off, thank you for making yourself available to answer questions.  It  
is very much appreciated.  My question is about pre-production film testing: 

* What do your lens tests consist of and what are you looking for? 

In the days when I did lens tests (I now own my own so don't have to do  
them!), I was looking for: 1. Sharpness (via test chart) 2. Flare  
characteristics (via Sky and light bulbs hanging in shot) 3. Contrast and  
colour characteristics (via grey scale, and set-up light  
graduated "sets".) 4. Breathing - how much the image size changes when  
focussing. 5. Close focus amount. 6. General "feel" of the lens based on  
above. 

* If time is limited, what does your emulsion test consist of and if you  
have plenty of time, what other tests do you perform? 

With limited time I would: 1. Take the emulsion(s) I am interested in and do  
at least one lit, interior test with costume and set colours from the film,  
and a variety of lighting, approximating conditions I expect to encounter in  
the film. 2. Do an exterior relating to the film, with a stand-in in  
appropriate costume.  With more time I would: 1. As above, but use different  
exposures, some filters and a wider variety of stock. 2. Repeat the above  
after looking at initial results with the Director, Production and Costume  
designer. 3. Introduce lab processes into the equation. 

* How do you go about doing make-up, scenic and wardrobe tests and what are  
you looking for when you conduct those tests? 

I "request firmly" from production a large studio or space, put some set  
pieces (might be painted bits of wood) in it (with appropriate colours),  
some furniture and then make a "day" area and a "night" area.  Before the  
actor arrives, I make a shot (usually tracking) that moves the actor from  
full length to close up in both the day and night situations.  I use a zoom  
(probably for the first and last time!), to be able to vary the shot size  
more than the track and space allow.  Costumes often aren't finished, but  
you can get the materials and hang them around the place and light them in  
different ways. Actors usually feel uncomfortable in this "scriptless"  
situation so the best thing is to take over from the director who is usually  
baffled by the whole thing, and just tell the actor where to go.  Humour is  
a good idea in this situation, though I think we once shot 28,000 ft of an  
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actor walking about in various raincoats which got a bit tiring. 

* Do your test go through the whole process including IP, IN and release  
print? 

You don't need to do this unless you are comparing Super 35 to Anamorphic.  
It's a long and expensive process so I have only done it twice - both times  
indicating that Anamorphic rules when it comes to "landscape" and Super 35mm  
rules when it comes to Night Ext and intimate small rooms. 

I hope I'm not asking too much. I've only done films that have finished on  
video. I been offered two scripts which will finishing on film and I want to  
be as prepared as I can.  Thank you in advance for you time. 

Very best regards, Eric Petersen 

You obviously know what you are doing, but I would urge you to go to the lab  
and spend time with the timer as this process is quite different from  
telecine without the controls you are used to.  Understanding printer lights  
is key to your relationship with the lab, as these numbers are going to tell  
you each day what you are doing with the exposure. 

QUESTION:  
To what degree is the job of the selection for the site location ...part of  
the reason things work out so well for cinematographers?   The talent lies  
with the cinematographer obviously, but is there an appreciation in  
movie-making for those who find the right angle and place for scenes (career  
wise)? 

Location, location, location.... 

Thanks for listening.. 

Jeff Helm  
Naples, Florida 

Any Cinematographer who doesn't acknowledge and appreciate the role of the Production Designer 
should be re-trained! David Watkin receiving his Oscar for Out of Africa pointed out that the clip they 
showed was shot by second unit! Film making is all about collaboration, and no cinematographer can 
shoot magical images if the Designer leads him into inappropriate locations, or builds sets you can't 
light.  
The time to discussion is in pre-production, during the scouting process.  
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How do you work with Production Designers... do you ever relate to them one on one or is it always 
through the director? 

Mostly the realtionship with the production designer is through the director intitially but.....  Production 
Designers do the same job as the DP - a one-to-one thing with the Director - only it happens in early pre-
production.  When the DP turns up, the emphasis turns to him or her, as the DP’s arrival means:  We’re 
Actually Going to Shoot This Movie!  People think the "look" of a movie is in the hands of the Director 
and the Cinematographer but that’s not true.  It’s in the hands of five people: Director, DP, Production 
and Costume Designer & Make-Up.  You can’t photograph something that isn’t there, no matter how 
you light it.  After you’ve done more than one film with a Production Designer you do more and more 
work with that person without the Directors involvement.  
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Slow Motion

As a home based amature interested in film, I'd like to know  
about slow motion. When I watch a film, I always love the pure, smooth slow  
motion that is used sometimes (not the blur, stop, blur, stop slow motion).  
Yet at home, using DV video and editing software (Final Cut Pro), when I try  
to make slow motion the product is the blur stop blur - elongated frame way.  
I wish I knew what I'm missing and an understanding of the way film slow  
motion is done. Take note that my camera does not have a shutter  
speedadjustment. --Laszlo 

Film slow-mo is done by increasing the frame rate from 24fps (standard) to  
48, 96, 1000 fps.. whatever.  48fps would give you x2, 72 fps x 3 etc.  This  
is "pure smooth" slow-mo because the image is gathered at twice (sic) the  
speed it is projected: each frame is "captured" 2x, 3x etc in the original.  
The "blur stop blur" thing happens when you stretch the original normal  
speed footage (or video) and print or render it twice or 2 1/2 times,  
creating an artificial slow mo. The shutter speed adjustment available on  
some video cameras, affects the motion-blur of each individual frame  
("sports mode" etc), but this has nothing to do with slow motion.  Video  
slow motion is a technology that is improving rapidly (watch any tennis game  
to see it in action), but is currently very expensive to implement, and  
still not as good as film. 

Is it possible to shoot video at high speed to form slow speed?  
KK 

No! (well not on a low end video camera).  The only way to slow video is to play it back slow and re-
record it.  
This is course, does not give the same quality as film..  
There is work going on to improve this situation but someone else would have to tell you what this is.  
(Actually there are slo-mo hard disk systems around now) 

What do you think of effects like slo-mo and time lapse? Useful?  
Overdone? Are all of those effects created in the filming process, or can  
some of them be done in post-production? --Matt 

When Sam Peckinpah introduced slow-mo in The Wild Bunch to the wider  
audience it was sensational. When Antonioni ended Zabriski Point with the  
entire contents of a house flying though the sky at 300fps it was the most  
memorable visual in the movie.  Now it’s just another available tool which  
is sometimes used well and sometimes badly.  I like it when it’s appropriate  
-  I use subtly different frame speeds quite a bit, so technically it’s a  
slo-mo shot but the audience wouldn’t see it that way.  Most explosions can  

http://www.cineman.co.uk/slow.html (1 of 3)09/09/2007 19:03



Slow Motion

be shot up to 50fps without noticing that it is particulary slow.  Different  
frame speeds are used all the time in fights and action work.  I did a  
sequence of a man falling down many flights of stairs where we followed the  
falling man with a steadicam, and racked the frame speed from 6fps to 30fps  
(with aperture compensation so the exposure wouldn’t change) quite  
violently.  This greatly increased the sense of buffeting in the mans  
descent of the stairs - something the stunt man couldn’t have done without  
hurting himself!  But it didn’t show as an “effect”. 

Time Lapse is very different, as this is always obvious to the viewer for  
what it is, so it tends to be used more in documentary and wild life  
photography, as well as scientific research. 

Both these effects are not possible with any decent quality in the digi  
world: you can change film speed quite a bit in post-production but it  
becomes apparant if you move more than 50% away from the original speed in  
the slow direction, but you get away with more if you are speeding things  
up. Progress is being made with slo-mo in the Digi world, but it’s still a  
long way from what you can do on film.  
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Special Shot Techniques

There is a shot in Panic Room at the very end, where it seems as  
if the camera is pulling away and focusing at the same time, but nothing  
moves. I've seen this technique done in Raging Bull also. How is it done?  
--T 

It’s a curious thing about the Panic Room ? all I have ever heard discussed  
about the movie is how a shot was done.  I’ve never heard anybody mention  
anything about the movie itself ? the story, script, acting etc.  This goes  
to show that if you shoot something in a flashy way it detracts from the  
movie itself.  I haven’t seen it yet but I’ll tell you tommorrow.  My guess  
is that it is A “trombone” shot first done by Hitchcock, then Spielberg (in  
Jaws) and now Fincher. You track out and zoom in, or track in and zoom out,  
depending on what you want the background to do. 

 Have you ever seen a shot where the picture is in slow motion and  
then suddenly it switches to fast motion? I was wondering, since I don't  
think you can suddenly switch the frame rate in the camera while shooting,  
how exactly that is accomplished. Is it all shot in slow motion? And then  
the fast part is sped up in post? 

Josh, Bellevue WA 

You can "ramp" the camera from one speed to another, and these days some  
cameras (like the Arri 435) have the ability to compensate the iris for you  
while it is happening.  Naturally it takes a second or two to make the  
change so it is not "instant", but this effect can be created easily in post  
by taking out the frames where it was speeding up or slowing down to make  
the change faster.  If the whole effect is done in post, the slow motion  
part will "step" because the "in-between" info is not on the negative. 

Hello there, 

I have a question that has haunted me most of my life. The answer may be  
simple enough but I haven't encountered it down the years and was never sure  
where or who to ask. Here goes: 

There are several movies in which the main actor plays a dual role such as  
the story of Al Jolson. In it Larry Parks ends up shaking hands with  
himself, playing the part of Al J. meeting with Larry P. and I'm still not  
sure how it was done. Is there a simple explanation somewhere that I could  
turn to? Is it just a matter of using a split screen? 
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Any help would be much appreciated and I can stop wondering about it at  
last. 

-- all the best for now, from Lora Mendel 

In the days pre-computer, all trick shots were called Opticals, because they were printed on a printer 
with that name.  You rightly surmise that the shot in question was split screen, but they might have had 
to do some tricky work to actually make the hands grasp each other. In split screen work, the actor 
cannot "cross" the split as they would disappear behind the other image, but you can have a actor meet 
himself, then when one walks off the other walks off after him: this is done by wiping the split in the 
direction of travel.  
Motion Control came along to allow trick shots to move, by making the camera do an exact move 
several times, by mechanizing the move and making it repeatable.  This had to very exact when the 
compositing was done optically: but nowadays computers can track the movement after it is shot and 
make corrections to any problems during the shoot.  
There are several books about Special Effects (the general name for this fascinating and growing area of 
Cinematography) if you want to get really technical! 

Hi, I've been having trouble shooting through car windshields while  
retaining visibility of the subjects inside. However, I've seen it done  
successfully in a lot of mainstream work. Besides shooting in a studio,  
how would you suggest to deal with the glare from the sun and sky?  
Jeff,  
Baltimore, Maryland 

In still photography, one of the most essential filter for outdoor  
shooting is the polarizer. Are polarizers used in filming?  
Ari 

I’ll answer these two at once.   A polarising filter is an essential tool for shooting car windows, and also 
one of the only ways of deepening the blue of a sky, and lessening the glare off water.  Because a 
polariser reduces the light in the opposite “plane” to how the polariser is set, it can be useful in many 
situations where an increase in colour contrast is sought.  If you have a pair of polaroid sunglasses, you 
can rotate them and you will see a change in  skys, windows and any reflective surface that polarises the 
light.  If you get two pairs you will see the whole view turn black as you rotate them.  This is because if 
you polarise the light in two directions then no light will be transmitted.  Don’t forget to compensate the 
exposure ? around 2 stops in most situations. 

I am a director who does cinematography and everything else. I am sort of a  
one man film crew. I have a idea, but it seems complicated. The whole film  
is set in mirrored rooms, but there are two things that are going to get in  
the way of this. My reflection, which I don't want in it, and the light  
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coming from the still cameras (I hire photographers to take pictures of the  
set while we are working on the film). I want the film to look professional,  
but I don't have all that much cash to buy something big. I have a digital  
camcorder, but I am not sure if it is that easy to take out my reflection.  
So what do I do?  
-Jon  
  

●     Apart from the obvious ie choosing angles where no-one is in frame, here are some other ideas in 
order of increasing cost
●     Take a mirror of matching size on to the set so that you can shoot from the edge of it, and use it to 
disguise yourself and others.
●     Cut a hole in the mirror in the center the exact size of the lens which will then get “lost” in the action.
●     Use a half silvered mirror which you can shoot through ? you will loose a lot of light this way but it 
will completely disguise the camera.
●     Take out the reflection afterwards via CGI.
 
  

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  

What kind of lens would you recommend using for a shot that takes place in a lighted closet, where a 
man is reaching out with their hand towards the ceiling (and the audience) to grab a gun that is 
dangling from the ceiling just in front of the lens? I need the gun and his fingers to be in focus, and the 
man's hand to appear to be exaggerated in length. 

-Brian 

There’s a couple of techniques you could consider using here.  To exaggerate the length of the hand, you 
could use an anamorphic lens rotated to give the effect you want.  Clairmont hire out a lens called the 
“squeegee” or something that does weird things as you rotate it. 

A “tilt-shift” lens (used a lot in commercials and pop videos), will allow you to exaggerate the plane of 
focus by either increasing or decreasing the depth.  It won’t exaggerate the size of the hand but it will be 
quite an arresting effect.  With some cameras you can take the lens out and hold it tilted in front of the 

http://www.cineman.co.uk/special.html (3 of 6)09/09/2007 19:04



Special Shot Techniques

lens port to get a similar effect ? you could even shoot like this with the help of a black cloth to prevent 
the stray light from getting in. 

I'm preparing to shoot a low budget feature film on a combination of two formats; DV and Super 8. I'll 
be shooting many of the dialogue scenes on DV, and most of the action-only scenes on Super 8. One 
particular sequence has been scripted to take place entirely under BLACK LIGHT (you know, those 
weird bulbs that turn everything white into purple, and show-off all the lint on your shirt). The scene 
calls for dialogue, action, and slow motion. I know that the DV camera works reasonably well in low 
light, but I can't get the "real" slow-motion effect with video. I've experimented a great deal with the 
various stocks Kodak manufactures for Super 8, but I fear none of them will be fast enough under the 
black light, and I can't bring in extra lights without ruining the black light effect.  Should I try 16mm and 
a faster film?  Should I shoot under normal lighting conditions, and find a way to fake the black light 
effect? Can this be achieved on set with filters and gels, or do I need to use an expensive digital effect in 
post?  Should I shoot in black and white, and add the colors later, like they did in TRON?  How would 
you shoot and light this? -David 

16mm high speed stock is the way to go here ? especially using fast lenses like the T1.4 zeiss lenses.  
Also you can adapt stills lenses for 16mm and even get T0.95 lenses! You have already found out that 
Super 8 is not fast enough, and creating the effect via another route never looks the same.  There is no 
real point is shooting b/w and going digital since it will never look the same.  In a recent feature a DP 
brought in a ton of UV lamps to raise the light level for a big scene and all but destroyed the eye sight of 
both the cast and crew ? so watch your safety issues here!  But bringing it extra lighting to raise the stop 
to the right level is the only way to do it.. Don’t forget that meters do NOT read UV light accurately, so 
it is better to decide the exposure by doing some tests, then use the meter as a “relative” guide. 

We are about to shoot a movie which takes place as a whole in a box, designed to fit a 6"2 man. One of 
the shot required is to shoot the person as he is lying there and in this one shot to flip the camera by 360 
degrees so it would appear that he is face down. This is to be made while filming and not done after in 
post. How would u suggest it to be done?  
Matin 

You need to describe what you mean a bit better for a start!  I think you mean that the camera travels 
around him to look at him from the other side.  Assuming the box is like a coffin, you want to go round 
the box but end up as though you can see in the box??  One way to do this would be to stand the box on 
end on a turntable and put the camera sideways on a dolly.  It would then look like you were looking 
straight down on the box.   When the box starts turning it would feel like the camera was tracking, as 
long as the background was neutral so there wasn’t a foreground/background change to give away what 
you are doing.  I won’t elaborate as this may not be what you are after!  
Whenever you are confronted by a difficult camera move, it is always worth thinking about what the 
visual elements are, and then another method may present itself.  In Buffalo Soldiers, when they fall into 
the flames at the end, that was done with the actors standing up and rotating on a turntable with a 
sideways camera tracking in on them.  
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 I am passionate about light and am facinated by the way it can be  
manupulated to appeal to the senses. As a (female, British) Theatre lighting  
designer/technician please could I get some advice on how I make the move  
from a 'live' environment to the cinematic? I believe that I understand  
light but have no training in film technique (apart from basic photography  
knowledge) so how is the best way for me to get taken seriously? and should  
I be aiming to do a cinematography training course or going straight in and  
trying to get work on a camera/lx team? 

Sharon 

If you are say, under 27, then consider enrolling at the National Film  
School (in Beaconsfield).  If you are under 23ish then you could become a  
trainee under the BECTU trainee scheme then work your way up the camera  
department (tough and long!). Try and fall in with a group of contempories  
who make movies (any kind) as this will get you going.  You can always call  
a local university and say you are willing to help crew on student movies  
(always popular!). 

 Hi Oliver, Sorry to bother you with an off subject question, but  
I noticed that you mentioned you went to film school in the UK. I´m American  
but living in Europe and thinking of going back to Grad School to study film  
production on this side of the Atlantic, in English. Any suggestions on good  
schools in the UK or Europe or how I should start looking for one?  What are  
good criteria to use when reviewing different departments? 

Thanks very much for your help, Kathleen Fox 

I can only guide you to schools in the UK as I don't know about the European  
ones.  Amongst the plethora of Media courses, there are only really a few  
that will allow you to seriously make some movies. I went to the National  
Film and Television School (in Beaconsfield) which was excellent, and there  
is the London Film School and the Royal College of Art film department. When  
making your choice, decide how much you are interested in theory and how  
much in practice - making films is a whole different thing from talking  
about them.  Then look at the courses offered and speak to some students in  
their 3rd year (canteen?) and ask them what it's been like. Good luck. 

 Regarding the recent advice to the question about  
appreciating films and making better home movies (6-6-01).  I had a friend  
who had back issues of 'American Cinematographer' and several other  
magazines whose names I can't remember.  I have no interest in ever making a  
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movie or even a home movie, but it was fascinating and very informative to  
read how they shot various films and TV movies. 

This might be another avenue for students and others who have a passing  
interest in film to learn about the process. 

(BTW, I was surprised to read about the 'ad hoc' ways of making films.  I  
remember that the 'photon torpedo' sound in the first Star Trek movie was  
captured by recording the sound of a fire extinguisher being set off in a  
van being driven past the microphone. Interesting stuff!)  
---------- 

I just wanted to ask about people who work on movie sets. Are they all  
really confident people? The reason I ask is because I really want to write  
and/or direct, but I completely buckle if the spotlight is on me, e.g. at an  
interview. Do/did you ever get dumbfounded upon meeting really big names or  
stars? Anon 

First of all, yes I still find meeting "big shots" a trial, although after  
20 years some of the angst has gone away.  It becomes apparent after a while  
that these "icons" are just people with the same troubles as you and I,  
though they are buried and not available for public scrutiny. I worked with  
Meryll Streep years ago and she taught me the following - without knowing  
she did. 1. She knew when to be an actor. 2. She knew when to be a star. 3.  
She knew when to be a mum. 4. She knew when to be herself, and private.  
Remember that fame is manufactured by the press: without it there would be  
no fame, other than down the local pub. Those who are the subjects of this  
process vary in their attitude towards it: to some it is drug they can't do  
without, to others it's a necessary evil of their job.  When you encounter  
or meet one of these big shots it's helpful to remember Dylan's song "You've  
got to Serve Somebody" - they do, just as much as you do, and some of them  
are the nicest most pleasant people you could hope to meet and some are just  
the opposite. If you are a strong writer, but fearful of directing, it may  
be better to gain your reputation as a writer, then add directing later as  
your confidence increases.  If it's the other way round, then try to get  
jobs directing absolutely anything, as even the daftest project will teach  
you something: directing a play in the village theatre will have it's own  
learning curve. The “crew” are for the most part the nicest and most  
ordinary people in the world, with all the stark variation of personality  
that you find in any walk of life. As a famous make-up artist said to me  
once when I asked her is she every fancied the actors she was working with:  
“Actors? Not likely.  I like real men: Grips!” 
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As of now my major in school is Film and Video studies. I don't want to be a  
teacher in the film industry, but it's the closest film major that they  
offer here. I recently applied for a 1 year film school, with total hands on  
production in learing how to be a cinematographer. Do you think it is worth  
it to take a year out of school and go to this film school? Do you think  
that it could help getting jobs as a cameraman?  
--Jacob 

If you want to be a cameraman, it sounds like the 1 year course would serve you better than the Film and 
Video studies. As far as employment is concerned, a one year course will not land you any jobs as a 
cameraman, unless you happen to link up with a future Spielberg during the course. 

Mr. Stapleton,  
All the advice I read for aspiring cinematographers is for young people.  So tell me, if you're over 30 
and are just now considering seriously pursuing cinematography, are you just simply starting too late? 

Thanks,  
Gerald 

It’s never too late to start anything as far as I’m concerned.  I’m 53 and starting to learn to sail: 
remember that to someone in their eighties, I’m quite young!  
In your case, I would say that if you have a background in photography in some shape or form which has 
been with you for some time, it’s not too late.  If you’re literally coming into the field having never 
thought about it before, that might be tough.  I was 27 when I returned to London and decided to go to 
film school: I started working “professionally” when I was 32.  For someone over 30, I wouldn’t 
recommend “climbing the ladder” ie going into the camera department and then going from grade to 
grade slowly over the years.  You’d be better off going to Film School (many of which accept older 
students if you can show good reason why you’re applying), and come out as a DP.  Alternatively, you 
have to find chums you can work with shooting low-budget/no-budget films/videos and hope that the 
director you’re working with takes off, and takes you with him.  Good Luck! 

What is the difference between a cinematographer and a DP? I am confused as to whether or not these 
are different jobs or merely synonyms for each other. Also, as far as camera credits go; when you see 
something like "photographed by" (as opposed to "director of photography") what job is that credit an 
indication of? 

- Jordan 

None. DP’s sometimes give themselves fancy titles, but in the end the only one that really means 
something different is the English expression Lighting Cameraman which usually means the 
Cinematographer didn’t operate (but not always).  If there was a God, these various terms would 
actually mean something consistent: for instance, one term like “Cinematography By“ for when the DP 
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operates him or herself, and another like Director of Photography for when he or she doesn’t. But, take it 
from me, if there is a credit that seems to imply that somebody shot the film, then that’s what they did: 
the rest doesn’t really matter. 

So, is internship a viable way of breaking into the business?  For some one who has recently graduated 
with a B.A. in Film Theory where is the best place to embark in a career in film cinematography? 

-Sean 

If by internship you mean Camera Trainee (which most people seem to call it), this is an excellent way 
of entering the department.  Most union locals run such a scheme and I always have a trainee on the 
films I shoot.  Trainees often send me resumes which isn’t a bad idea if they have something interesting 
in them.  
Usually the trainee is chosen by the first assistant cameraman (or focus puller as it’s called in the UK), 
but sometimes I’ll ask for a particular person if someone has impressed me.  One problem with being a 
twenty something year old in the camera department is that most of what you will learn (about film 
cameras) will not be in use in ten years time and certainly not in twenty. Digital will revolutionise the 
film-making process (not, I think, for the better), so you’d best keep track of what is going on in the 
world of Sony 24p etc if you want to be employed as a DP (DV?) in ten years time.  
I’d also encourage you to shoot anything you possibly can, on any format, to gain experience and make 
friends and contacts in your own age group.  Editing is also an excellent place to learn about 
cinematography: to know how to shoot a scene, you need to know how to cut a scene. These days you 
have the possibilty of shooting video and cutting on a computer: play around with this to find out about 
editing: this can be invaluable when the day comes to line up some shots where actors are walking all 
over the place talking to each other, you’ve with a director who doesn’t know anything about eyelines, 
and everyone looks to you to figure it out.  
Good luck! 

I live in the UK and currently taking a Bsc. I have taken an active interest in film for many years but am 
at a loss due to the distinct lack of courses on offer in England. Do you have any advice as to where I 
should start in pursuing a graduate position in film? 

--Keith 

As I have been looking at courses for my oldest daughter recently, I have to disagree with your opinion 
about the lack of film teaching.  Most of them are undergraduate, but you can take an MA in film in 
many places.  As far as practical courses are concerned that lead to a job in the industry, the best is 
undoubtably at the NFTS in Beaconsfield (that’s where I went, so naturally it’s the best!). 

Oliver,  
You have worked on many projects ranging from music videos and TV  
movies to big-budget features. Is this a natural progression, or is  
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it hard to break out of what you are used to?  
Brian, Ireland. 

Well Spotted!  Of course in my life it feels like a natural progression, but  
then I know plenty of Cinematographers from the rock and roll days, who are  
still doing that, or have moved to commercials but not to features.  I would  
say it is very much about intention: I always intended to either Direct or  
Shoot Movies, so the other things were stepping stones.  The only way to  
progress as a Cinematographer is to Shoot Film, so at the beginning anything  
goes: but the moment you feel you’ve learned a phase, then move on.. but  
plently of Cinematographers are happy doing commercials or rock videos and  
don’t want the salary drop, or absense from home that low budget features  
entail.  I was/am always driven by Movies.. 

A friend of mine said that when you want to move on, you have to burn your  
bridges.  She’s right. 

I know that directors can sometimes get their start by just working  
behind-the-scenes on a lot of movies (instead of going to film  
school). Is the same true for cinematographers, or is film school  
pretty much the only way to get the training you need?  
--Ash Jacobson 

Absolutely not.  Most Cinematographers trained the traditional apprentice  
route - trainee, loader, 2nd A/c, Focus, Operator, DP.  This was the only  
otion till 20 years ago when the film schools produced the first graduates -  
me included.  There’s really three options:  
1. Traditional as above, but can take a long time to get to the top, on the  
other hand when you get there you’ve seen it all/done it all.  This might be  
a good or bad thing depending on what sort of shape you are in when you  
finally make the summit. You make a living!  
2. Film School, where you might meet/work with someone who goes on to direct  
good things and takes you with them. Advantages are that you get to go a bit  
of everything: writing, editing, sound, directing etc.  Editing is a very  
important thing to learn if you want to be a Cinematographer who knows how  
to break down a scene into shots - as opposed to a Lighting Cameraman (UK)  
who may hire an Operator to do that.  Disadvanges are that you get to be  
broke for a very long time!  
3. Low-budget docos, music videos - just anything where you work with a  
director who goes on to become Mr Super Big and takes you with him.  Or your  
work is so startling that someone talent spots you and gives you a job. 
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There’s numerous other strange ways that Cinematographers are made, but  
generally I’d say they know who they are by the time they’re 30.  
Cinematographers can run sequences of pictures through their mind, the way a  
poet might think of verse, or a chess player plots seven moves adead.  
Pre-visualisation (an Ansel Adams concept) is an essential skill for a good  
Cinematographer.  Although the lighting techniques are different, the  
ability to break down a scene into component shots that make up a suitable  
montage is common to both film and video.  The differences from a lighting  
standpoint are large, simply because Film isn’t seen until the next day,  
whereas Digi is immediately available - and hence available for general  
discussion: often the enemy of the artist!  The Digi versus Film arguement  
is raging right now, but as far as I am concerned, I’ll be shooting film for  
the forseeable future. 

How did you get your start in features? 

I went to film school in the UK and met some other students who were directors and writers.  After 
school they asked me to shoot for them.  I did Absolute Beginners and Earth Girls are easy with Julien 
Temple who was a fellow graduate. 

How do you think one goes about continuing to improve and get better as a cinematographer? 

Shoot film at all possible opportunities and challenge yourself with new subjects.  
Test everything to extremes, and don’t be afraid of failure!  
  

 Dear Mr. Oliver Stapleton:  
Hello. I know this is supposed to be an e mail address for people who  
are knowledgeable about movies to be writing to. However, I just finished  
reading your essay and I found it very informational and helpful.  
My name is .........., I'm 17 and live in Michigan. I am obsessed  
with movies and can think of nothing more I would like to do with my life  
than to work with them. This is the point in my life when I need to decide  
what I'm going to do with my life and what I really want to do is become a  
casting director. I really believe that I would be good at this and find it  
very interesting. What I was wondering was if, since you are so experienced  
with working in the movies, is if you could give me any information on how I  
need to go about persuing this type of career. Is there some sort of special  
college I need to attend or do I just fill out and application? This is what  
I really want to do in life and anything at all that you could tell me would  
be GREATLY appreciated. I realize you are a busy man, but if you could just  
take a bit of time out of your schedule to write me back, I would be SO  
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grateful. 

Hi ,  
Good that you have focussed in on an area you are interested in.  There are only really two towns to 
head for in your country: LA and New York. 

At your age, your best bet is to get hold of one of the "recourses" publications like Hollywood Reporter, 
and look at the names of Casting Directors (or on IMDB).  Find out their addresses and write to them 
(preferably hand-writing), saying you would like to do a few weeks work experience, helping out etc.  If 
you are lucky someone will take you in.  The more clear and positive you are about why you want to go 
to X (you like the movies etc) the more helpful that is. Quote dates/months when you are free.  Give any 
relevant details of anything you have done outside of normal schooling (theatre?). 

You will need to find somewhere to stay cheaply, so if you know anyone in either of these towns who 
will put you up for awhile, then head for that one! 

Good Luck.  
  

> Like...how not to bug people.  
Bugging people is the only way to get anywhere in the film business - at least in the beginning.  
>  
> What makes you notice somebody?  
Honesty, Truth and Integrity.  
>  
> Would you recommend going to film school?  
Not straight away in your case (18) if you've just finished a zillion years of non-stop education.  Get 
some work (any work), travel, have fun and get to know the world wide generation of people your own 
age.  After all, you will be spending the rest of your life with them.  
>  
> How long do you have to suffer and re-live with you parents again  
> before you make it?  
Totally unnecessary.  If you don't like being at home, leave.  
>  
> Plus what made you decided to become a cinematographer?  
I always wanted to either Direct or be a Cinematographer. 

> And is the old mantra true that it's not what you know, but who you  
> know?  
I would say that who you know often comes from what you know, since those who are listening will 
listen to those who know. 
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Hello. I stumbled upon your site and I must say I love it! I am a film  
student at a small private school in Southern California and get little  
exposure to "Hollywood" through my studies here. While I am learning  
technical things in my classes I feel like my I am not getting the best  
possible education in film that is possible. However I was wondering how  
important film school really is? Of course a college education is  
important in any arena, but can i make it with my talent, charm, and  
persistence once I make contacts? I have found independent study much more  
beneficial than class work. My goal is to produce, is there anything you  
can recommend? 

Hello Dana,  
Think of film school as a kind of shelter before the storm.. In it you have all the safety to experiment, try 
things out, give it a go, without the economic and social ramifications of the work place.  
When you leave, you face the big future where you go on to learn new things in the commercial world.  
The course you have done will help in some areas of the future, but in a way you just start again entering 
the real world of film-making. You are right to value college education for it's special status, but the 
connections from what you are learning now to what you will learn in the future are quite oblique.  
If you have a holiday, write to the studios and see if you can get some intern work with a Producer.  
Good luck,  
Oliver S. 

.....I have my heart set on Screen Writing (which i do in my spare  
time), directing, producing or acting. Do you think moving to America would  
increase my chances?  
  

Working in the US requires a permit so if you don't have this you can visit but not work, other than 
washing up etc.  Having said that thousands of "illegals" make it in the US every year so some rules are 
there to be broken. If you can make it to the US, they make a lot more movies than we do, so there is a 
lot more work, but more people chasing it.  
As a first step you might consider going to London for a while and trying to get a PA job at any film 
related company.  These are advertised on the various web sites (the Knowledge etc).  Alternatively just 
find any job whilst you settle into the city which always takes a couple of years. 

see also: Journey to South Africa 

How did you first get started in the business?  
What was your first job?  
When a film you've worked on gets bad reviews how do you feel?  
--David 
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I got started in the business when I was in Cape Town and was offered a job taking Stills for small 
Comedy films being made for the Drive-In circuit.  This made me appreciate the work of the 
Cameraman and see the whole team process in action.  I felt like an “outsider” as I was not part of the 
team, except in the peripheral way that is the lot of the Stills Man.  I returned to the UK and went to 
Film School for 4 years where I shot a lot of films on 16mm.  I then got a lot of work shooting “promos” 
which are now called “music videos”.  They are a great way to learn to shoot, as long as you don’t get 
marooned in the field..  
When a film gets bad reviews it’s depressing if the film is good, it’s just trying when the film is bad but 
the reviews are, ultimately, of no interest to me at all, as they never tell me anything I didn’t know 
already.    When Pauline Kael wrote the review of My Beautiful Laundrette I actually saw things in the 
film which I had not seen without her help.  Sadly there are not many reviewers of that kind of 
perception and quality around, so I don’t read them much these days.  
I find the judgement of a film I have worked on has to wait around 5 years.  Then the razzmatazz has 
died down and you can see what sort of film you made.  Some just disappear, and if you are lucky, one 
or two will enter into the hallowed hall of “classic”.  
Critics rarely mention Cinematographers by name. When they do they usually credit the Director for the 
“look” of the film.  This is OK: it’s just the nature of the media which can only handle a few 
recognisable names at any one time.  
As I have said elsewhere, if you want to be a Cinematographer there is only one person you have to 
impress.  Yourself.  
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Super 35 versus Anamorphic

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS (1985)

 
 
Either you've got no work, lots of friends, no money and a hundred parties to go to and an endless 
supply of drugs or you're inundated with work and so busy that your friends never see you any more and 
anyway when you do have a weekend off there's the two small children and the commune in the country 
to attend to.  At least that's how it feels to me.  This must be success. A friend from my previous life 
visited the giant Notting Hill set of Absolut Beginners the other day, looked around at the scale of it all 
and said: "Well I suppose you could say you're a success?"  I looked at him across the chasm of the 
years and said: "I suppose so." 

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS  certainly marks a moment in my graduation from the National Film School 
four years ago. My studenthood at the age of 27 after 6 years struggle as a stills photographer marked an  
all time low financially but a real period of learning to light and photograph films.  But the best bit was 
the 18 months I spent making SHADOWPLAY, writing directing and editing what turned out to be a 
flawed but quite curious 70 minute drama about ex South Africans struggling with BOSS and paranoia 
in London low life.  All that time in front of the Steenbeck with my own material laced across the 
mattress and coffee machine taught me more about shooting than I could ever learn on the floor staring 
at a tin of Heinz or a packet of Omo.  I'm not saying that you can only learn about film making at film 
school - Julien (Temple) didn't - but it was perfect timing for me.  The problem with loading magazines 
or focus pulling is that it only enables one to observe and it's only in the doing that you really find out 
the answers - because they have to be the answers for you and not a copy of what you saw someone else 
doing.  Consequently I'm a lousy focus puller but have been fortunate to have David Morgan on the team 
who is simply the best focus puller in the world.  He's a nice guy too which is handy.  
I'm not saying that it's hopeless to go through the grades and learn that way: most of today's finest 
cameramen and their technicians learnt precisely that way so it's a method that works. It doesn't 
necessarily suit everyone that's all - and especialy those like me who come into the business from an 
oblique angle - it my case still photography and a 7 year absense from my home country: a sixties kid. 

I have to thank Julien Temple for my career to date.  It's not that I haven't shot for many other directors, 
but without his confidence in the first place I may not have ever got those crucial first few jobs that 
enable a cameraman to get something on his reel and get rolling.  Many a producer in that first year, 
confronted with this almost teenage director with web feet as the rags like to say (referring to a 
particularly bizarre pair of shoes he's won't to wear), whispered in his ear- "Zazitsky is avaliable, so's 
Zazootsky and they're both good friends of mine, they're both top men and the clients love them..."  But 
Julien would just reply "Oliver's shooting it", and somehow the producer would know that the 
conversation was over. Later I'd hear some PA saying "Who is this guy anyway..?" -then you know 
you're in with a chance. 

Richard Bedford (the editor) Julien and I have been working together, off and on, for four years prior to 
doing this film.And John Beard (Production designer) who has built the most wonderful sets on very 
limited recourses has worked with us on many previous promos.  People sometimes comment on rushes 
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"That's great, that looks great Oliver" and sometimes all you can say is: "It's the set."  The Soho set 
looked so real that an American producer asked Steve Wooley how we managed to stop the traffic -in 
fact the problem was to get it started!  Like most things that arrive on the screen the product is as good 
as the team that's making it and this film has been a real delight. 

Way back last year when this film was planned Julien and I decided on a very 50's technicolour look for 
ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS.I rapidly discovered that recreating the look of such masterpieces as THE 
RED SHOES or BLACK NARCISSUS (Jack Cardiff) was not going to be easy.  The 3 strip dye transfer 
process has been long gone and is only available (for printing only) in Peking.  We made enquiries but it 
rapidly became apparent after discussions with Les Ostenelli - then with Rank laboratories - that the real 
quality was in the 3 strip camera process and even printing dye tansfers in Peking with modern negative 
was not going to yield the result I was looking for.  Labmen frequently would shrug their shoulders 
when my incessent demands for more contrast be met by bemused looks.  The whole drift of film 
emulsion technology over the past twenty years has been to reduce contrast which is traditionally a 
'problem' in todays world where the soft commercial look is so much in fashion.  There are scores of 
filters available - low contrast,supafrosts,diffusions etc etc all of which reduce contrast.  Lens 
manufactures have struggled brilliantly to make a lens do at T2 what a lens used to do at T5.6.  It was 
only when I discovered that 600 footcandles of key light was used for 3 strip technicolour that I began to 
realise what I was up against.  John Beard was building whole streets full of neon and shops and cars in 
the biggest stage at Shepperton and I'd be lucky to get 60 footcandles: this was not some high budget 
epic with lights and sparks round every corner. 

The producers were good enough to employ me for six weeks prior to principal photography which was 
to include a three week prelight for the soho set.  Mike Proudfoot, the operator, was not available at the 
time so I set about some very extensive testing with Steve Alcorn, a mate from film school, and Chris 
Vile the camera trainee.  We started with lenses and established that my own set of Canon superspeeds 
and Cooke 5:1 zoom was as good as anything that Samuelson's had and supplemented them with others 
from the Canon range.  I went for these lenses because they seemed to render the kind of colour and 
contrast that I was looking for.  Also in a series of flare tests I found that the type of halo these lenses 
gave from naked light sources was the kind of thing I like - the Zeiss's looked more starry and less even.  
On the other hand the Zeiss's won on random striation: if you're not carefull with out-of-shot light 
sources the Canons can streak really badly. Another point in favour of the Canon's was their minimum 
image shift when racking through focus.But what the fuss was really all about was SUPASCOPE or 
whatever we are going to call it. (It later was called Super 35) . The current version of blown-up 
anamorphic prints for projection (the press likes to call it CINEMASCOPE) was started by Les 
Ostenelli, Hugh Hudson and John Alcott for Greystoke where they shot 'flat' and then made anamorphic 
prints afterwards.  The difference from TECHNICOPE - the 2 fame pull down system used in the sixties 
- is that the gate was enlarged to include the soundtrack area of the film thus using the full width 
available.  When the lab made the anamorphic print this re-introduced the area to make the soundtrack.  
This  system has one major advantage  over the old 2 frame system.          Because you use more width 
you use more height and thus a greater area of the negative renders   a less grainy blow-up. (Advances in 
emulsion graininess also contribute towards this improvement.)  Greystoke was not able to use a zoom 
however because the filing out of the gate on one side only meant the lenses were no longer central to 
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the image and this created coverage  problems. This has now been solved by Karl Kelly and his team by 
re-centering the mounts on the BL3 and my Arri III so that the lenses are one again in the centre  of the 
image.  However REVOLUTION (Hugh Hudson) was in production during our pre-production and 
because some rushes had a fault a state of extreme angst and paranioa surrounded this system to the 
extent that Goldcrest would not agree to our using the system and repeatedly insisted that we shot 
anamorphic if we were so insistent on the 2.33:1 ratio.  4 days before day 1 we still did not have 
permission to shoot this system so eventually I told them that I had no further time to change over to 
1.85 as all the cameras (2 BL3's and my ARRI III) were now prepared for SUPASCOPE and unless they 
wanted to delay the start date we had to shoot... I digress.  Because the image size is wider at the gate,
lenses must be very carefully checked for cut off as motion picture lenses are designed for 1:1.85 and 
not Super 35.   Fortunately the Canon primes originate in design from stills photography and hence we 
found that the edge definition was a significant improvement over the Zeiss's and Cooke's although 
frankly there is not a lot in it.  I was planning to work at about T4.5 with 5294 until  our stock tests on 
the by now neon-lit Soho set came in.  I sat in the rushes together with the small testing team and saw 
5294 at it's worst.  Grainy, lousy shadows, poor colour and no 'bite'.  Panic.  I'm a great fan of fast stock: 
I shot a whole feature on it in scotland last year (RESTLESS NATIVES) and had no complaints.  Perfect 
matching with 5247: even the dupe release print I saw recently was holding up fine. 

Not willing to give up so easily I requested two more batches (different `vintage') and tested them 
Wednesday.  Just for comparison we shot 5247 at T2 and T2.8.  Rushes next day were a revelation: both 
the new batches of fast looked terrible although one was a marginal improvement over the first, but the 
5247 result was absolutely wonderful.  Suddenly I was seeing on the screen what I wanted to see for this 
film: deep blacks and superb rich colour and no grain.  So I made the decision immediately and sent all 
the fast stock back and re-ordered for slow for the whole film. "Even for the night exteriors?!" Yes, 
everything.  Stuart the loader, a fine critic, asked me the other day: shouldn't you have gone for T4.5, 
maybe used the fast occasionally?  He was concerned about the depth and depth has been a problem all 
along.  Only about 10% of this film takes place in the day - as in all Julien's work - and consequently 
there are always neon's or practicals or TV's featuring in shot and I find that with 5247 at 120ASA (my 
rating) an aperture of less that T3 starts to make these features loose their brilliance. This is why I was so 
keen on T4 or T5.6 with the fast until realising that it wasn't going to give us the colour we wanted.  But 
one other unexpected bonus came to my rescue.  Many cinematographers stay away from the 18mm lens 
reckoning it to be distorted and too wide for normal use.  But we found ourselves using it more and 
more: the introduction to Soho, a brilliant steadicam sequence executed by Malcom Mackintosh was 
entirely shot on it and we began to realise that the 18mm in scope somehow doesn't appear distorted - 
probably because we are used to a certain amount of distortion in the wide format anyway from the 
anamorphic camera lenses that usually shoot these pictures.  So T2.8 wasn't such a problem anymore 
because the 18mm has such depth anyway.  And the real boon is that a similar stop on the equivalent 
wide angle in Panavision or Techniscope lenses is a real horror to my mind with bad edge fall off and 
terrible barrell distortion.  Curiosly enough the least satisfactory definition was obtained in long shots on 
the 24mm - we tried several others but never did find a 24mm that really seemed good at infinity. 

The point I was most insistent about in pre-production about this format were the following: 
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     1. The giant soho set would be seen much more fully because we would need to tilt down that much 
more in a `taller' format to        exclude lights, the studio ceiling etc.  For this reason we decided on a 
common headroom for TV and anamorphic. 

     2. Per given quantity of light, much greater depth of field than anamorphic. 

     3. Smaller lighter lenses with much greater defintion and colour clarity, less prone to flare. 

     4. Perfect matching of anamorphics - because there's only one in use in a controlled laboratory 
situation. 

     5. Greatly improved 70mm blow -up; no de-squeezing necessary. 

     6. Significantly reduced lens rental costs; better look through on camera hence less lightlihood of 
mistakes (flags etc). 

A point I was not making and one which I think needs de-emphasing is that this system is not a `multi-
format' system enabling any kind of print format to be stuck from it.  Although physically this is 
possible - we shoot the whole negative area - the framing requirements for TV and scope are quite 
different and whilst we obviously will be able to make a satisfactory print for TV by a mixture of 
scanning and using the lower part of the frame, it is simply not possible to optimise for two quite 
different ratios and although the producers argument is that more people see the film on TV or tape my 
argument is that they are probably eating dinner anyway.  In other words the composition should be at 
it's optimum where the film is seen at it's optimum: in the cinema on a large screen with great sound and 
an audience that looks at the screen.  The TV audience will simply see less of the film but then that's true 
anyway because Grandma will probably pop up in the middle anyway.  To be serious, there is always 
going to be a compromise between the requirements of the scope screen and TV and as I see it the 
compromise has to be on TV where are all the other losses of picture quality, sound size etc are apparent 
anyway.  I think it is of great importance to make cinema films for the cinema; to attract audiences back 
to the cinema we have to woo them with all the attractions the cinema can provide - by using the 
argument that more people will see it in telly anyway we accept defeat.  On  "My Beatiful 
Laundrette" (Steven Frears), we decided that the film was for TV so we shot for TV on 16mm and put 
the money we saved into the production.  Ironically the film is to open in two London cinemas in 
November: C'est La Guerre. 

Looking back at Absolute Beginners, I realise all sorts of things that we could do better next time round, 
especially in relation to pre-production and sets.  Not having shot an epic like this before (an epic for me 
that is!), I didn't know some of the things I now know about studio sets, particularly in relation to 
lighting.  John Beard would give me a drawing of a set and I wasn't too good at being constructive about 
my requirements at that stage: I was more used to looking at something and then making suggestions, 
but on a studio that is often too late - particularly in the tight situations we always seemed to be in.  For 
instance we quite often had areas where a band would be playing and I would not spot that there wasn't 
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anywhere to hide back or side lights: now I know better!  We constantly would ask for floors we could 
track on but then the Art Department has other problems with labout or the uneven floor and we would 
arrive and promply have to lay boards all over the floor and then have to cope with not getting them in 
shot.  It's not that these problems don't happen everywhere but it would be useful next time around to try 
and minimise them.  A real masterpiece of co-operation was the planning for the set of Dido's party.  I 
had a notion in pre-production that to have a hot-head on a python arm running along outside the set 
above one wall with the camera `dipped' into the action could save a lot of time and give us the kind of 
freedom to move the camera that I know Julien is addicted to.  We wouldn't have to worry about the 
floor and all the technicians could be off the set completely.  The system worked very effectively and we 
got some shots that would have been impossible any other way.  It did however prove extremely  
difficult to operate and Colin Manning (the Grip) was occasionally heard saying things like "Gosh I 
don't seem to be able to stop this jolly old thing.." or something like that. (I hadn't met Colin before this 
shoot: he's the best). 

I came across this in a diary of the time - 1985.  Thought it might enlighten a few readers about the 
beginning of Super 35.  
  

What difference does making a film "Super" make (ie. the difference between  
16mm and Super 16 or 35mm and Super 35)? 

"Super" is this context means something different to the way it is used in Absolutely Fabulous.  It means 
that the soundtrack area of the negative is used for picture, which means the picture is wider, resulting in 
an increase in quality when the film is "blown up". Super 16mm is now shot much more often than 
regular 16mm as it suits the new 16:9 TV ratio, as well as providing a superior blow-up to 35mm should 
it be required.  Super 35 is used as an alternative to anamorphic when a 1:2.35 ratio is required. 

 I read your article on film formats and it seems to me that, with  
the squeezing process of anamorphic, some horizontal picture quality must be  
lost - why don't the film makers just produce film with wider cells?  
james 

Distribution and projection is the answer.  The thousands of movie houses  
throughout the world are equipped with projectors that project 35mm film, so  
producing film in a wider format would not be popular or economic.  However,  
the IMAX system is an example of what you are talking about - great image  
quality but limited to a small number of theatres, and also very cumbersome  
equipment for the shooting process. 

I'm trying to figure out different alternatives for my second short  
film, which will shot on film. Can you tell me what kind of difference in  
the budget does it represent to shoot in a 2.35 aspect ratio as opposed  
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to 1.85 or 1.66. And what are the ups and downs (budget-wise) of  
shooting in super 35 as opposed to anamorphic? 

Thank you very much.  
A. Rezzak 

Any kind of 2.35 is going to be more expensive than 1:1.185.  I assume your film will have some kind of 
cinema release, otherwise there is very little point in using the 2.35 format.  However, using Super 35 
for tape transfer only is not an extra cost over 1.185.  
The differences in principle are these (for cinema release).  
Super 35 uses “standard” lenses and the rental for these lenses is the same as for 1.185  
The dailies (rushes) will be in Super 35 so cannot be screened on a conventional projector.*  
To make the 2.35 print for showing in a normal cinema, the Super 35mm neg is “squeezed” on an 
optical printer which is an expensive one-off process.  
For Anamorphic, the lenses cost more to rent but no “squeezed” optical print needs to be made so the 
money is spent during shooting rather than in post-production.** 

*this is important to consider if you are making  a cutting copy of your film which you are going to 
show to potential sponsors for final printing.  You would have to find a projection facility capable of 
showing Super 35mm.  
** This cutting copy can be shown in any cinema capable of Anamorphic projection.  
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The "Look"

In many films today, there is almost a cross process richness to the colors  
in the picture and the whites get blown out. There is also a very grainy  
texture and sharpness to the picture. Certain examples come to mind like  
U-turn by Oliver Stone it seems to be the DP Robert Richardson's personal  
style.  Other examples are Traffic and Mexico. My question is, is this  
usually done in post production, digitally or in developing the film? Is  
there a certain film you need to use or lighting technique to get this  
effect? Can you fake this digitally without looking too cheesy. 

I understand that in these examples it was done to portray the heat (desert,  
Mexico, South America etc...) and for stylistic reasons, but are there other  
reasons for which it is done? Such as, a good way to cover up low quality  
film formats or cheaper production processes?  
--Keith (Boston) 

Of the examples you mention, Traffic was shot digitally, using a high-end  
camera, and shot by the director with no DP involved.  He did this  
deliberately to get the "rough" look that he was after.  Much of the colour  
was graded afterwards.  Richardson loves to use many cameras, formats and  
techniques to obtain some of the wild imagery In U-Turn and other Stone  
movies.  Richardson is one of the most stimulating DP's working today as he  
is never afraid to try anything.  I would definitely put his work in the  
"pre-visualised" category.  Others may play about afterwards and alter the  
images digitally, but as far as I know he has not done this.  
Sometimes these "techniques" are used to cover up low quality work, but in  
the end "fake" is fake and audiences always sense this.  
There are many influences in achieving "the look", and whatever journalists  
and writers may analyse about a movie afterwards, each movie's "tone" comes  
about through a unique and temporary juxtaposition of circumstances, never  
to be repeated.  
This is why sequels rarely work. 

In movies such as American Beauty and Under Suspicion where consumer  
camcorders are used, are the images we see actualy video, and are they from  
that camcorder, or are these film which have been treated to look live  
video. If these bits were shot on video what format was used, mini-dv,  
dvcam, digibeta? 

Thanks,  
Ed Macey - MacLeod 

The answer to this is yes, maybe, probably and no, but not necessarily in  
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that order! Each cinematographer will have differing views as to how to  
shoot that type of material.  One might want the actor to use the DV cam  
then actually use the footage, whatever it's like (for "authenticity").  
Another might want more control and shoot on Digibeta or film and then  
"degrade" it afterwards.  It's a lot easier to degrade and image than  
"enhance" an image.  My preference is to shoot it "for real": if the actor  
is holding a miniDV then shoot with the actual camera.  Have him shoot it,  
look at it and if it needs something different shoot it yourself when he's  
gone out the room! 

Is there, nowadays, a fundamental difference in lighting a European film  
compared to a Hollywood film? When working on a Hollywood production with a  
director like Lasse Hallstrom, do you have to adapt to another (American?)  
style of working/lighting/using the camera? 

Thanks and regards, DC 

It's curious how often versions of this question come up.   Film making does  
not have a nationality -  and quite why a film directed by Lasse Hallstrom  
(who is Swedish), shot in Nova Scotia and Newfoundland, edited in New York  
with visual effects done in London,  qualifies as a "Hollywood" film I don't  
know - is it because Miramax (part of Disney) produced it? If a fella from  
Hollywood paid you to build a house in Newfoundland does than make it a  
Hollywood house?  If you drove by it and it looked like a Hollywood house,  
then the answer might be yes, but hopefully the house would blend in with  
its surroundings and then you would assume it was local. "Hollywood" (a  
place like Notting Hill is a place) is somewhere that a lot of cheques get  
issued for making films - what the film makers do with the films, and the  
style they shoot them in is another matter entirely. 

There are differences in the way the crew operates in different countries  
(like having Key Grips everywhere except the UK), but the crew adapts to the  
DP and Director rather than the other way round. All scripts suggest a  
style, and this style comes from the Drama, not from the nationality. 

Dear Mr. Stapleton, 

I am interested to know your views on using filtration in the camera to  
create colour effects or if you would always avoid this and make alterations  
in your lighting instead. Also what are your experiences of digital  
intermediate grading (such as Roger Deakins used for "O Brother," ) and do  
you feel that the new technology will inform the way you shoot. Regards, *  
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Simon Vickery 

Colour filters on the lens effect the whole of the frame, so you have a  
saturated filter to achieve something that you couldn’t achieve afterwards  
in grading/timing.  If you put a deep red filter on the lens you get a deep  
red picture which you couldn’t achieve in the lab, though you could on a  
computer. If you look at Shrek, or one of the other movies using  
animation/computer graphics you can see just how far “photo-realism” has  
come the last few years.  At the moment they are being used for fantasy and  
sci-fi subjects, but just around the corner someone will generate the first  
“street -look doco-hard-case-violence-confusion movie”.   Already the media  
is battling with all the traditional boundaries of “look” being broken, so  
the future is clearly a free-for-all based on all the new toys.  Once the  
toys aren’t new anymore things will settle down into a new standard.  In  
that sense the “new technology” informs the way I shoot ? though I shoot in  
a very traditional way compared to what is going on today. That’s because I  
work on films that are telling a story rather than making a couple of hours  
of razzle-dazzle.  The restraint shown by the animators in Shrek, and their  
concentration on story-telling is what makes the film so successful.  By  
going for a consistent  reality ? albeit a non-photographic one -  their  
characters come to life in an extraordinary way. 

 Dear Mr. Stapleton, 

I was wondering, I've seen documentaries on the making of films, and the  
lighting on the set looks completely different from what the film actually  
looks like. Is it because of lens, film stock, or am I not getting the whole  
picture, for example I'm only seeing the set for a few seconds. 

Sincerely, Tallman Boyd 

What you are seeing, Tallman, is essentially the difference between film and  
video.  The reason the set looks terrible, overlit and devoid of atmosphere  
is that there is a videographer at work, and not a cinematographer: and that  
unfortunate individual may be able to create very good work when he or she  
has the control of the light and is able to balance it correctly for video,  
but when you point a “news gathering” type camera at a film set you are  
going to get a “news gathering” look.  You have done us all a favour by  
pointing this out, because it actually is a wonderful illustration of the  
craft of the Cinematographer: the lighting is designed for the  
lens/stock/lab process that has been carefully thought out by the  
Cinematographer to achieve “the look”.   This means that when you point a  
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different device at the same set, the “magic” disappears and you just have a  
recording rather than a crafted image. Viva Film! 

I know the look of films can (especially, it seems, nowadays) vary a lot,  
down to the discretion of the cinematographer, but it's clear that the look  
of most Hollywood films has changed gradually and clearly over the decades.  
What exactly is it that has changed in cinematography (and cameras and  
stock) to create this evolution in look? 

--James 

To answer the question backwards, the cameras and lenses have influenced the  
change in "look" the least.  The cameras have got smaller and lighter (and  
some "specials" like the Eyemo specially small for stunt work etc): this has  
made the "trick" shot more possible, but you only have to look at Abel  
Ganz's Napolean to realise that wild camera work has been around a very long  
time. Modern lenses are an enormous "improvement" on old lenses: but it is  
surprising how many cinematographers don't like clean/sharp lenses and will  
either use old ones, or filter the new ones heavily. The most gains have  
been made in providing a T2 stop that has almost as high a resolution as a  
T5.6: and all this with little flare.  Sharpness is a double-edged sword -  
some digital videographers have found the artificial sharpness created in  
the digi world reveals the make-up in a way that is far from flattering.  
Lighting units are pretty much what they always have been, except that they  
are brighter, smaller, lighter.  Stocks are less grainy, sharper, faster. So  
all in all, it is more a change in sensibility than a change in technology.  
What is regarded as "slick" in cinematography today was looked at as a sin  
even 30 years ago.  A classic cinematographer would regard many of today's  
films as looking over-lit and "electric". Massive beams of light penetrating  
smoke through every window would be a case in point: the world only had one  
sun when I last looked. MTV and commercials have influenced modern movies  
and cinematography styles: The conundrum for today's cinematographer is that  
you want your work to be noticed, so make it loud - to be seen above the  
din. But brash cinematography works well on MTV and commercials, but isn't  
always the right answer for a feature... They'll always be change, and some  
of it will be for the better.. But Fake is Fake and an audience will always  
feel it even if they can't put a finger on why. One of the most bizarre  
things about today’s “natural colour” is that it is a far cry from the  
“natural colour” of 20 years ago, which shows that we learn what is natural  
in the world of photographic reproduction: and that perception is made in  
the context of a changing society. When we subject colour reproduction to  
the influences of a materialist view of life, the notion that colour  
reproduction will continue to become “better” is fraught with problems: what  
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does “better” mean in relation to photographic reproduction: does it mean  
“brighter”, “sharper”, more “real” (whatever that is). The only improvement  
I can see that makes sense is for faster stocks (5000ASA and more) to have  
similar resolution and colour fidelity as today’s “slower” stocks. The  
constant criticism levelled at Digi reproduction is that it is “too sharp”,  
“lacks life”, doesn’t have the “film look”.  As film-makers divide either  
side of the Digi line over the next decade, it will be no doubt the greatest  
change yet in what looks “normal” on our cinema screens.  Just as virtually  
every still image you see in a magazine these days is a photoshop  
manipulation, so more and more shots in any given film are computer  
manipulated.  Whether this constitutes a weakening of the Art of Film is the  
subject of the debate. 

I recently completed a low-budget short film, on 16mm. I lit the  
film very simply as I only had a few lights at my disposal. Still, I feel  
that with what I did have, I could've come up with better results. Now, this  
was my first film, and I did it to learn, but the main question I have going  
into my next project is this: Is there any particular setup that you or  
"most cinematographers" use that gets an initial "Hollywood Look" that you  
then alter or add to as needed for the scene? For instance, I've always read  
about three-point setups, with Key, Fill, and Back lights, but when I  
studied some films recently, like JURASSIC PARK, I found something a little  
different. It was pretty consistently lit throughout the film, inside and  
outside: Three (or Four) main sources. First a fairly soft Key light,  
usually at a pretty hard angle from one side. Two kickers from both left and  
right and almost directly behind the subject for rimlighting on both sides,  
and a hairlight for rimming the top of the head. In addition to these main  
sources, there was little else except for the obvious background lighting  
and soft fills here and there. (I like the way Dean Cundey used background  
practicals to justify rim lighting.) 

So, to repeat my question after all that gibberish: Is there any particular  
setup that you or "most cinematographers" use that gets an initial  
"Hollywood Look" that you then alter or add to as needed for the scene? 

Thank you for your attention in this matter. 

-Will Nicholson 

Hello Will, I don't really know what the "Hollywood Look" is but my advice  
would be to avoid it, assuming you manage to identify it.  I've never found  
copying anything to be either stimulating or satisfying: best to work from  
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what is there, and if it isn't there, have a word with the designer!  There  
is a "look" attached to, say, Romantic Comedies (soft, no shadows) and  
Action films (blue, smoke etc) but it's very easy to find examples that  
don't conform to the norm, and they'll usually be the better for it. As well  
as studying the light used by cinematographers, look at the light provided  
for you every day in the world around you. Many a time I have arrived on a  
location in the morning and thought: it should look just like it does now  
(ie the natural light). Learning how to do that takes a while and it never  
seems to be complete: but the journeys the thing. 

 How did Stanley Kubrick manage to give his films a distinctive  
look? The shots seem to capture the certain dimensions of a room or even a  
person's face. I heard he used to apply photographic lenses to the cameras  
he shot with but I'm still puzzled as his films look unlike any others I  
have ever seen. 

Andrew, Sydney. 

Thank you for a stimulating question. Kubrick had a background in  
photo-journalism and his first movies were documentaries which he shot  
himself: viz Day of the Fight (1951) Flying Padre (1951) Seafarers, The  
(1952) Fear and Desire (1953) He also shot his first feature film - Killer's  
Kiss (1955), which shows a strong sense of composition and tone which would  
continue throughout his work, even when he employed other cinematographers.  
His later films never used the same cinematographer twice, with the notable  
exception of John Alcott. Here’s the list: Lucien Ballard - The Killing  
(1956) George Kraus - Paths of Glory (1957) Russell Metty - Spartacus (1960)  
Ossie Morris (Lolita 1962) Gil Taylor - Strangelove (1964) Geoff Unsworth ?  
2001, A Space Odessy (1968) John Alcott - Barry Lyndon(1975), Clockwork  
Orange(1971). Doug Milsome - Full Metal Jacket (1987) Larry Smith ? Eyes  
Wide Shut (1999) 

I spoke to Jo Dunton, who provided equipment and gismo’s for some of  
Kubricks films, who said that Kubrick had a strong hand in both the  
composition and lighting of his films.  He would always “polaroid” each  
scene, and have the lab print a lighter and a darker “one light” print of  
each set-up.  No-one would ever see anything he shot until he handed it in  
at the end: not even the lab! Kubrick really understood cinematography, and  
experimented a great deal for each film, often lighting scenes entirely with  
practicals and virtually no “movie” lights.  He used wide-angle lenses a  
lot, and was not afraid to shoot very close with wide angle lenses. With his  
passing, we have lost one of the great eccentric genius’s of film: a man who  
knew exactly what he wanted and wasn’t afraid to make the demands of people  
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that would enable him to get it. 

I just wrote a screenplay for a short film I will direct myself. It's about  
a woman (alcoholic) who leaves a bar (her psychological 'home') where only a  
few men still are. It's late at night. Once she's on the streets, which are  
deserted, she becomes insecure and she thinks that somebody's following her. 

Focusing on her and her state of mind, she ultimately panics and starts  
running. All the time the viewers must think that somebody is really  
following her. There is no dialogue, only her breathing, footsteps and her  
heartbeat. At the end of the film the viewers know that it's all  
metaphorical for her state of mind. 

My question: How can I get [the] most pace in the film and make it a  
thriller, focusing on her and knowing that I must mislead the viewers till  
the end? The bar must be warm, so warm colours (red, yellow) I think are  
evident, but what to do on the streets (colors etc)?  And the final, in the  
field, is a questionmark. I want the viewers to say 'ohhhhh'. 

--Rene 

“.. the final, in the field, is a questionmark.” I’m not sure I understand  
the above sentence, so I’ll leave out any comments about the end.. remember  
that a directors intentions have to be “translated” by those he or she is  
working with, so clarity is a good start! The most obvious device is to have  
the camera follow your subject down the street handheld, this will  
immediately give the impression that there is someone following.  The  
“thriller” aspect is very much a lighting choice - use hard light with  
shadows, silhouette etc. if the streetlights are sodium use a suitable gel  
on the lights so the light feels like it’s coming from the streetlight.  
You could devise an Orson Welles moment with a shadow apparantly belonging  
to your leading actor but turns out to part company from her.  Using  
alleyways etc for the camera to peek around walls to see your actor will  
create tension.. If she’s running you might want to use a wheelchair or a  
car to hand hold the camera..  After all this you might want to devise an  
ending that doesn’t leave your audience suspended in mid-air! 

Dear Oliver, I am a no-budget filmer and want to take shots in  
the woods with fog and mist. We won't have power supply for an electrical  
fog machine, though. What other options do you know of? Do you have any  
advice for taking shots in the fog? Cheers, Andre 
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There are so called fog filters made by Tiffen and Harrison which can help  
in your situation.  They come in different densities, and you can even get  
them graduated so just the top of frame in fogged.  However these filters  
don’t really make a wood look foggy for the simple reason that real fog in  
less dense in the foreground and more dense in the background - something  
you can’t do with a filter.  Also light interacts with mist/fog in the ways  
that make it special. Don’t forget that a simple 1K Honda garden generator  
would power a fog machine and give you a much better result. If the noise is  
a problem, dig a hole! 

 How do you decide the shade, mood and texture (Basic visual theme  
of a film) to shoot a film or scene? --yAzZ. 

I’ll try to answer the question in relation to a film, rather than a scene,  
as to some extent the one follows from the other. The key decisions are made  
in pre-production. The elements involved are: 1. The Script: read, absorb,  
think, imagine then do it all again. 2. The Director. What  
films/books/plays/art or anything does the Director think relate to the work  
at hand.  Some Directors will volunteer this information - some you have to  
squeeze out of them. 3. The Production Designer. Talk, go to lunch, hang  
out.  Look at anything from location photos to Paintings/Films etc. Talk  
about the script, the director anything that relates. 4. The Costume  
Designer. Same as above and, most important, make sure they’re talking to  
each other and avoid the red dress on the red sofa. 5. Make-Up - this might  
have special requirements - does the leading actress have skin trouble etc!  
The above is the practical stuff that leads to film tests, which for me are  
the most important part of pre-production.  This is where you try things out  
and the feedback from the Director is crucial here.  This is a chance to put  
something on the screen that is related to the film and discuss it.  It’s a  
good time to be extreme, take risks and screw up if necessary: subsequent  
chats with the Director will start to guide the “look”. It’s important not  
to involve anyone except the creative people in this process. Once you’ve  
shot the first few days, the rest of the film should fall into place,  
because you’ve got a strong sense by then of what’s appropriate to any given  
scene within the film. These are just a few notes about what is a very long  
topic! 

 I've noticed many films, music videos and commercial these days  
employ a very stylistic "look" to their films, often with very deep  
contrast, saturated colors, etc. This look (most evident in the films  
produced by Jerry Bruckheimer and most music videos) differs quite a bit  
from traditional filmmaking. my question is, how is this done? do DPs expose  
normally and change the colors during the telecine, or is it done during the  
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development process (like skip bleaching), or during production with gels,  
filters, etc? how do you get the colors the way they are in a film like "The  
Cell"? I'm a film student and they don't teach you that in film school.  
Thanks a lot. 

MJ Woo 

This is another lengthy topic, but here are some facts: 1. Overexposure and  
“printing down” increases colour saturation. 2. Some stocks are more  
“colourful” than others. 3. Skip bleach increases contrast and de-saturates  
colour. 4. Digital grading (not available normally in the feature film  
process) allows adjustment of contrast and treatment of individual colours  
in terms of saturation, hue and brightness. 5. Lighting a colour with it’s  
own colour ie a green gell on a light that is lighting green leaves, will  
increase colour saturation and the reverse is also true. 6. Production  
design is the single most important factor in the colour of a film. 

I am a beginning filmmaker and am looking to shoot a low-budget short film (less then 1 hour, but not a 
short) on 16mm film. After it's shot, we're going to have the film transferred to DV for editing on a 
computer. The final output format is tape/DVD. My question is: what are some things I can do to make 
the final film look as close to a 35mm color-corrected big-budget feature as possible? -Joel 

First of all, Shoot is Super 16mm both for the ratio which is 16:9 ish and for the extra quality from the 
increased use of the negative.  The remember that the depth of 16mm is greater than that of 35mm, so if 
you want the “35mm” look then use wide apertures and longer lenses to create less depth of field.  The 
transfer is the crucial part of the process.  Make sure you are there supervising every shot as it comes off 
the negative.  Colour corrections can be made later, but the initial transfer defines the parameters within 
which you can make later changes so it is important to have that transfer match exactly what you 
intended when you shot it.  Don’t forget that the post-production house where you do the work is 
investing time and effort in making relationships with aspiring producers and DP’s, so if you beg for the 
extra half hour or whatever it takes to get it right, the good ones will give it to you.  Having said that, the 
answer to quality is always not in the format but in the lighting.  Lighting is the key to mood and 
atmosphere ? so that’s where your concentration should go.  “Big Budget” is mostly “Big” for a few 
people like Film Stars ? the rest of us make do with whatever we can lay our hands on! 

I noticed that in the action and fight scenes in films such as Gladiator, the Patriot,  Mission Impossible 
II, and Saving Private Ryan, the images looked very "edgy", "contrasty", and "fast"(especially when the 
actors where in constant motion). At first I thought that the scenes were shot on digital video, but I could 
tell that they had grain. Also on the beginning of the film Catch Me If You Can, in the scene when Tom 
Hanks was talking to the French policemen in the rain, the same look was there, but it wasn't an action 
scene. I would be very glad if you can explain how cinematographers create this sort of " hard', "edgy", 
"fast", look. 
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Thank you,  
Josh 

Chances are that all these examples were created in different ways. “edgy” images are a combination of 
choices that may or may not include the following techniques:  
1. Hand-held camera work  
2. Wide angle lenses and very long lenses  
3. Bleach by-pass processing (increases the contrast and de-saturates the colour)  
4. Shallow depth of focus (wide open apertures)  
5. small shutter angle creating “strobing”  
6. slow-motion combined (or not) with narrow shutter  
7. CGI enhancement (a lot of this in Gladiator).  
8. Rapid editing techniques 

And so on…! 

Currently I'm shooting a short film on minidv.  When I  
started shooting we were indoors and I decided that I  
liked the way that the outdoor setting looked indoors.  
 Of course it gave it more of an orange/yellow glow  
and things looked softer.  I just got done watching  
Amelie shot on film of course and noticed that it also  
has an orange/yellow glow.  How did they achieve that  
on film?  Also I will soon be shooting outdoors and I  
want to keep the orange/yellow look, what should I do  
because I know the outdoor light will neutralize it. 

--Tom 

Grading (or timing in the USA) is one way to create an overall tone to a scene.   This also can be 
achieved on a computer quite easily. But this will be “overall” and will not differentiate say a warm face 
from a cool background.  If you want to keep the orange glow for outdoors you could “fool” you minidv 
camera if it has manual colour balance.  If you did a manual balance on a blue card outside (ie turn the 
blue card white) then when you film in daylight the image would go very warm.  The amount of blue 
you balanced with would control the amount of warmth.  Alternatively you could add this afterwards, 
though the effect will be slightly different.  If you have automatic colour balance there in nothing you 
can do in the camera, as the camera will just neutralize any colour filters you try to put on the front. 

Amelia, like all films, achieves it’s “look” through a combination of Art Department, Costume 
Department and the Cinematographer all working towards creating it’s brilliant colour and tone. (and a 
digigrade!). 
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I am a film student who has fallen in love with the deep, saturated colors in two specific films: George 
Washington and Jesus' Son. Despite my best efforts to get a detailed explanation of exactly how the DP's 
achieved this affect, I've been given a myriad of answers from film stock to timing in post. I'm holding 
out that since both of these films were on modest budgets it might be possible for me to replicate the look 
for an upcoming production.  Do I have a chance? 

Thanks  
Daniel 

I haven’t seen either of these films, but there are several ways to achieve this.  You haven’t said whether 
you are projecting this film, but this makes a difference to how you might achieve what you want.  Let’s 
assume you are projecting and are not digi grading.  
Colour saturation in a print is a result of: 

●     Choice of film stock
●     Exposure level
●     Print stock.
●     Other “outside” factors that will contribute:
●     Wardrobe
●     Art Department
●     Lighting

 
Film stock. In general (but not always) slower stocks are more colour saturated.  Over exposure (up to a 
point) will result in greater colour saturation.  “Premier” print stock (Kodak) is more colour saturated 
than “normal” stock. “Reversal” stocks such as Kodachrome and Ektachrome have a completely 
different “lool” to negative stocks.  These are used quite a bit in commercials and pop videos for that 
reason.  They have a lot less tolerance for under and over exposure so beware! 

Outside factors.  It is obvious that a if someone wears a bright yellow shirt and stands against a red 
background that will have a very zippy colour. In a city in the street using real people you won’t have 
much control over this, but you do have control over…  
Lighting. In general the more “front-lit” the more colour saturated. For example, in Earth Girls Are Easy 
(very colour saturated), I shot LA always in front sunlight and used polar filters to deepen the colour of 
the sky.  In The Grifters (also shot in LA) I did the reverse ? only shot in back light, and when sky’s 
were in shot I would use grad filters the wrong way up to lighten the sky and turn it white.  Colour 
rendition is de-saturated when it is very overexposed in the neg (like a hot sky), and make the most 
saturated when it is somewhere near mid-tone.  
When lighting interiors, the same rules apply, with the added bonus that is you light a colour with it’s 
own colour it will become much more saturated (but watch those faces!). 

If you are digi grading then you have a whole other level of control available (see Amelie).  This has to 
be assessed with a careful series of tests with the specific post houses involved.  
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Timing/Grading Issues

Mr Stapleton, I am a cinematography major and a couple of days  
ago I saw Roger Deakins' work on the film O'Brother Where Art Thou. The film  
used the new practice of scanning the film and then digitally color  
correcting instead of the traditional correction with chemicals. Roger  
Deakins stated that he can control every aspect of the colors in the movie  
and pretty much create any look he wanted on the spot which would not be as  
possible with traditional timing. Do you in the future intend to do your  
films in this form, as it looks like the wave of the future? 

This, along with Digital, is fast becoming the most popular topic amongst  
cinematographers.  On the upside is exactly what you have stated above - the  
control of inividual colours etc.  However, as Roger himself has said, the  
whole process is very lengthy and very painful.  Now of course he was one of  
the first to do this, so naturally it will get better and easier.  Cartier  
Bresson coined the phrase "the decisive moment", Ansel Adams came up with  
the idea of "pre-visualisation". Taken together, these two ideas represent  
for me the task of the Cinematographer.  If you get it right on the set  
there should be no need for all this adjustment afterwards, unless, like  
Deakins, you want a "non-naturalistic" look for certain parts of the movie.  
So, no I don't feel the need to do this on the movies I am shooting at the  
moment, as I am happy with the look(s) I have achieved through the  
traditional method.  Perhaps I won't catch the wave, and be left on my  
surfboard wallowing in the trough... 

Can you discuss the camera filters you use most frequently when you shoot?  
How much of the color effect in your films is accomplished by filters or  
lighting gels and how much by timing? Thanks, Rob 

Apart from an 85 filter (for converting tungsten film to daylight), I only  
use ND grads a lot.  This is for creating tone in the sky, and sometimes for  
darkening a side of the frame that I can’t adjust for some reason with  
lights.  I very occasionally use Tiffen SoftFX or Pro-mists for close-ups  
where the actress is in extreme close-up and has a not-so-great skin.  The  
most important use of filters (for me) is to control the stop for day  
exteriors: consistency of T-stop controls the depth and makes for cross cuts  
that match. I’ll use all sorts of devices for flashbacks and dreams, from  
spraying plain glass with anti-flare to nets and stockings etc. I used a lot  
of colour in lighting gels for Absolute Beginners and Earth Girls are Easy  
with Julien temple directing, as he liked the old technicolour 3-strip look,  
and this was a way of simulating the saturation of the dye transfer process.  
At the moment, I seem to be in a period of photographing more naturalistic  
films, so mostly use lighting gels to “correct” the colour of the artificial  
light to match the natural light. Timing can only colour the scene overall,  
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(redder, bluer etc) so the internal colours of a scene have to be achieved  
on the set.  Computer control of timing (as in Oh Brother Where Art Thou?),  
enables individual colours to be altered in tone and density which makes for  
a freedom that some would say is not necessarily an advantage! 

Hi Oliver,  
 Do you prefer to use filters (contrast, ND grads) while you are shooting or finalise the crucial "look" of 
the film during the grade?  
 Cheers,  
Darren 

I’m not quite sure what this question means, as a Grad filter and/or contrast change  can’t be added 
during the grade, unless you are grading electronically - like for a commercial.  I only shoot films now , 
so electronic grading is not an option for me so all decisions about contrast, grads etc are made in the 
shooting phase.  Commercial cameramen may gave you a different answer.  
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Women's Issues

I have a passion for film and would love to become a  
cinematographer. I am worried about the physical requirements of the job  
though. Although I am a hard worker and have a great deal of mental stamina,  
physically I am only about 5'5" and weigh 110 lbs. How do female DPs compete  
with the men who dominate the field? Are my chances of making it  
dramatically reduced? 

--Melissa 

Your physical stature has absolutely no bearing on making it as a DP.. being  
a female, however, does.  The industry is slowly coming out of the dark ages  
as far as employing women is concerned.  In the US there are now a number of  
very successful female DP's, as well as Electricians, grips etc.  It's a  
slower change in the UK, but it's happening.  There are a lot of female  
assistants in the camera department: hopefully they will continue on to  
become DP's.  One irony of the situation is that when a female DP does shoot  
a major feature film, she tends to get a lot of attention!  My best advice  
is to just concentrate on doing what you want to do, and wear jeans to work!  
   
  

HOME

Agents  
Animation Techniques  
Bleach By-Pass  
Blue Screen/Back Projection  
Books to Read  
Budget Considerations  
Cider House Rules  
Clubs etc  
Digital - Scanning  
Director/DP Relationship  
Dp's - where to get them  
Equipment  
Exposure Techniques  
Exterior Shooting  
Film versus Digi  
Filming Monitors  
Frame Rates and Digi  
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Framing Techniques  
Future Outlook  
Influences  
Jobs in the Industry  
Learning Film Technique  
Lighting Issues  
Miscellaneous  
Panic Room  
Picture Quality  
Post-Production  
Pre-Production Testing  
Production Designers  
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Student / Career  
Super 35 versus Anamorphic  
The "Look"  
Timing/Grading Issues  
Women's Issues  
  

http://www.cineman.co.uk/women.html (2 of 2)09/09/2007 19:04

http://www.cineman.co.uk/post.html


JOURNEY TO SOUTH AFRICA (1966)

                 JOURNEY TO SOUTH AFRICA (1966)

 
 
 
 
My mothers grandfather was one of the original 1820 settlers who docked at what became the 
Grahamstown district.  They and their relatives became farmers in the eastern cape.  My grandfather was 
a solicitor in the district and became mayor of Grahamstown bringing electricity to the town and surving 
several major drinking scandals!  I only met him briefly in retirement in Knysna.. My mother grew up 
with her sister and brother in Grahamstown in a thoroughly middle class colonial home and by all 
acounts had a wonderful time.  She was dispatched to London for further education just before the 
second world war where she met my father - a RAF pilot at the time - married him and settled into life in 
bomb-blitzed London.  By the time I was born in 1948 the presence of South Africa as an influence in 
my childhood was virtually zero.  Because of my fathers job - he remained in the RAF after the war -we 
(my two brothers and I) were sent to boarding school because every two years our home changed place 
and my parents felt that at least school should remain the same. 

At the end of my education at 18, I was down for University (“we think it would be a good idea”) but 
although I was rather happy at school I had this itch to get out of the country.  I had rather strange ideas 
of becoming a folk singer as I was adept at the guitar and felt that all I really needed in life was a guitar 
and a place to sleep - many felt that in 1966!! 

I discovered from my father that in order to travel on RAF cargo planes all I needed was a pass saying I 
was his son and I could travel on any RAF plane for 7s/6d (75p).  The only direction that seemed to 
make sense to me was Africa.  On reflection I can’t quite imagine why this was.  I had only met my 
grandparents once when I was about 7 and there was no-one else I knew although my mother did furnish 
me with addresses of distant relatives.  There was an ex-girlfriend of my elder brother who I knew lived 
in Salisbury but she seemed so beautiful and exotic and old at the time - she must have been 21 - that I 
couldn’t seriously have thought that I would see her , or that she would want to see me.  And anyhow the 
planes that flew from the RAF base where we lived only went as far as Libya, collecting oil I think (the 
planes were full of oil drums anyhow), and for reasons best known to themselves my parents seemed 
quite happy to cast me adrift with my guitar and £50.00 in my pocket and my RAF pass.  Perhaps like 
me they thought it was just for a month or two and that soon I would be home, helping with the washing 
up and waiting to go to some English university.  I was away for 8 years. 

I think the flight to Libya was the most terrifying moment of my life.  It started badly when just after my 
parents had left me sitting alone and breathless in the RAF departure lounge, a steward called my name: 
“Would Master Oliver come this way please.”  This was the way in which a child was referred to in the 
age gone by and since I was feeling so tentative about being an adult atall and faced with the prospect of 
a plane to Libya and nothing thereafter, this virtally reduced me to tears.  With enormous embarassment, 
me and my long hair got up and sauntered over the tarmac towards the place. My mother had made me a 
special soft case for my guitar which was slung across my back: a sight that would conjur up a certain 
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amount of respect today but in 1966 on an RAF base this was exotic in extremis. 

Because of the extreme sociability of my childhood life, the absolute sense of aloneness sitting on that 
plane was overwhelming.  From  my cocoon and my English Public School  I found myself sitting next 
to an ageing French gauloise smoker. His sheer size and aroma terrified me: perhaps it was the first time 
I had ever sat next to such a beast: certainly the first recollection I have of being absolutely vulnerable. 

My father and mother both smoked (Rothmans), and it had rather put me off the whole idea.  I remember 
a rare walk I took with my father in the fields of Yorkshire on a glorious summers day.  After half and 
hour or so he stopped and lit a cigarette; I complained bitterly - the sheer absurdity of it- but he just 
shrugged.  So when this vast frenchman revolved his huge bulk towards me and amidst the folds of his 
ageing face uttered: Vous voulez un Gauloise? my instinct was to say NO but my terror got the better of 
me and I cooly replied “Oui, mercy.” 

Faced with the prospect of smoking the most disgusting cigarette in the world, I sat puffing away and 
trying to fight the nausea of the fumes, my terror and the plane taking off into the vast blue sky. Little 
did my companion know that it was my first smoke apart from the odd attempt at school, and as he 
shovelled his brandy flask at me I found myself soon blissfully unaware of anything that was going on. 

The RAF base in Libya was situated at a place called El Adem which is surrounded completely by 
absolutely nothing.  The plane landed and as I stumbled to the gangway I was assaulted by a furnace of 
heat and light.  It was completely outside of my experience - I shut my eyes tight but still the blinding 
white shone through - I could see no detail atall and the heat seemed to just microwave me into a 
thousand pieces.  By the time I reached the lounge I was virtually in a state of collapse; smoke booze, 
heat and light had all worked their way through my tender system to find virtually no defences left.  
Somebody made me drink a lot of water and I slowly resurrected.  I took a walk around the small 
building perched on the edge of the airstrip, having bought a very heavy pair of sunglasses.  There was a 
flat expanse of pure white boiling sand stretching to infinity on all sides, relieved by absolutely nothing.  
My visual sense was reeling from incomprehension; a lifetime of shapes and corners and lines and 
colour.  This introduction to Africa was to embed itself forever deep into my psyche.  There was the 
knowledge too that the flight stopped here and from now on my journey was a matter of speculation - 
where the next planes went and whether I could get on them with my Master Oliver Stapleton pass in my 
hand. 

I  went back inside the hut and asked the sweating ex Brit  where the next plane out was going as this 
didn’t seem like too great a place to be.  “Lusaka”, she said and perceiving my blank look she added “In 
Zambia”.  “OK,” I replied.   So I found myself once again in an RAF plane but this time with no 
passengers and no seats; just cargo and drums to sit on.  From extreme heat I found myself huddled 
against the cold and dark with the comets engines whistling next to my ears.  I dozed off and awoke 
much later to find myself covered in a blanket and a navigator telling me we had landed.  I stumbled into 
what passed for the Lusaka airport terminal in the middle of the night and in a complete stupor.  The 
officials seemed totally disinterested in me except my long hair caused a certain amount of amusement.  
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I asked if there was a hotel I could stay in and they told me it was full because a dancing troop from 
Peking was visiting and the one hotel was full.  I toyed with the idea of going into town but at 3.30am 
there didn’t seem much point.  I asked the RAF pilot where he was going next; he said Salisbury and 
that seemed like a better idea.  Lusaka seemed like the diametric opposite of Libya; dark gloomy and 
foreboding.  But I was half asleep anyway - the hangover of the frenchman’s brandy and gauloise was 
having a big effect.  I hadn’t spoken to anyone by now for about two days - probably the longest I had 
remained silent in my whole life.  They bundled me back on the aircraft and as the dawn lighted in the 
sky we set off for Salisbury. 

As I gazed down at the African landscape I began to realise the absolute vastness of the territory.  We 
seemed to fly endlessly over every imaginable landscape, rarely seeing signs of life and habitation.  This 
time as I descended into the shimmering heat I was more prepared, and the teminal seemed to contain 
Europeans people I thought I might understand.  The officials looked in absolute disgust at my brand 
new passport; it was 1966 and UDI had just been declared.  I knew nothing of this but the officials 
deeply distrusted me.  Where had I come from?  Where was my ticket? How much money had I got?  I 
seemed to fail on all counts: limply I gave the address of my brothers girl friend and her phone number.  
They checked it out but she didn’t live there anymore.  For hours I sat on the hard benches of the 
terminal; I kept myself amused playing the guitar.  Eventually they told me I couldn’t enter the country 
as I didn’t have sufficient funds nor a return ticket; they told me I was on the next plane out.  As it 
happened the next plane went to Durban; as they seemed prepared to buy the ticket I didn’t object.  After 
a sticky start where I halted the plane because the officials had kept my passport, I flew uneventfully to 
Durban and promptly got involved in a similar problem with the South African officials.  But this time I 
had the number of Uncle ‘Bob’; they phoned him and told me that they were keeping my passport and if 
I got a job within a month I could collect it- otherwise I was out.  Well Uncle Carl was racing his 
pigeons but said he would come and get me when he’d finished.  By now the humidity was making my 
clothes stick to my skin and my discomfort from the long journey began to really bug me.  Friendly 
Uncle Carl seemed like a real blessing, even though he did turn up two hours later.  He obviously was 
shocked when he saw my hair but didn’t flinch; a staunch lower middle class English South African, 
Carl had two terrorised daughters and a small detached house in a row of small detached houses on a 
very steep hill with a maid and a gardener living in every garden.  I arrived in his house and met his 
confused wife and his two daughters.  His eldest Carolyn I thought was the most beautiful girl I had ever 
seen and I’d only seen about three; I fell asleep in the guest room a very tired and young person. 

I walked a lot in Durban for the next couple of weeks.  I just couldn’t believe the streets, the thousands 
of pitch black african faces, the glaring sun and the sticky heat.  I was entering - although I didn’t know 
it - a long period of intense alienation and silence.  My english public school values were being shattered 
by witnessing the treatment of the maids and gardners at my Uncles’s house; my Aunt always telling me 
how you couldn’t trust them, how they cheated you, how they came and went, how they’d murder you in 
your bed given the chance.  And Carolyn kept telling me how much she hated her father, how he used to 
parade her in the middle of the night to his drunken friends, forcing her to dance and peform ballet - his 
pride and joy.  Her boyfriends were fantastically jealous of this “roineck” who had turned up from the 
hated England to live in her house.  We’d go out to drive-in movies in the evening and she would kiss 
her boyfriend in the front seat and her cool hand would reach down and stroke my legs as I sat in the 
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back. A consummate cock-teaser but what did I know.  She would tell me of all her exploits long into 
the night - me by now chain smoking Rothmans in my frantic efforts to be grown up.  The rows that 
would go on in the home were unbelievable - the hatred in the family was terrifying; there seemed to be 
some semblence of love between my Aunt and the younger sister Anne who was about 13, but almost 
every meal ended in a slanging match and someone exiting and slamming the door.  And the servants 
got the worst of it - whether they went into the kitchen and kicked the dog I never noticed.  I sneaked a 
look into their “rooms” in a shack at the back of the garden; just empty nothingness.  Working hours 
were 6am to 10pm seven days a week: and nothing has changed since then - this situation is still exactly 
the same in South Africa today.  No security, no pension, no rights, no mercy.  This perception of the 
enslavement of one Human being by another was quite foreign to me and source of great depression.  At 
the the cause of my ennui was not so linear - I was reading a lot of Camus and listening and singing Bob 
Dylan - and I hadn’t discovered Marijuana.  I was just continually hot and confused. 

Well I needed a job and my Uncle got in touch with a private boys prep school he knew about in 
Pietermaritzburg.  I went to see the head master and to my amazement landed a job as a junior 
housemaster.  With great glee I went to the authorities in Durban and reclaimed my passport after 
showing them my contract.  My Uncle and Aunt had grown quite fond of me and they helped me to buy 
my first car: a battered open MGA which was my pride and joy for the next five years - I spent as much 
time underneath it as I did driving it.   Uncle Bob took me on nighttime cruises round the used car lots 
and it was in one these that I spotted it for £75.  Naturally he thought I was mad but I had to have it.  
Carolyn would sit beside me -“meet my English cousin”- and favour me with the occasional kiss. 

So the day came when I loaded by guitar into the passenger seat, waved goodbye to my cousins and set 
off for my job at Cowan House in Pietermaritzberg.  The school was built entirely of wood in a very 
beautiful hillside.  As I drove in and switched off my car engine I was greeted by the most beautiful 
singing in the world.  The girls who worked in the kitchens were Zulus and they were preparing dinner 
and singing the most melodious and enchanting song.  I sat in my car mesmerised.  I began to realise 
that somehow somewhere I’d known about this country all along: as though deep in my genes lay the 
knowledge and experience of my ancestors - I felt profoundly at home in one sense and deeply alienated 
in another.  The life at the school served to deepen this chasm.  I was teaching the children of the 
wealthy, some of whom were only 4 years younger than I, in a school serviced exclusively by Zulus who 
had the happiest and most bouyant natures of any people I have ever met.  Working long hours for little 
money, living in shared accomodation often hundreds of miles from their families and children, they 
made the best of it all with little complaint. In retrospect I am more impressed that I was at the time.  It 
was so new to me, so foreign yet so familiar that I scarcely had time, nor the political insight, to reflect. 

I had to teach scripture, a subject about which I knew very little, and I remember dividing the first class I 
taught by announcing that those who believed in God should sit on one side of the room and those that 
didn’t should sit on the other. As a profound disbeliever myself I was thoroughly partisan, but we had 
some great debates with occasional frantic searchings of the bible for some forgotten regulation. I don’t 
remember much about the boys themselves except one who turned up one day in the pouring rain with a 
large bowl full of snakes.  I asked him why he had them with him and he told me he had been collecting 
them in a field when hailstones the size of cricket balls started thundering to the ground.  As he was 
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miles away from the nearest cover he sat down in the field, turned his bowl full of snakes into his lap 
and put the bowl on his head, protecting himself and his friends from the fiendish hailstones!  The 
snakes were uniformly deadly and I politely suggested that he could put them somewhere else during the 
lesson to which he replied “But they’ll be afraid on their own sir!” 

To get away from the deadly atmosphere of the staff common room and the other members of staff all of 
whom I loathed intensely, I took to singing Dylan songs in a greek bar in Pietermaritzberg under the 
name David Oliver.  In due course I met a girl called Anne Partridge who was one of two singing 
sisters.  We teamed up and soon were playing and singing around the area and in Durban.  The 
luminaries of the school turned a blind eye to my exploits and anyway they knew I would be leaving to 
go back to university in England.  Anne’s father ran a security firm and during the summer holiday (I 
was still 18), he handed me a shotgun and gave me a job guarding money pick-ups from Banks! 

I had been corresponding with my mother and she had informed me that the results of all my best efforts 
at school had gained me a place at either Trinity college Dublin or Kent university, both to study Maths.  
Well I wasn’t too interested in studying maths, I wanted to be an actor!  I had a done a great deal of 
acting and  directing at school and fancied myself on the stage - and with my ass firmly planted on the 
little stool in my wooden room I wrote back and said that I had no intention of going to either of those 
universities but that I would like to study drama at the University of Cape Town where I heard there was 
a very good theatre called the Little Theatre.. 

I had saved some money during my spell as a teacher and with my parents paying the fees, I slung my 
guitar in the passenger seat of the MGA and set off on the 1200 mile journey to Cape Town.  The 
journey is an impressive one down through the Transkei and along the “garden route” on the southern 
coast of the country.  I began to appreciate the vastness of the place.  My journey took me through 
Knysna where my Gandparents were in retirement and after writing them a letter warning them of my 
arrival I tentatively knocked on their door late one afternoon.  My long hair was tangled from the 
constant blowing about in the scorching dry wind: my 90 year old grandmother gave a squeal of shock 
when she opened the door and it was only after a great deal of shouting that I convinced her that I was 
her grandson.  She eventually let me in with a certain amount of trepidation: she seated me in the sitting 
room and excused herself to “have the tea made”.  Sir Cuthbert was nowhere to be seen and after some 
time grandma - Lady Whiteside  - returned with a maid bearing tea.  After some enquiries about the 
family she eventually summoned up the courage to say what was on her mind.  “I’m not sure how 
Cuthbert is going to react to your er .. hair?”  Well Cuthbert did not react very well atall: after the first 
evening he threw me out of the house informing me that I would be welcome to return if I got a haircut!  
On the one dinner we had together on that occasion, my Grandmother, who was rather deaf and 
foregetful, would keep interupting the meal to remind Grandfather that he hadn’t said Grace;  he would 
say it again, sometimes as many as five or six times - either to humour her or else because he had 
forgotten himself.  So my conversation with them was rather limited; as I knew nothing of the 
stockmarket and any political discussion could only lead to violence, my short stay was probably a 
blessing! 

I had an address of an Aunt in Cape Town; I put my things back in the car and set off.  As I drove into 
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the town in the evening light, my guitar in its customary position on the passengers seat, I looked up as I 
rounded a corner in Rondebosch and their on a rickety old balcony were a group of people who seemed 
much like myself, a guitar and banjo were spelling out an old Josh White song in the evening twilight; 
we waved to each other.  That house was to play host to many of us during my days at university.  I 
found my Aunts house and this very frail old woman welcomed me with open arms - she didn’t seem in 
the least perturbed by my appearance - and showed me a tiny room in her modest house; later 
introducing me to her son and husband.  I stayed with her for a few months while I registered at 
University and found a room to live in. 

I felt rather alone and foolish at University.  First of all I registered for the wrong course; meaning to do 
a performer diploma at the theatre I inadvertently registered for a BA Drama which meant less acting 
and more academics.  Unfortunately I didn’t realise this until the end of my first year when it was 
already too late.  I made few friends at UCT: everyone seemed to come from high school and all know 
each other so I was very much an outsider.  I never joined in any of the sports and anyway I instantly 
dived into the folk clubs and thereby got into GRASS!!  This fact alone meant that all the clean cut 
University kids were way out of court for me.  For me and my new found actor/singer weirdos anything 
to do with sport or pubs was right out; definitely not kosher.  In the world of Frank Zappa, Bob Dylan, 
Dyango Rheinhart and Captain Beefheart there was no space for rugby matches and sailing clubs. 

My introduction to this world mainly came about through being introduced one night to a certain man 
called Ian Halcett - a tall stringy fellow whose hunched shoulders earned him the the nickname 
“Coathanger”.  I had no idea about marijuana and such vices, finding my new found habit of cigarretts 
quite enough to cope with.  A singer down at the club told me that there was this man at the top of the 
stairs waiting to see me and when I went up to  the top and he offered me a “smoke” despite the fact that 
I had a cigarette in my mouth, it took me some moments to realise what he meant.  Fortunately my 
shades must have covered my panic, so I cooly replied “yeah” and he suggested I might might to come 
round to Tony’s after the club closed. “Sure” I said and returned down to the club for my set. When Ian 
took me round to the little room that was to become a regular place for me, I remember very clearly the 
moment that door opened as it was indeed a door opening to a whole world that I knew nothing about 
whatsoever.  My mother would have been happier if that door had never been opened, but in I went to 
the smoky haven lit by a single table lamp on the floor with an orange red scarf thrown over the top.  In 
the room were a circle of people dressed in assorted psychedelic/eastern costume and on the record 
player Jimmy Hendrix’s Red Hill was coming over loud and clear.  Nobody was saying much but the 
occasional low volume remark seemed to lead often to initially subdued then thunderous laughter.  On 
the other side of the circle someone was rolling a joint and I sat hypnotised watching his fingers deftly 
rolling the three blader.  As it made its way round the circle, I watched carefully how people took a few 
deep drags and then passed it on.  With fear and trembling I took it to my lips when it reached me, 
though outwardly I maintained an air of done-it-all-before!  After a few drags and a monumental effort 
of will not to burst into a fit of coughing, I passed it on mumbling the appropriate words.  It didn’t take a 
moment before I realised the enormous power of the drug - Durban Poison as I later discovered - the 
colours of the room and the power of the music seemed to miss the analytic filter of my brain and just go 
straight to the emotional centre.  People who’d never met each other before were looking straight into 
each others eyes and erupting in sudden fits of knowing: “Okay, right, okay” seemed often to be all that 
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was appropriate as Jimmy Hendrix took us deeper into the night. 

These people became my friends as I shied further and further away from life on campus.  But I did meet 
my first Cape Town girl who also gave me my first taste of Jewish society.  A rather beautiful green 
eyed little girl from Seapoint - home of Jewish society: she was terribly upset for the simple reason that 
she was terrified of introducing me to her Jewish parents -  a non Jew!  It was a very innocent 
relationship, never developing beyond the cuddling in the drive-in eats places.   Her parents house was a 
revelation, the first house I have ever seen designed entirely for show.  I wasn’t allowed to sit in the 
sitting room as all the chairs and sofas were covered in plastic to keep them clean; they didn’t really 
want me in the house atall.  I hadn’t come across this kind of prejudice before and it only added to my 
sense of despair in seeing the way that blacks were treated: even the white population is hopelessly 
divided into their separate groups. 

There is a kind of haze over the three years I spent at university.  I can’t really separate what happened 
in the different years.  I moved into a terrible room a few months after staying with my Aunt.  When I 
moved in I was greeted by a large and mostly naked sweating Africaner with a wood axe in his hand.  
He was standing in the passage and after threatening me with instant dispatch he sullenly showed me my 
room.  I asked him what he was doing and he said he had been cutting wood but for what purpose I do 
not know.  Meals were prepared elsewhere and brought round to the bording house by a little old lady in 
a Morris Minor.  A coloured servant would take the meal out of the boot and serve it in a little kitchen at 
the back of the house.  There were three other men staying there who would appear for meals in their 
jock straps, sweating and cursing the “boy” and his horrible food. They mostly threw the food at the 
walls or on the floor then with loud belches and grunts would swill beer and go off and throw furniture 
around. My neighbour with the axe was a keen diver and he would periodically haul his speargun out 
and practice firing at the back of the room doors down the passage: this meant entering the building with 
extreme caution. 

But their favorite saturday afternoon activity was sitting on the front wall swigging beer and throwing 
paint at passing Kaffir cars.  They thought this was very funny indeed and it was even better if the car 
stopped as they could go over and beat up whoever the unfortunate person was sitting inside. 

I’m not sure quite how they viewed me; obviously the fact that I was at university  was a big mystery 
and a man who sang guitar songs was definitely not to be trusted, and a Roineck to boot.  But they left 
me alone as long as I didn’t bother them.  My friends refused to visit me there; the occasional one who 
did would climb through my window rather than risk going down the passage and meeting one of my 
fellow housemates.  I learned the true meaning of racism from those people; the coloured houseboy lived 
in mortal terror of them; putting down black people seemed to be their only source of amusement 
outside of drinking.  I seemed to remember one of them had a girlfriend but that was only occasional. 
During the day they all worked in a bank - bank tellers.  I think that was what really shocked me, I 
thought bank tellers were “repectable” people: to find these people coming back to their rooms in suits 
and then stripping off and turning into beer swilling animals, that I found hard to take.  I began to 
wonder about all those smart people who had responsibility for my education. 
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It was a very lonely period in that room.  I remember one easter holidays when my new girlfriend Lorna 
had gone back to Rhodesia to visit her parents and I was alone with my MGA.  I knew nobody else 
except at club times and I stayed in this forlorn rooming house in the middle of this broken down 
industrial area, contemplating the antics of these people and smoking a lot of joints.  I read a tremendous 
amount of science fiction (no television in SA then), and listened to a lot of music on my home made 
record player.  I didn’t miss England as I had no idea of any life in England outside of school, I had no 
desire to spend time with any of the relatives I had met so I just plunged myself into music and books.  I 
felt brave but slightly foolish in the streets, my long hair being the source of taunts and amusement.  I 
also dressed rather flamboyantly in capes and strange clothing, despite my realisation that acting was not 
going to be a career for me, I still fancied myself as a “performer”.  I had had my camera stolen from my 
room at my Aunts house so I didn’t take any pictures during those years.  But I was very much in love 
with Lorna and when me moved into a little cottage together during my second year. I think the 
desolation that I felt in my soul was effectively disguised for a while.  Whether I was very unhappy or 
whether I just remember myself as being unhappy I’m not quite sure; the photographs that I was 
eventually to start taking are very alientated: photographs full of concrete and buildings - as though I 
couldn’t really face looking at the people. 

The political scene on Campus at that time was quite “hot”.  The university had prevented at African 
lecturer from being appointed to a post and this led to an escalation in protests.  During the “Mafeje 
Affair” as it was called, the students took over the university administration block in a sit-in.  This was 
unprecedented in the history of the university and left the authorities bewildered and unsure what to do.  
We all slept on matresses on the floor and nervously encouraged each other.  It wasn’t an action taken 
by all the students - probably a small minority - but those of us that were there felt we were participating 
in something that was really going to change things. I shot an 8mm film of the event which ends with the 
police and some vigilanties destroying our protest outside the cathedral in Cape Town.  During the sit-in, 
Africaners would circle the admin block in hotted up Capris and Beetles, shouting abuse and calling us 
commie bastards.  A memorable occasion was one night when a man staggered drunkenly out of his car 
and roared out: “You guys think you’re right, you think you’re clever but when you’re older with a 
family and kids to think about, you’ll change your mind, you’ll think different..”  I wonder where he is 
now. 

My first experience in the townships was nearly my last.  I had been invited out with some friends to go 
to a party in Gugulettu, a large township about a half hour drive from Cape Town.  It was illegal but 
everyone knew that to go into the townships at night was no particular problem, as far as the police were 
concerned anyhow.  So we went in an old VW van and parked near to the party.   There was about 4 or 
five of us whities as I recall, and naturally we attracted a certain amount of curiosity as we entered the 
party.  The situation was friendly in rather a strained sort of way; dancing with African girls who felt 
determined to make us feel at home but suffering the strain of tense young guys looking towards us with 
hatred.  At some point someone asked me to write down my address.  I didn’t have a paper on me or a 
pen and since none were to be found, I went out to the van to get some.  As I reached into the glove box, 
I turned back to find three guys blocking me in, shoving the door closed and wedging me firmly in the 
middle.  They asked me what I was doing: as one of them was cleaning his fingernails with a rather long 
knife I thought I’d better play it straight.  I desperately tried to recall the name of the host of the party, 
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fortunately I did and replied that I was at Nelson’s place over the road.  The violence suddenly turned to 
friendliness and they escorted me into the party - checking my credibility with Nelson as I entered. 
Phew!  The problem with visits to Gugulettu is that they always felt false to me; in the context of South 
Africa it is impossible for a relationship across the colour line to be free of implication:  so long as 
apartheid existed, the whole basis of social life was poisoned.  The white “liberal” was in the position of 
being in sympathy with blacks and by the very whiteness of his skin he was part of the oppressive group 
whether he liked it or not; rather like the problem of being German but not Nazi in the second world 
war. 

When I “graduated” - a ceremony I did not attend - I decided to go back to England as I had not seen my 
family for four years and it seemed like a good thing to do - especially as my parents offered to pay the 
fare.   I flew back with some friends who sensibly decided to stop off at Istanbul when the plane was 
diverted; I returned home like  a good boy for Christmas.  My brother Bruce picked me up from Victoria 
station as I landed at Gatwick; he had a Rolls Royce (my two brothers were in the car business) and I felt 
foolish and poor - also somehow I had a degree and it seemed to open some inseparable chasm, made 
worse by their enormous material success and my complete poverty.  He dumped me off at my mothers 
flat in Putney and that was really the last I saw of him.  It was December 1970 and very cold and I had 
no friends or contacts or people I knew in London atall.  I made a couple of attempts to see old 
schoolfriends but after the first disaster - a dinner party - I made no more effort.  I vainly tried to get 
some sort of job in Photography but that’s what everyone seemed to be doing in 1970: life in Mum’s flat 
was very miserable indeed.  Meanwhile a university friend was begging me to return to Cape Town to 
start a photographic studio and sent me long letters explaining how wonderful our studio was going to be 
and that we had another partner (Jano from Mauritius - a lover of water beds and beaches) and how 
could I refuse such an offer?  Putz as we called him persuaded me back so I returned to start Associated 
Photographers (pty) Ltd - a name we thought would give us international appeal.  We spent months 
building this studio - and sleeping in it - and then months trying to get enough work to pay for it.  We 
were very snobbish about our work - forever taking photographs in the style of Edward Weston, or 
Alfred Steiglitz, or Robert Frank.  Books piled in from Europe; Creative Camera was religiously read 
and exhibitions of our work and that of David Goldbaltt and Dimitri Nicolas Fanourakis was held on 
campuses and the Space Theatre.  The Space was Cape Town’s Alternative theatre where the works of 
Athol Fugard and suchlike were paraded before an aghast and astonished public.  Cape Town had its’s 
own small but lively arts community and life was stimulating though poverty stricken.  I developed a 
market for alternative wedding photographs (!) and family collages for the wealthy - whilst struggling to 
document the more painful side of South African life.   But we didn’t see ourselves as “journalists” but 
“artists” so our photographs would more likely be of a chair leaning against a telegraph pole in the 
desert, accompanied buy the music of Stockhausen or Berio.  We would hold concerts of electronic 
music in the desert at night, or parcel Cape Town up in string at the weekend.  Of course long periods of 
time would pass in between these strange events - periods of intense depression and boredom.  I would 
make a camera carrier for my bicycle only to find the roads too rough anyway; or a device for 
photographing people coming in and out of lifts but then find I didn’t like the idea anyway.  In short I 
was a craftsman without an idea: something that I have now found is ideal for the job of work I am 
doing.  Not that I don’t have ideas quite to the contrary - but that the central idea, the source and 
origination is better coming from another because I am best at putting that original inspiration into 
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practice - translating it into terms that people will understand and appreciate. 

Our studio didn’t last very long; Putz went back to teaching philosophy at university - his favourite 
photograph remained on my wall for while - two “brackhunds” (bush dogs) fucking in a garbage dump.  
Jano went to Mauritius to lie on the beach and I moved into the basement of a film studio on my own.  I 
was mainly taking photographs for the theatre at the time - trying to redefine the art naturally - and at the 
studio I started doing stills for feature films; films such as Die Spook von Donkerhat  - Africaans and 
strictly for the drive-in circuit. The films were so appalling that none of us who worked on them would 
ever go and see them.  But it enabled to me to see the process of making features and to travel 
extensively in South Africa.  This was really the beginning of the end for me as the more successful I 
became and the more films I was offered to do the stills, the more I realised that I was 26 years old and 
heading straight into the jaws of death.  I had a beautiful cottage on a beach, a lovely actress girl-friend, 
a old Mercedes Benz and all I could see stretching ahead was a repetition of the same.  I was employed 
to work on a documentary Land Apart being made by a commercials director Sven Persson; during the 
making of this film the walls began to close in, the security police got closer and closer and I realised 
that time for me was fast running out.  I had no residents permit in SA and the number of official 
looking envelopes landing on my doorstep was getting out of control.  In 1974 I packed up my things 
and caught a ship to England - I thought if I returned slowly it would help ease the pain, and anyhow I 
intended to go to Canada. I left my closest friends in SA: it would be another 4 years before I began to 
feel at home in England. 

It may not be obvious from reading this rather undramatic account of a rather ordinary life, that I really 
loved South Africa although I was very unhappy when I was there - but I suspect that  may have been 
the case wherever I might have been. I never set out to save the black man from the Africaaner: I never 
saw myself as a man who would show up the injustices of the world, I was too busy trying to figure out 
which was which. All I knew was that the country held a peculiar spell over me, and still does.  I still 
feel kind of guilty that I’m not there, that I’m doing something that has nothing to do with the place, that 
I have made a life that in no way contributes towards the country in any way.  If I hear music from 
Soweto, it makes me cry.  When I read of the murders and the chaos it makes my soul ache for the 
people whose fate seems so certain to end in catastophe. 

I went to London to visit my family - now it’s 1974 - and stumbled across the National Film School.  
This was the answer to my prayers and started a whole new chapter of my life. 

Towards the end of my stay at the National Film School, I wrote and directed a film called 
SHADOWPLAY, which concerned the fate of a group of South Africans living in London, one of whom 
was an escaped political detainee, another was a rather eccentric photogapher; the film centered around 
an exploration of the nature of the photographic process as well as a thriller about the SA Bureau of 
State Security (BOSS).  This might seem a rather strange combination of themes which indeed it was - 
but it did really reflect in some sort of honest way the nature of my concerns at the time.  It summarised 
a period of my life and in a way the rather muddled quality of the film is a true reflection of the 
imprecise view I had both of myself and the politics of South Africa.  The faults of the film were my 
faults, but at least it supplied no glib answer, no solutions.  
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Absolute Beginners

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS (1985)

Either you've got no work, lots of friends, no money and a hundred parties to go to and an endless 
supply of drugs or you're inundated with work and so busy that your friends never see you any 
more and anyway when you do have a weekend off there's the two small children and the 
commune in the country to attend to.  At least that's how it feels to me.  This must be success. A 
friend from my previous life visited the giant Notting Hill set of Absolute Beginners the other 
day, looked around at the scale of it all and said: "Well I suppose you could say you're a 
success?" I looked at him across the chasm of the years and said: "I suppose so."

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS certainly marks a moment in my graduation fromthe National Film 
School four years ago. My studenthood at the age of 27after 6 years struggle as a stills 
photographer marked an  all time low financially but a real period of learning to light and 
photograph films. But the best bit was the 18 months I spent making SHADOWPLAY, writing 
directing and editing what turned out to be a flawed but quite curious 70 minute drama about ex 
South Africans struggling with BOSS and paranoia in London low life.  All that time in front of 
the Steenbeck with my own material laced across the mattress and coffee machine taught me 
more about shooting than I could ever learn on the floor staring at a tin of Heinz or a packet of 
Omo.  I'm not saying that you can only learn about film making at film school - Julien (Temple) 
didn't - but it was perfect timing for me.  The problem with loading magazines or focus pulling is 
that it only enables one to observe and it's only in the doing that you really find out the answers - 
because they have to be the answers for you and not a copy of what you saw someone else doing.  
Consequently I'm a lousy focus puller but have been fortunate to have David Morgan on the team 
who is simply the best focus puller in the world.  He's a nice guy too which is handy. 
I'm not saying that it's hopeless to go through the grades and learn that way: most of today's finest 
cameramen and their technicians learnt precisely that way so it's a method that works. It doesn't 
necessarily suit everyone that's all - and especially those like me who come into the business 
from an oblique angle - it my case still photography and a 7 year absence from my home country: 
a sixties kid.

I have to thank Julien Temple for my career to date.  It's not that I haven't shot for many other 
directors, but without his confidence in the first place I may not have ever got those crucial first 
few jobs that enable a cameraman to get something on his reel and get rolling. Many a producer 
in that first year, confronted with this almost teenage director with web feet as the rags like to say 
(referring to a particularly bizarre pair of shoes he's won't to wear), whispered in his ear- 
"Zazitsky is available, so's Zazootsky and they're both good friends of mine, they're both top men 
and the clients love them..."  But Julien would just reply "Oliver's shooting it", and somehow the 
producer would know that the conversation was over. Later I'd hear some PA saying "Who is this 
guy anyway..?" -then you know you're in with a chance.
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Richard Bedford (the editor) Julien and I have been working together, off and on, for four years 
prior to doing this film.And John Beard (Production designer) who has built the most wonderful 
sets on very limited recourseshas worked with us on many previous promos.  People sometimes 
comment on rushes "That's great, that looks great Oliver" and sometimes all youcan say is: "It's 
the set."  The Soho set looked so real that an American producer asked Steve Wooley how we 
managed to stop the traffic -in fact the problem was to get it started!  Like most things that arrive 
on the screen the product is as good as the team that's making it and this film has been a real 
delight.

Way back last year when this film was planned Julien and I decided on a very 50's technicolour 
look for ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS.I rapidly discovered that recreating the look of such 
masterpieces as THE RED SHOES or BLACKNARCISSUS (Jack Cardiff) was not going to be 
easy.  The 3 strip dye transfer process has been long gone and is only available (for printing only) 
in Peking.  We made enquiries but it rapidly became apparent after discussions with Les Ostenelli 
- then with Rank laboratories – that the real quality was in the 3 strip camera process and even 
printing dye tansfers in Peking with modern negative was not going to yield the result I was 
looking for.  Labmen frequently would shrug their shoulders when my incessant demands for 
more contrast be met by bemused looks. The whole drift of film emulsion technology over the 
past twenty years has been to reduce contrast which is traditionally a 'problem' in today’s world 
where the soft commercial look is so much in fashion.  There are scores of filters available - low 
contrast, supafrosts, diffusions etc etc all of which reduce contrast.  Lens manufactures have 
struggled brilliantly to make a lens do at T2 what a lens used to do at T5.6. It was only when I 
discovered that 600 footcandles of key light was used for 3 strip technicolour that I began to 
realize what I was up against. John Beard was building whole streets full of neon and shops and 
cars in the biggest stage at Shepperton and I'd be lucky to get 60 footcandles:this was not some 
high budget epic with lights and sparks round every corner.

The producers were good enough to employ me for six weeks prior to principal photography 
which was to include a three week prelight for the soho set. Mike Proudfoot, the operator, was 
not available at the time so I set about some very extensive testing with Steve Alcorn, a mate 
from film school,and Chris Vile the camera trainee.  We started with lenses and established that 
my own set of Canon superspeeds and Cooke 5:1 zoom was as good as anything that Samuelson's 
had and supplemented them with others from the Canon range.  I went for these lenses because 
they seemed to render the kind of colour and contrast that I was looking for.  Also in a series of 
flare tests I found that the type of halo these lenses gave from naked light sources was the kind of 
thing I like - the Zeiss's looked more starry and less even.  On the other hand the Zeiss's won on 
random striation: if you're not careful with out-of-shot light sources the Canons can streak really 
badly. Another point in favour of the Canon's was their minimum image shift when racking 
through focus.  But what the fuss was really all about was SUPASCOPE or whatever we are 
going to call it. (It later was called Super 35) . The current version of blown-up anamorphic prints 
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for projection (the press likes to call it CINEMASCOPE) was started by Les Ostenelli, Hugh 
Hudson and John Alcott for Greystoke where they shot 'flat' and then made anamorphic prints 
afterwards.  The difference from TECHNICOPE - the 2 fame pull down system used in the 
sixties – isthat the gate was enlarged to include the soundtrack area of the film thus using the full 
width available.  When the lab made the anamorphic print this re-introduced the area to make the 
soundtrack.  This system has one major advantage  over the old 2 frame system.    Because you 
use more width you use more height and thus a greater area of the negative renders   a less grainy 
blow-up. (Advances in emulsion graininess also contribute towards this improvement.)  
Greystoke was not able to use a zoom however because the filing out of the gate on one side only 
meant the lenses were no longer central to the image and this created coverage  problems. This 
has now been solved by Karl Kelly and his team by re-centering the mounts on the BL3 and my 
Arri III so that the lenses are one again in the centre  of the image. However REVOLUTION 
(Hugh Hudson) was in production during our pre-production and because some rushes had a fault 
a state of extreme angst and paranoia surrounded this system to the extent that Goldcrest would 
not agree to our using the system and repeatedly insisted that we shot anamorphic if we were so 
insistent on the 2.33:1 ratio.  4 days before day 1 we still did not have permission to shoot this 
system so eventually I told them that I had no further time to change over to 1.85 as all the 
cameras (2 BL3's and my ARRI III) were now prepared for SUPASCOPE and unless they wanted 
to delay the start date we had to shoot... I digress.  Because the image size is wider at the gate, 
lenses must be very carefully checked for cut off as motion picture lenses are designed for 1:1.85 
and not Super35.   Fortunately the Canon primes originate in design from stills photography and 
hence we found that the edge definition was a significant improvement over the Zeiss's and 
Cooke's although frankly there is not a lot in it.  I was planning to work at about T4.5 with 5294 
until our stock tests on the by now neon-lit Soho set came in.  I sat in the rushes together with the 
small testing team and saw 5294 at it's worst. Grainy, lousy shadows, poor colour and no 'bite'.  
Panic.  I'm a great fan of fast stock: I shot a whole feature on it in Scotland last year (RESTLESS 
NATIVES) and had no complaints.  Perfect matching with 5247: even the dupe release print I 
saw recently was holding up fine.

Not willing to give up so easily I requested two more batches (different `vintage') and tested them 
Wednesday.  Just for comparison we shot 5247 at T2 and T2.8.  Rushes next day were a 
revelation: both the new batches of fast looked terrible although one was a marginal improvement 
over the first, but the 5247 result was absolutely wonderful.  Suddenly I was seeing on the screen 
what I wanted to see for this film: deep blacks and superb rich colour and no grain.  So I made the 
decision immediately and sent all the fast stock back and re-ordered for slow for the whole film. 
"Even for the night exteriors?!" Yes, everything.  Stuart the loader, a fine critic, asked me the 
other day: shouldn't you have gone for T4.5, maybe used the fast occasionally?  He was 
concerned about the depth and depth has been a problem all along.  Only about 10%of this film 
takes place in the day - as in all Julien's work - and consequently there are always neon's or 
practicals or TV's featuring in shot and I find that with 5247 at 120ASA (my rating) an aperture 
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of less that T3 starts to make these features loose their brilliance. This is why I was so keen on T4 
or T5.6 with the fast until realizing that it wasn't going to give us the colour we wanted.  But one 
other unexpected bonus came to my rescue.  Many cinematographers stay away from the 18mm 
lens reckoning it to be distorted and too wide for normal use.  But we found ourselves using it 
more and more: the introduction to Soho, a brilliant Steadicam sequence executed by Malcom 
Mackintosh was entirely shot on it and we began to realise that the 18mm in scope somehow 
doesn't appear distorted – probably because we are used to a certain amount of distortion in the 
wide format anyway from the anamorphic camera lenses that usually shoot these pictures. So 
T2.8 wasn't such a problem anymore because the 18mm has such depth anyway. And the real 
boon is that a similar stop on the equivalent wide angle in Panavision or Techniscope lenses is a 
real horror to my mind with bad edge fall off and terrible barrel distortion.  Curiously enough the 
least satisfactory definition was obtained in long shots on the 24mm - we tried several others but 
never did find a 24mm that really seemed good at infinity.

The point I was most insistent about in pre-production about this format were the following:

     1. The giant soho set would be seen much more fully because we would need to tilt down that 
much more in a `taller' format to  exclude lights, the studio ceiling etc.  For this reason we 
decided on a common headroom for TV and anamorphic.

     2. Per given quantity of light, much greater depth of field than anamorphic.

     3. Smaller lighter lenses with much greater definition and colour clarity, less prone to flare.

     4. Perfect matching of anamorphics – because there's only one in use in a controlled laboratory 
situation.

     5. Greatly improved 70mm blow -up; no de-squeezing necessary.

     6. Significantly reduced lens rental costs; better look through on camera hence less lightlihood 
of mistakes (flagsetc).

A point I was not making and one which I think needs de-emphasing is that this system is not a 
`multi-format' system enabling any kind of print format to be stuck from it.  Although physically 
this is possible- we shoot the whole negative area - the framing requirements for TV and scope 
are quite different and whilst we obviously will be able to make a satisfactory print for TV by a 
mixture of scanning and using the lower part of the frame, it is simply not possible to optimize 
for two quite different ratios and although the producers argument is that more people see the 
film on TV or tape my argument is that they are probably eating dinner anyway.  In other words 
the composition should be at it's optimum where the film is seen at it's optimum: in the cinema on 
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a large screen with great sound and an audience that looks at the screen.  The TV audience will 
simply see less of the film but then that's true anyway because Grandma will probably pop up in 
the middle anyway.  To be serious, there is always going to be a compromise between the 
requirements of the scope screen and TV and as I see it the compromise has to be on TV where 
all the other losses of picture quality, sound size etc are apparent anyway.  I think it is of great 
importance to make cinema films for the cinema; to attract audiences back to the cinema we have 
to woo them with all the attractions the cinema can provide - by using the argument that more 
people will see it in telly anyway we accept defeat.  On "My Beautiful Laundrette" (Steven 
Frears), we decided that the film was for TV so we shot for TV on 16mm and put the money we 
saved into the production. Ironically the film is to open in two London cinemas in November: 
C'est La Guerre.

Looking back at Absolute Beginners, I realise all sorts of things that we could do better next time 
round, especially in relation to pre-production and sets.  Not having shot an epic like this before 
(an epic for me that is!), I didn't know some of the things I now know about studio sets, 
particularly in relation to lighting.  John Beard would give me a drawing of a set and I wasn't too 
good at being constructive about my requirements at that stage: I was more used to looking at 
something and then making suggestions, but on a studio that is often too late - particularly in the 
tight situations we always seemed to be in.  For instance we quite often had areas where a band 
would be playing and I would not spot that there wasn't anywhere to hide back or side lights: now 
I know better! We constantly would ask for floors we could track on but then the Art Department 
has other problems with labour or the uneven floor and we would arrive and promply have to lay 
boards all over the floor and then have to cope with not getting them in shot.  It's not that these 
problems don't happen everywhere but it would be useful next time around to try and minimize 
them.  A real masterpiece of co-operation was the planning for the set of Dido's party.  I had a 
notion in pre-production that to have a hot-head on a python arm running along outside the set 
above one wall with the camera `dipped' into the action could save a lot of time and give us the 
kind of freedom to move the camera that I know Julien is addicted to.  We wouldn't have to 
worry about the floor and all the technicians could be off the set completely.  The system worked 
very effectively and we got some shots that would have been impossible any other way. It did 
however prove extremely  difficult to operate and Colin Manning (the Grip) was occasionally 
heard saying things like "Gosh I don't seem to be able to stop this jolly old thing.." or something 
like that. (I hadn't met Colin before this shoot: he's the best).

I came across this in a diary of the time - 1985.  Thought it might enlighten a few readers about 
the beginning of Super 35. 
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Coke

COKE (1989 ish)

 
Monday Morning  
So I got this call while I doing some screen tests for Susan Seidelman's SHE-DEVIL.  It was this guy 
Herb Seidel who has a commercials company called Independent Artists.  He says to me that Steven 
Frears is directing a commercial for Coke and would I be interested in shooting in it.  Sure I said, when 
is it?  Next week he says, are you free? Sure I'm free.... 

Well, as it happened,  I was already in New York .  So Herb asks how much longer I was working on 
Susan's tests so I said I could meet him in two days.  He asks where I'm staying then suggests I could 
move to the Royalton.  The Royalton? Sure... why not.  So I go by his office and he introduces me to all 
the office staff who seem to be related to him and others in various ways..  The place seems quite big 
and appears to have been there for awhile - always a good sign - and it's filled with types of people that I 
recognise from my rock and roll days:  roadies and so on.  Herb ushers me into his office suggesting 
coffee and stuff and then gets into some serious phone calls.  I sit for awhile, take a walk around the 
office, look at the pictures and finally get in my fee between calls.  Then he starts paying attention.  We 
have a short discussion and seem to remain friends. 

The news is that we are to shoot Tuesday in Madison Park Gardens with 3000 (Three Thousand) extras 
oh yes and George Michael.  The extras are going to come because they love George Michael and they 
want to hear him sing for free and because they might get to be close to him in some mysterious way..  
Unfortunately we know that George Michael isn't going to sing.  But that's about all we know because 
the entire Coke production team, Steven Frears and George Michael are all shooting in Spain; something 
about bullfights and matadors.  Then they are going to come to New York and shoot the rest of the stuff. 

What stuff I ask and get handed a story board by another member of the family who happens to be 
passing.  I retire to the sofa to look at it but it doesn't seem to make a lot of sense: it looks like it's been 
faxed one too many times.  Is this what we're shooting Herb I ask innocently.  Well ya kind of but we 
don't really know; only they know but we can't get hold of them.. time difference and anyway they're 
having trouble with the Spanish helicopter pilot.. (Ring Ring).. We've got to shoot at 60 frames per 
second... 

Well now that's curious: 60 frames per second I wonder why.  It's in stereo, he says.  Assuming he's 
talking about sound I get confused.. I mean 3D he repeats.  What's 60fps got to do with  3D, I enquire,  
naively hoping I haven't given myself away .  Well they just separate it afterwards he says, trying to 
avoid the subject.  Knowing better than to ask what gets separated, I leave the room as another 
interstellar phone call gets launched. 

Wandering down the littered hallway passing various haggard looking family members, I get accosted 
by this young short bald guy called Dom who's got a Masters Degree from somewhere or other and 
seems quite bright.  You must be Oliver he says spotting the English monotone;  That's right, I opened 
cautiously.  THANK GOD JEEJUS CHRIST DO WE NEED YOU WHAT A MESS HAVE YOU GOT 
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TIME COME IN HERE and so on. 

Well I went in there (I wish I hadn't) and several days later emerged a broken man.  It transpired that 
really no one knew what we shooting next week nor was anyone likely to tell us ...  What did I think? 
About what I was tempted to ask, but replied that knowing Steven Frears as I do, it shouldn't be a 
problem.  Being used to making films on a shoestring in Britain, I didn't feel there was much to worry 
about: trying to obtain 30 SECONDS of film  from 15 shooting days which would usually account for 
45 MINUTES of cut film shouldn't present too much of a problem! 

From round a corner one of those rather sophisticated New York ladies appeared and rescued me from 
the production quagmire and suggested that a Japanese Sushi bar downstairs might be a better place to 
be.  Thoroughly agreeing we set off belowdecks.  Quizzing her amongst the delicacies she tells me that 
they picked Steven for the job because of his terrific films.  I must say I failed miserably to make the 
connection between My Beautiful Laundrette and a Coke Add but then I remembered Dangerous 
Liaisons. 

So that's it..  I suddenly pictured unshaven Steven in his broken plymsoles and this giant Coke Ad.   This 
was big.. the budget seemed to be a kind of indefinable: 1 to 6  million type of figure.  Pesos or Dollars 
what's the difference.  Anyway back in the upstairs corridor (Cameramen spend a lot of time in 
corridors),  I'm asked to draw up an equipment list - lights and camera gear and numbers of people to 
work in the two departments.  Now usually there's a certain amount of logic to this process: it's governed 
by what you're going to shoot (which I didn't know), how much money is available (which they didn't 
know),  and where you're going to shoot (which no-one knew). 

How am I supposed to know what to order if I don't know what I'm shooting, I can't talk to the director, 
there are no storyboards and anyway everyone keeps saying that without George Michael we can't do 
anything because all decisions are made by him and that's it. 

Whadeyer say Dom? COVER EVERYTHING! he says, tearing the few remaining hairs from his head: 
BE PREPARED.  OKAY OKAY I SHOUT GLEEFULLY, I'm beginning to get the hang of this.  I start 
to order stuff; then more stuff, more cameras, more lights more everything. 

ARE YUU SURE IT'S ENOUGH? he keeps saying: well no how can I be sure.. well COVER IT.  More 
stuff then more.. 12K's, 10k's, cranes, towers, scaffold, filters, trucks, men men and more men.. there's 
suddenly men everywhere, bigger and bigger men with bigger and bigger beards: they're the George 
Michael Rock and Roll lighting-and-staging-and-things type people.  They haul me in for a meeting 
about the stage lighting.  This real nice big guy from down South called  Rick sits me down in front of a 
huge lighting chart, originally designed for "The Tour" (isn't everything?).  Is this Okay? he says.  Well 
now when us Camera people get asked questions like that, your instinctive reply is yes.. Okay.  Ya it's 
fine.  You say that because it's usually impossible to understand at first sight what these plans mean and 
you rarely get a second look because the phone rings or you get faxed again or something.  So we 
discuss it a bit further and I try to make some intelligent suggestions but it's harder than usual because 
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none of us in the room know what we are doing. 

Is he going to sing? I ask.  
Well maybe.. we're not sure.  
Is there a track we know anything about that we can design the lighting around?  
He's not doing a track.  
Well what is he doing.  
We're not sure.  
Well if we don't know what he's doing and have no way of finding                       out how are we 
supposed to light it?  
It's a problem. 

With sudden inspiration I knew the answer:  COVER IT!  ORDER EVERYTHING! 

Tuesday morning.  
Enough equipment to cover a major Rock and Roll show was loaded into Madison Square.   Upwards of 
60 technicians converge on Madison Square Gardens .   Steven and George and the myriad Coke people 
have finally made it into town Monday night and here we are all set to go with some shooting.  I can't 
get the first shot set up because they're so many film technicians everywhere that the assistant director 
can't keep them out of the way.  For every one of us there seems to be ten guys from the Gardens: some 
union deal or something.  Then of course there the 3D system to worry about.  We've had the word that 
for the 3D system to work we need to Track Left to Right.   Neither Steven nor I have any idea what this 
means except that we both know that you can't make a film where every shot tracks left to right because 
the audience would get dizzy.  But then of course we aren't making a film we're making a commercial so 
maybe it's ok.  Anyway, the 3D inventor turns up , jetlagged like everyone else.  Thousands of extras are 
pouring into the building and we get hustled into a room within a room within a room where George 
Michael and the invited ones are to watch a demo of this mysterious 3D process.  With suitable 
reverence we don our 3D glasses, bending the sharp cardboard round the ears and squinting through the 
heavy red and green plastic lenses and on goes the demo reel.  Well it all seems to be pictures of drum 
majorettes in a field and they do look sort of 3D ish.  The camera moves a lot and it's really rather dreary 
stuff.  The lights go up and suitably impressive noises come from various folk round the room.  Outside 
the room within a room, three thousand extras are starting a slow handclap.  Steven announces to 
everybody that they should go back to Spain and reshoot everything cause now he's seen the tape and 
that changes everything.  I'm not sure quite what he means but I enjoy watching the reactions of the 
people who are taking this idea seriously.  Someone starts arranging the flights but then they realise that 
the film will never be ready for the Superbowl if they go back to Spain.  I leave as various irrelevant 
points get made and I realise that there are thousands of people outside the door waiting for someone to 
throw something at.  With great skill the evidently very bright scientist who invented the system tells me 
about how it works and I realise slowly that it doesn't.  That is, it does if all shots conform to the very 
stringent guidelines about what makes it look like 3D and what doesn't; but these guidelines are 
unfortunately unworkable and I begin to see that yet another invention of the 3D system is about to bite 
the dust. 

http://www.cineman.co.uk/coke.html (3 of 6)09/09/2007 19:04



Coke

We're already committed to shooting everything 60 frames per second but what the hell: only 120,000ft 
of film:  20 miles to be precise.. that's how much film got shot for this little commercial.  The actual 
length of the final film is about 20 yards.  
And the final cost is 2 Million Dollars or was in 7 Million.. but what's a million here or there anyway..  
As long as Coke spends more than Pepsi it's all okay. 

Wednesday  
But on with the show.  George turns out to be actually very bright and articulate and very non Rock and 
Roll like.  Steven thinks he's hilarious and appears to derive tremendous satisfaction from watching 25 
year old George make the Coke executives wince every time he hurls a carefully placed Coke can as far 
away from him as possible.  He seems to have "Final Cut" in his contract which is unheard of outside of 
Spielberg and God.  That means that everybody else is basically powerless:  if he doesn't like something, 
that's it:  out.   And as he appears to like very little, there are long periods of time when arguments rage 
about the crucial detail of: 

WILL GEORGE MICHAEL DRINK FROM A COKE CAN?  
No.  
WILL GEORGE MICHAEL BE SEEN TO WALK PAST A COKE CAN?  
No.  
WILL GEORGE MICHAEL WALK IN THE BACKGROUND WITH A COKE CAN IN THE 
FOREGROUND?  
No. and so on.. 

It's all rather good natured and the presence of the three Englishmen keeps it civilised.  But under the 
surface the Coke people are mad; after all, they reason, quite reasonably: they pay this guy zillions of 
Dollars to be in a Coke Ad and then he won't appear with the Coke.  Sounds like a problem.  It is a 
problem. 

Somehow we got through the Madison Square Gardens day and moved on to the street night exterior the 
Wednesday night.  Now the major feature of this night shoot is that it is the only one I've done where 
absolutely nobody had a clue what we were shooting and absolutely none of what we did shoot was used 
in the final film.  But we sure as hell covered it: we had steadicams and cranes and dollies and towers 
and enough personel for a military coup.. Standing By Sir.  I heard that a lot that night. 

One curious oversight was that we hadn't ordered a "wet-down" truck.  On night shoots we often wet the 
streets to make the lights shine off the surface of the street to make it look prettier.  We're standing in the 
middle of this Manhattan street at 2am and I'm mumbling about what a shame it is we haven't got a wet-
down truck when my eye alights upon several thousand bottles of Perrier that are stacked on the side-
walk, just in case one of us should get thirsty.  Facetiously I suggest: why not use the Perrier?  
Great Idea!  Several hundred highly paid technicians start emptying bottles of Perrier onto the streets of 
New York. 
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I'm glad it wasn't the tea. 

On the last day of shooting - it wasn't really - we shot a bedroom set that the designer had thought was 
supposed to be a living room.  Somewhere in faxland there was a crossover and when the designs were 
faxed to Spain the dialogue went something like this: 

Hope you received fax of set design.  
Yes, but where is the bed?  
What bed?  
The bed that's in the bedroom.  
What bedroom?  
The bedroom set.  
There is no bedroom set.  It's a living room.  
A living room? Who asked for a living room?  
Somebody.. ah.. that's what was understood..  
But who asked for a living room?  
I don't know.. Herb maybe Herb..  
Not me! (It's a party phone call - aren't they all)  
Well can you make it a bedroom?  
(The designer faints and is replaced by his assistant)  
Sure, no problem, we'll put a bed in it.  
Then it'll be a bedroom.  
Thank God for that.  George wanted it to be a bedroom. 

And so on.   Anyhow we shot the bedroom in the living room set and this is where all the dramas with 
THE CAN in foreground, mid ground background, close up etc took place.  We had a wonderful New 
York skyline outside the window and the whole thing was really a visual treat.  Unfortunately none of it 
remains in the commercial.  Only a couple of miles of footage... nothing really. 

As a testimony of a complete waste of talent, resources, time and most especially money, this 
commercial must rank as the equivalent of Ishtar.  On the bright side, hundreds of people got employed 
and I, for one, had a great time.  GOD BLESS AMERICA!  
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THE ROLE OF THE CINEMATOGRAHER

THE ROLE OF THE CINEMATOGRAPHER (LECTURE GIVEN 1990)

When we see a young teenager walking down the street, chatting to a friend eating a bag of crisps, a part 
of some of us is inevitably jealous, feels the desire to return to youth, to be able to do it all again.   We 
long for the freedom of youth yet remember that somehow it wasn't like that at the time, at the time it 
was fraught with complication and indecision, with emotional upheaval.  But we are surrounded daily 
with advertising and images reminding us of the blinding beauty of youth, of love, of desire, of endless 
sex with cigarettes after.  We yearn for youth, for the body of youth, for the carefree attitude, for the 
time to get up late, not care, drink, and above all be single, be on the prowl, be loose, be free, to be in 
love.  To be able to jump over the fence without seeing where we land.  Some of us look back and say, I 
had such a great time when I was young with the inevitable corrolorary that now that I'm not young, 
times are not so great.  And some of us look back on miserable childhoods and worse adolescence and 
only feel relief that it's all over:   but some of us look back and see this wonderful beautiful creature that 
was our selves in all our glory only to see the faded flower, the falling petals and the inevitability of the 
final igmony of disease and death.   Somewhere it between these two is most of us, struggling along the 
continuum  of time looking for answers. 

To say there are no answers, only questions, is true but not that helpful.   We compare constantly 
because the whole basis of education, of western society, of the media is to present and compare, to 
analysis, quantify and find the solution.  Heads or tails: it has to be one or the other doesn't it?  Well 
doesn't it?  But what about when it lands on the edge?  What about uncertainty?  What if actually the 
whole edifice of western civilization, for all it's art, it's plays, it's books, it's buildings, what has it 
actually FOUND OUT?  What solutions have been found? 

Clearly many many instances can be cited of marvellous and wonderful solutions to a whole range of 
problems set before us by nature.  Every specialist in any of the fields of human endeavour could cite 
acres of solutions in this century alone to vast areas of human knowledge: medical, engineering, art, 
science, everything.  Everything.   It's an extraordinary and exciting era to be alive: the 20th century.  
Aeroplanes, cellphones, faxes, satellites, worldwide TV, the international market and so on.  Well it is 
extraordinary isn't it? 

Perhaps you don't think so, perhaps you don't feel part of this rapidly changing world that we keep 
reading about.  Why Not?  Because to the vast majority of people all this progress and all these gismos 
are just pictures on a page.  Images on a film, on TV.  What I'm trying to do this evening is give an 
account from the frontline so to speak. 

I cross constantly from my family life with Juliet, Josie and Michaela to a life on film sets everywhere 
and anywhere.  It sounds rather glamourous, like the pictures in a book, but what I'd like to do this 
evening is to try and continue the process of figuring out what belongs where in a seemingly 
contradictory set of values and information, as well as share with you some facts about how these 
images that surround us are generated.  To de-mythologize the life of a film maker, in effect. 
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So how are you feeling?  Well OK,  yeah OK.  Not too bad.  Or maybe quite bad.  Or maybe very bad.  
And just occasionally, well terrific.  Yeah, today I feel terrific.  And what has this daily toll of aches and 
pains, lack of sleep, headaches, broken love affairs, endless soul searching and heartache, got to do with 
the images of our lives created for us by people like me.  Our internal actual self-reality is made to feel 
less than, not as good as, completely undermined by our own perceived truth about others in the world 
out there.   They, out there in the newspaper, on tele, in the movies: THEY ARE OK.  THEY ARE 
GLAMOUROUS, THEY ARE FAMOUS.  Well maybe they aren't OK because we know that famous 
people make famous fuck-ups, but even that is better than just nothing isn't it?  The just nothing that is 
me, my life.  The just no achievment, no money, no-nothing life that is mine.  It's nothing because we 
compare it to the unattainable.  The carefully, expensively crafted images of advertising and the media 
convinces us that out there, if only we could just get our selves organised with the right clothes, the right 
job, the right car and the right boy or girl, out there we could make it, we could be happy, we could 
finally be somebody, be rich, be famous, be recognised, be loved by Mum and Dad.  Be somebody.  We 
can all be contenders only if.... 

It's plainly hopeless to expect anything out of life atall unless at least in some way some part of us 
correlates and synchs up with all this media stuff.  To be completely out of step with fashion, advertising 
and the endlessly changing demands of the nations image is to invite disaster: how are you going to have 
any regard for yourself atall unless you're under 25 and drive a Suzuki Vitara? 

It's worth taking a detailed look at how these images are prepared, because there's nothing quite like 
knowing the enemy's secrets.  And advertsing is the enemy, there's no doubt about it.  If you want to 
even begin the process of finding out who you are, the first step is finding out who you aren't.  We all 
kind of know that we aren't that beautiful girl with the endessly long tanned body stetched out in the 
pristine sand somewhere is a dingy studio in Brixton.   We sort of know that we aren't but don't you guys 
just feel a bIt attracted even though you know you love your wife and children and don't you girls just 
kind of somewhere think.. if only.. if only. 

The irony of todays fashionable advertising images of what we should aspire to is that the actual 
photographic images are in themselves a hype: manipulated beyond belief by immensly skilled choices 
of lighting, make-up, costume, lens and art direction.  What a commercial presents itself as, is a still or 
moving photographic record of what was actually there: what is hard to remind oneself of it that what 
was there was put there for the purpose of the advertisement: or if it wasn't, as in a location shoot, it was 
selected very very carefully from the landscape around to expressly convey the message of the 
advertisement.    This might sound obvious but the image of the half naked girl lying on the sand in the 
sun is designed to bypass the rational mind completely and head straight for the groin: that's obvious too 
but the terrible truth is that is works.  It works every time: sex and sun - it even works in California 
where the real thing is available! 

This is the point: the real thing can never ever measure up to the imagination.  All of us picture a life, a 
woman, a man in ways that make it very hard to adjust to the actuality of real life.  We expect this, we 
expect that and are constantly disappointed that life is not measuring up to the expectation.  The 
expectations, the dreams, are fed to us by the media, the politicians, our parents, our society.  And when 
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does this process get taught to us?  In childhood, of course.  For the first seven years of our lives our 
parents are not people, they are Gods:  God Mama and God Dada, or if you're unlucky, devil Mama and 
devil Dada.   Do we help the transition after the 7th year; help them to see us as fallible people, ordinary 
or extraordinary as the next man or woman?  Do we help children to change from seeing God Mama and 
God Dada to seeing people who are parents?  Or do we perpetuate the myth through advertising, through 
desire, though goal seeking education and bribes?  Join the army and see the world or is it Join the Army 
and learn how to kill people.  When you realise that the army can advertise on TV and make it seem that 
joining the Army is a great thing to do with your life, you begin to see the power of advertising, the 
power of manipulated imagery.  Join the Army and learn how to kill people: that might be the truth but 
the truth wouldn't really attract the recruits would it? 

The rows and rows of magazines of the newsagents racks: stand back one day and just look at them as a 
job lot.  They have one thing in common: they all feature a full face photo of a stunning looking girl or 
woman, and this includes women's magazines.  And the range of styles is actually very narrow - the 
women look almost the same.  There's a good reason for that - half of them were probably dressed, 
styled, made-up and photographed by the same people, and if not the actual same people then people 
who are so busy copying each others work and making sure that they stay fashionable, that they might as 
well be the same person.   And it's not uncommon to see the same girl on several covers one month 
because she's hot at that particular time.   Oh she's doing all the work this month, can't imagine why...  
They can't imagine why because it's very hard to see, if you're in the skin trade, why a particular look 
does become fashionable and desirable.  In fact if you stand back a bit further from those rows of 
magazines, all those faces not only start to look the same but they all also don't look quite so beautiful.  
In a certain light, they look quite threatening:  I know that I used to find the receptionist in an ad agency 
the most frightening person in the world.  Money, glamour, power: all embodied in an underpaid 
overmade-up girl answering telephones all day, dressed to kill.  But when I was young I didn't know the 
how and why of those things: I just suffered from the effect. 

At one point in my life I returned to England after an absence of 7 years during which I had seen no 
television.  In fact I had never seen colour television.  I turned on a set one night and it was the nine o' 
clock news.  Alasdair Burnett took his customary pose, staring at the camera and started to read the 
news.  I was in my mothers sitting room at the time and she came running into the room to ask me what 
was wrong because I was doubled up on the floor in a fit of hysterical laughter.  I literally was unable to 
control by hysteria, my absolute disbelief at what I was looking at, because the image I was seeing was 
not translated by my brain into a man sitting on a chair telling me the news, rather it seemed to be an 
animated Roy Lichenstein poster where the colours were crazily flourescent, the make-up caked on like 
lumpy plaster and why was he sitting roasting under some kind of arc light that made him look as though 
he was going to catch fire.  Even his speech seemed false and la-di-da: so extraordinary did this event 
seem to me that I was quite unable to watch the news and take in the information. 

In order for the process of TV to work we have to accept the nature of the image, to learn that this image 
means: here is a serious man sitting on a chair telling us the news.  The hidden agenda is what I saw: the 
artifice surrounding the whole "show" that means that whatever the program makers may do to make it 
seem otherwise, it is a "show" -  documentaries, news, horror films, recreated dramatic re-construction 
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etc  - it's all a "show" and when the advertising comes on, it's part of the "show": many children will tell 
you they are the best part.  Why, because an advertisement often makes a child work harder to interpret 
the fleeting imagery: the child doesn't know it's being sold something, but is intrigued by the speed and 
disconectedness of the images and it seems more "fun" than many "proper" programs.  Because they 
have to attend more to work out what's going on, they enjoy it more.  Children learn quickly the 
language of the TV image, and it is only if you have a long absence that you can have a momentary flash 
of its "real" nature.  The curious thing was that I learned within minutes to accept the image and have 
never been able to "see" the image in that particular way again. 

Recently chanel 4, always after novel solutions, took to having serious discussion about art, politics, 
with top intellectuals, politicians, writers and so on, around a burning oil drum.  Hand held cameras were 
used a lot, which were often visible, and they generally tried to loosen the rigid format of people sitting 
in chrome chairs with pastel backgrounds and a glass of water in front of them.  The framing of the 
images was loose and sometimes chaotic and the viewer was generally left with an uneasy feeling that 
he was supposed to be getting something out of all this unusual idea, as opposed to just listening to what 
people have to say.   The novelty of the surrounding quickly wore off and it actually just became 
irritating that Tony Benn was sitting on an upside down bucket in a suit and looking very 
uncomfortable.  The show tries to make the show visible but just becomes another show. And why try to 
make the show visible anyway?  If people have come to talk to each other then why not sit them down 
and have them talk to each other?  The reason why not is that some program producer is trying to forge 
new ideas, get ahead, be visible and generally make a name for himself. 

The program makers, the people who actually make the programs that you see on TV, represent a very 
very small proportion of the people employed in TV.  It is said that in the BBC, for every person 
standing on the studio floor there a 7 sitting in an office.  7 Managers to every "maker".  The controllers 
control and they make very sure they do control.  They know the power, the power of a system that 
every man woman and child in the country watches for 25 hours every week, over 3 hours a night on 
average.  3 hours a night taking in the information that the controllers, the advertisers, the makers, see fit 
that you should watch.   Big Brother: who needs him when we've got the good old telle. 

I do rather like watching tele actually.  I watch it between midnight and 1am on a very small portable set 
sitting in the bath.  It's very relaxing and takes my mind away for a short time, sometimes into places 
and events that I find informative and stimulating.   But I won't have a tele in the centre of the house, 
and I find the small screen easier to stay detached from, easier to maintain in perspective, easier to 
decode.  Conflicting research about the effects of watching TV comes out virtually every week.  One 
week it's definitely harmful - causes violence and cancer and should be banned outright and next week 
it's beneficial, makes for a peaceful society and is a blessing to the old and infirm: a real friend for the 
lonely.   Statisticians have a field day with research results and somehow, despite the investment of 
millions by governments and TV companies, no-one ever has a conclusive answer about anything to do 
with the effects of TV.  Does it cause dyslexia?  Don't know.  Does it result in copycat violence?  Don't 
know.  Is it good to let our kids watch it?  Don't know. 

What we do know is that we do watch it, the whole society watches and if we're not getting our mores 
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from TV then we're getting them from the tabloid press: the Daily Sport.  It's not going to go away, it's 
there, it's there everyday and whilst we may in some small way prevent our smaller children from 
exposure to it, the day comes when they grow up and decide to watch for themselves and then what?  
What's going to happen then? 

I'm not a believer in the sinister conspiracy theory of society, the media and TV.  I don't believe there's a 
bunch of Hitlers out there trying to dominate our lives and turn us into teenage ninja turtles.  I do believe 
there's people out there doing what we've taught them in our education system: getting ahead, 
dominating each other and going for the big one, trying to win at all costs.  In short, trying to make a 
buck and if that means trampling on a few people, animals, trees, whatever, then so be it.  Got to pay the 
morgage.  Got to get ahead. 

I'm not an intellectual, nor a commentator nor a critic so that is as far as I'm going to go with 
generalizations. I'd like to move on to real information about the world of the film maker:  information 
that is somehow buried and not part of the glamourous publicity machine that spends millions to 
misinform the public about the world of film making. 

The rewards for those working in the media can be astronomic.  It is not unusual for a top international 
commercial camerman or stills photographer to earn £150 to £200,000.00 per year.  Many commercials 
directors in the USA are millionares.  Coca Cola, IBM, Thatchers government, they all know the power 
of the media and they are willing to pay for it, so when an individual shows that he or she knows the 
secret to commercial success, to selling the product, to persuading the public that their product is the 
product, the one, the moment, the apex, the few thousand pounds for a daily fee to that person is nothing 
compared to the potential rewards to the company.  But it's a giant crap-game with enormous stakes, and 
most bets fall into the hands of the croupier.  But for the one that makes it, the market is no longer the 
odd 50 million living in your own country but the millions living everywhere.  As far as the media is 
concerned, the world is the aim, appeal to everyone everywhere, the single market is not Europe, it's the 
world.  And to Coca Cola, with a turnover higher that most countries GNP, the odd 100 million spent on 
advertising is just pocket money. 

I can see some of you beginning to ask the question, so why do you work in all this.  Why do you 
participate in this appalling process of conning the people into buying this and that.  It's a good question! 

For all of my twenties and some of my thirties I refused to have anything to do with advertising 
(probably because I was scared of the receptionists!) and would only shoot drama films or 
documentaries that I considered "OK" by my hazy left wing standards.  Not only did I consider 
commercials morally reprehensible but I couldn't stand the people involved - not that I really knew any 
of them because I didn't work with them - but I just knew I couldn't stand them because.. well they work 
in commercials so they must be aweful. 

When I left film school in 1980 at the age of 32, I was offered a contract with a large company in 
London to shoot commercials and if I signed the contract it meant I could get a union ticket which meant 
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I could work as a cinematographer.  The problem for the film maker is that the only way to learn to 
make films, to tell stories on film, is to make films, and if you don't practice, or have the opportunity to 
practice then you don't progress.  It's hard to learn to play the piano if the notes are not connected to the 
strings: as a film-maker the connection is very expensive, requires enormous organisation, many people 
and a sharing of a common purpose that needs to be organised and defined in such a manner that has no 
parallel outside of perhaps an army. 

A film crew is like a bunch of cowboys on a cattle drive: every possible type of human being is present 
from the low down mean skunk who'll shoot your boots off your feet if he thinks he can get away with 
it, to the most erudite, learned and effette writer who finds the whole enterprise thrilling terrifying and 
nerve wracking all at once.  This whole sprawling ensemble may come together for anything from one 
day to one year and there is no other way to learn the job than to do the job, and the line between what is 
an acceptable and what is an unacceptable job becomes very blurred indeed. 

A cinematographer is first and foremost a craftsperson.  If you are a shoemaker you are part of a team of 
people whose jobs you rely on to make your shoes.  The farmer to breed the cow, the tanner to cure the 
skin, the smelter to shape the rivets: a whole host of people who need to be doing their job in order for 
you to do yours.  And when the shop door tings and a person comes in for a pair of shoes the shoe maker 
measures their feet, decides on all the intracies of style and colour and then agrees a fee.  No-one says: 
What are the shoes for? or Who will be wearing them? If the customer goes out of the shop and uses his 
new boots to kick someone to death is that the fault of the shoe-maker?  A cinematographer shapes and 
crafts images to serve the ideas of the scriptwriter and director and whilst he may in the enviable 
position of being able to choose who or to what end he lends his craft, the chances are that in order to 
develop his craft he has to go with any customer that comes into the shop.  That is, until such time as 
there is a cue around the block and then he can afford to be choosy. 

A director is in a rather different position, the director, along with the producer and writer, is actually 
responsible.  When I am offered the chance to direct commercials I say no, because I can't do it.  I can't 
be responsible for it.  I can shoot them but I can't direct them.  I can practice a craft but I can't take on 
the direction.  Interesting.  Is this me kidding myself?  Where is the borderline.  You all drove here: you 
contributed to the greenhouse effect: are you responsible?  
Was it worth it?  It's hard to know without coming.  Telling a friend about this evening is a quite 
different event from being here to tonight.  There's only one way to become a cinematographer and that's 
to shoot film.  When I work on a commercial it's like knowing I'm in paradise, I've got a crew, cameras, 
lights, film,  but the paradise is full of shit : the whole reason for being there is wrong: it's to sell, to 
baffle, amaze and catch a fickle hamburger munching public - to try and catch their attention for just one 
brief moment in that 3 hrs of daily TV watching and say BUY THIS!  It's frustrating to practice your 
instrument and know that the composer has created garbage.  I guess musicians who are forced to record 
musak to pay the rent are in much the same position. 

But the fascination with light, with the play of light on a surface, on a face, and the photographic 
recording of that interaction, and the movement of the camera in relation to that light, that subject, that 
moment.  In a commercial it's only that: it's an abstraction that somehow is ultimately insulted by being 
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about selling but in a film, a drama, a story, it takes on quite another role.  Everything at any moment in 
the making of a good film is for the camera: without the camera there is no film, without the camera all 
the activity, all the millions of pounds, all the weeks and weeks of work is as nothing: the camera is the 
recorder, the immortaliser, the maker of the image.  Ten or twenty time a day we set up sometimes small 
and sometimes big moments, actors, landscapes, and record them.  Immortalize them.  The movie 
camera is a beautiful silent awesome machine but just a machine.  It has no life but life is frozen within 
it then recreated by a projector, in a silent dark room where upturned faces gaze and listen.   And the 
decisions about what to point the camera at, where to move it and when and how it should look is an 
endless fascination, an endless collaboration of director and cinematographer.  And every frame, 24 
frames every second, records only and exactly what you put in front of it: not more, not less, but exactly 
and only what you put in front of it.  And learning what to put in front of it and what story it tells is the 
skill, the craft.  And only in the doing, in the making, can you find out.  It's hard to taste a cake you can 
only make in your mind: but that's what the cinematogtrapher does.  The writer writes the recipe that the 
director, the cinematographer and a whole host of others mix up, bake and finally cut up and serve.  
Sometimes it tastes good and sometimes well.. never mind, we'll make another. 

Deciding on the nature of the "look" for a film is a curious and mystical process.  Every director who 
calls me up wants his film to look "different".  Everyone wants to be different.  And often the poorer the 
subject or the content the more hysterical directors become about "the look": after all there is nothing 
else so all the energy pours into the look.  But when the subject is strong, the story powerful, the 
discussions about "look" calm down and become part of an evolution, as pre-production draws near to 
the shoot day, a hundred decisions a day made by the director with the production designer, the make-up 
department, the costume designer, the cinematgrapher, these all add-up to "the look" which the 
cinematographer finally imparts as a kind of summation  of every one else's work.  When we made The 
Grifters it was almost effortless: like performing a superb ballet where the cast knows it's every move, 
it's every moment.  After rehearsal every morning, the camera had to go just there and move just then: 
the light had to be as it was - I was constantly baffled by doing things I'd never done before and was 
forever watching the rushes with my heart in my mouth because I was stretching myself: but I knew they 
were the demand, the necessity of the script, the actors, Steven's vision.  Jacques Rivette, the french 
director, said that the good films are like archaeology: you're just got to unearth what's there without 
breaking anything.  But in the process of cleaning the dust off with a teaspoon you sometimes loose 
track of the whole, the final result, and that's what you have to hold onto all the time: the whole, the 
complete work.  When the films fascinating it's because all the elements are in right relation all of the 
time: and the camera is the emotion, it is the moment, and it recreates the emotional being of the actor 
for ever and ever every moment.  More than that, it catapults the mortality of the actor into immortality 
and the viewer soars entranced:  what a landing it is when a great movie finishes - how hard the return to 
earth, to time and mortality.  The camera is really a time machine after all. 

Because of this ability to weave magic, to caste a 2 hour spell over us, the cinema occupies a special 
place in most people's affection.  A place different to that of the theatre, of the concert hall, because 
when it siezes you it transports you completely, leaving no trace of your every day self.  You sit in rows 
in a dark room all faced forward to a window on the world created by the joint minds of the film makers: 
it is the ultimate social art, it is simply not possible for one person to make a film no matter what critics 
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may like to dream up in their endless quest for director heroes.   Even the most bigoted egotistical and 
unco-operative directors have ultimately to work with others and if they don't then their work will 
ultimately fall apart because no-one who is any good will work with them any more.  Believe it or not 
there are directors out there who treat you as though you are there to stop them making their film. 

Despite all this rosy talk of drama and meaning, the grisly truth of feature film making is that it is the 
biggest crap game of all, where the stakes are highest and the rewards greatest.  Batman made $250 
million but it cost $40 million.  That's quite a stake to put on the roulette table: Ishtar cost the same and 
have you seen that?  No?  Nor has anyone else: total loss.  The studios and investors don't put $40 
million on the table because they think they're contributing to the meaning of life, the thirst for 
knowledge: they put it there because they're addicted to gambling for high stakes on the most expensive 
table in the world.  It must be a real pain for them to have to deal with all us creative types, the writers, 
directors, musicians and so on: most of the guys with the real power don't because they hate us all so 
much, so they just employ executives to deal with us: the Crew Ugh!  Scum.  We're a necessary evil and 
they can't understand why they have to pay us so much money.  Like it or not, we're part of the chip on 
the table and whatever the subject, whatever the meaning, the purpose, the aim - to someone, 
somewhere, it's just another chip on the table. 

To those of us that care what we get involved in, because there's a big enough queue round the block to 
enable us to be selective and still pay the morgage, there are the films out there that matter, that 
contribute to the exchange of ideas.  It might be only us that see them that way, but see them that way 
we do, and when I look back and see I was part of My Beautiful Laundrette, Prink Up Your Ears or The 
Grifters, I can honestly say to myself well that was worth it, that was worth all the pop promos, the 
commercials, because without them that wouldn't have been that way.  I wouldn't have known to do it 
that way, in whatever way is the mystery of knowing how to do something.   By doing commercials I 
gain insiders knowledge, I know what not to do on a picture, I know how to avoid commercial imagery 
or when to use it, because I know how to make it, and by knowing that I can ignore it. 

Copywriters and commercial directors think they know the answer to persuasive imagery, but the truth is 
that they know only the limitations of what they are doing which is selling and no fancy backlit coloured 
multi image munching piece of million dollar gismo can ever get over that: selling is the aim, selling is 
the game. 

The real power of feature film goes back right to the story tellers, to the myths, legends and powers of 
the story: and when the power is in the story and not in the surface of the picture, then the photography 
is another demand that is as different as Bach is from Heavy Metal.  For the cinema viewer to truly sink 
into the ocean of a film, the photography must call softly, softly, seducing the viewer into forgetting that 
the camera even exists, that lights were ever used and that indeed anybody ever even made the film.  The 
film must feel like it was there: it was like that, that's how it was.  It wasn't shots all joined up with tape 
with sound on the side mixed with music: it was there - it was like that then.  We were just there to 
record it.  To uncover it.  The credits should baffle at the end; oh someone made this? Wow!  Look at all 
those names!  Who are those people?l 
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Like the threads in a persian carpet, the photography is only part of the picture, the picture is the story 
and the story is the film.  
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Shipping News

Ancestral Travels

Cinematographer Oliver Stapleton, BSC helps director Lasse Hallstrom adapt the critically acclaimed 
novel The Shipping News for the cinema. 

by John Pavlus 

In the eight-odd years it took to bring Annie Proulx’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Shipping News 
to the screen, one of contemporary cinema’s most longstanding partnerships was slowly but surely 
winding down. Oliver Stapleton, BSC had begun his collaboration with Stephen Frears in 1985 on My 
Beautiful Laundrette and had since worked with the director on several films. “I love to work just with 
one person for a while,” says Stapleton, “but [as Stephen] says, ‘The problem is that I know what he 
wants before he does.’ We may do one or two more films, but in a sense we’ve done our spell together.”  
   
Fortunately for Stapleton, a new relationship was beginning to blossom with Lasse Hallstrom, for whom 
Stapleton shot The Cider House Rules (1999). “There’s a graph to your relationship with a director,” he 
says. “On the first film, you’re feeling each other out; second film, you’re settling down; third film, 
you’re probably really doing well. But Lasse and I pretty much skipped the initial phase. Within a few 
days of starting to work together on Cider House, we realized we had so much in common that we fell 
into a groove very quickly.”  
   
Scheduling conflicts prevented Stapleton from shooting Chocolat for Hallstrom, but when Miramax 
hired the director for The Shipping News, Stapleton signed on without hesitation. “Lasse and I have a 
tremendously shared sense of cinema, and we did Shipping News with a great feeling of familiarity. He 
has a very extraordinary way of working from the heart, not from the head, and that’s fairly unique in 
my experience of film directors,” Stapleton says. “It also helped that we had a very solid group of people 
who’d made a lot of films together. This was my fourth film with Steve Dunn, the first AD, and it was 
my third with [production designer] David Gropman. Shipping News was a very difficult film to get 
together logistically, and the solidity of the team really helped.”  
   
The difficulties mainly sprang from the film’s plot, in which a burned-out New Yorker named Quoyle 
(played by Kevin Spacey) travels to his ancestral home in Newfoundland in order to reconnect with his 
past. Slippery actors’ schedules and unforgiving location work produced often-frustrating results for the 
filmmakers. For one thing, shooting began on a soundstage in Halifax, Nova Scotia, rather than on 
location in Newfoundland — which goes against the logic of a production schedule. “That was a 
travesty, because anyone who makes films knows that you should start with exterior scenes so that when 
you go into the studio, you know if [the actor’s] hair is blown, or if it’s a sunny day — all of those things 
that are set if you’ve shot the exteriors first," Stapleton says. "But sometimes you have to make films the 
wrong way ’round, and this was a case in point. We spent four to five weeks in the studio shooting 
interiors that were supposed to match something we hadn’t shot yet.  
   
“I couldn’t simply make guesses; that would have been pointless. In the end, I figured I’d just light each 
interior scene for what was correct dramatically. I lit some scenes with gray light because it suited that 
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part of the script, and I lit other scenes to be sunny. The extraordinary thing was that when we went up 
six weeks later to shoot exteriors that had to match what we’d shot before, about 99 percent of the time 
the light was perfect.”  
   
Unfortunately, beginning the shoot in the studio led to another complication: there would be no snow on 
the ground in Newfoundland when it was time to shoot exteriors. Miramax simply decided to remove all 
references to snow from the script, but Stapleton found this “solution” unacceptable. “The film is a 
journey, and one of the potentially exciting aspects of the journey is that you can have different seasons 
which should look and feel very different," the cinematographer explains. "I wanted Quoyle to leave 
New York in the winter, and as he drove north I wanted it to be snowy because that signaled a complete 
change in landscape.” Fortunately, Stapleton wasn’t alone in this sentiment. “I managed to figure out 
how to put snow into that sequence by using a hodgepodge of photographic techniques, and when I 
presented the plan at a meeting, the producers and Lasse were all very relieved that I’d figured out how 
to do it! It wasn’t that hard, but it was the sort of thing that only a cinematographer can work out.”  
   
Stapleton’s scheme focused on a block of scenes that trace Quoyle’s journey from New York to 
Newfoundland. After a snowy drive, he arrives in Newfoundland via ferry; he then ascends a hill and 
sees his house attached by cables to the icy landscape below. Accompanied by Agnis (Judi Dench), he 
approaches the house, enters, and later goes to sleep. “We contrived that there’s a huge rainstorm during 
the night which washes the snow away, so when they wake up the next day and go outside, the snow is 
patchy,” says Stapleton. “We did that because once the next day begins, we get into a whole block of 
scenes where it just wouldn’t be feasible to keep the snow element going.  
   
“In order to make those shots work, we had the second unit go up in a helicopter and shoot some plates 
during the period in March when there was snow in Newfoundland. They also shot plates for the driving 
shots: a rear view, two side views and a front view. Then we shot the actors driving in the studio to 
match those plates. That got us off the ferry and into the snowy landscape.”  
   
To get the shot in which the actors arrive at the summit of the hill, the filmmakers simply covered the 
immediate small area with fake snow and then cut to the actors’ POV to establish the view of the house. 
Creating this shot required more plate work. “First we had the second unit shoot a plate of the sea, the 
hills and foreground all covered in real snow; we had worked it out in prep with marks on the ground. 
But then the actors were there looking at the house, which was sitting on a hill that had no snow on it. So 
we then did the same shot as near as we could with the same lens, same height and same horizon. In the 
old days, that would've [called for] a very complicated lock-off for exact matching, but nowadays they 
can use digital tools to slide the image around and make it match in post.”  
   
The next element of the sequence required the characters to walk down the snowy hillside toward the 
house. “In order to achieve that, we needed a wide shot with doubles [for the actors] walking toward the 
house. But we snowed in a fairly big area behind them and shot it with a 400mm lens in order to 
minimize the ‘width’ of the background,” Stapleton explains. The final pieces of the sequence — 
interior shots of the characters entering the house — had already been created in the studio on the first 
day of principal photography.  
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After that, the only snow-related effects to keep track of were the post-rainstorm “patches,” which 
turned out to be challenging enough. “Our refrain would always be, ‘Oh my god, we need patches!’ 
because we’d scan through the script and suddenly realize we were in a scene that required them,” 
laughs Stapleton. “Every day the same 25 guys would be adding and removing snow. The locals thought 
we were completely nuts!” 

 Because Newfoundland’s terrain was whited out during the prep period, Stapleton was left with one 
more logistical hurdle to clear before production. “Photographically, I knew that going and shooting a 
whole bunch of white would tell me nothing. So I got a friend to take my camera and lenses down to the 
area [of England] where I live, which I knew would look very similar to Newfoundland when there 
wasn’t any snow there. We also shot some tests in a fishing port near Halifax, because at least the snow 
doesn’t settle on the sea. I was able to get some tones of the sea and the ships that weren’t pure white.”  
   
According to Stapleton, Hallstrom is “like a collagist who loves to have things put in front of him that he 
can select from,” and the cinematographer worked hard to take advantage of that openness despite the 
obstacles he faced during prep. “When I do tests, they’re pretty wild. They’ve nearly got me fired a 
couple of times,” he chuckles. “Whenever I’m shooting somewhere, I think, 'What’s the worst possible 
light I’ve got to deal with?' I realized that the worst thing that could happen to me in Newfoundland 
would be that the sun would come out, the sky would go blue, the hills would look green, and we’d all 
be in the land of musicals. Of course, there’s a good reason why you can buy a house on two acres of 
land in Newfoundland for $5,000! I wanted the look of the film to reflect that, rather than have it look 
‘pretty.’ I wanted to give it the beauty of a diamond: a kind of coldness, but at the same time the beauty 
of something that is harsh and tough.”  
   
With that goal in mind, Stapleton leaned toward using the popular bleach-bypass process to desaturate 
colors, crush blacks and increase contrast. He tested Deluxe’s ACE (Adjustable Contrast Enhancement) 
process, but the results were deemed unacceptable on aesthetic — as well as financial — grounds. 
“Because of cost, labs have been struggling to get around the problem that so many cinematographers 
love bleach-bypass, which is a printing process,” he says. “There were a lot of suggestions — one might 
say pressure — from Miramax to come up with a process that could be applied at the intermediate stage. 
I spent a lot of time looking at what Deluxe could offer at the interneg stage, but I didn’t like any of it, 
and neither did Lasse or David. It made faces look a bit too rough.  
   
“Then I said to the lab, ‘I like what you’re doing with ACE, but can’t you come up with something 
that’s like that [effect], but less so?’ That’s when [Deluxe manager] Chris Severn and all the technical 
boffins put their heads together and modified it in a way that they decided to christen ‘ACE-Oliver,’ for 
want of another name. [It] had the effect of taking a lot of the color out of the blue sky, so that it was 
paler, while making the green in the landscape a bit darker and less rich. We all eventually agreed on 
this process, and [it was applied to] all of our rush prints.”  
   
Stapleton’s sensitivity to landscape also impacted discussions about the film’s aspect ratio. He felt that 
Newfoundland’s rugged features deserved a widescreen format, but conceded that the height differences 
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among actors could make 2.35:1 framing awkward. That Hallstrom had only worked with widescreen 
once before (on The Cider House Rules) also created concern. “Right up to the last week, we were still 
tussling about which format suited the film,” Stapleton recalls. “It’s simply easier to shoot in 1.85:1, but 
that format doesn’t give you the same kind of tension when you go out into the land. So I got Steve 
Dunn to produce both actors [Spacey and Moore?] and the child for me four days before we were to start 
shooting. We were lucky that the child was quite tall, and neither of the actors was. We went to the set 
with a viewfinder, and I kept switching it between 1.85 and 2.35 and handing it to Lasse. In the end, he 
said, 'You know, 2.35 is just cooler.'”  
   
Still, the question remained of whether to shoot the film with anamorphic lenses or utilize the spherical 
Super 35 format; the filmmakers opted for the latter. Says Stapleton: “In some ways, I think I should 
have shot it in anamorphic. I spent the first two weeks seriously considering it, because the film has a lot 
of day exteriors, which suits anamorphic. But I’m also very aware that Super 35 looks so much better 
than it used to. People often say the problem with Super 35 is that you see great rushes, but the print is a 
disappointment. I’ve not found that to be the case. For me, the crucial difference is in the perspective. A 
50mm anamorphic lens is a ‘wide’ lens, but it still has the perspective of a 50; you have a wide angle but 
a tight perspective. It’s hard to get your brain around, but it’s a fundamentally different look.  
   
“One of the most important considerations about anamorphic is that it’s very hard to get a really good 
set of lenses. I had six weeks to prepare Shipping News in Nova Scotia, which is not exactly where the 
major rental houses of the world are located! There I was, four weeks from shooting the film, and I 
thought, ‘Do I go with Super 35, or do I spend the next four weeks in a total panic just worrying about 
lenses?’ So it finally became a practical issue.”  
   
Shooting spherically allowed Stapleton to employ his trusted personal gear: a Moviecam Compact 
outfitted with Cooke F4 series primes. Once again, environmental concerns informed the choice. “I 
knew we were going to be exposed to some very harsh conditions, and with most lenses you have to 
have the grease changed in order to work at low temperatures, or else the barrel gets too stiff. The 
unique thing about the F4s is that they work on cams like a zoom lens, so no matter what the 
temperature is, the barrel moves in exactly the same way.”  
   
Stapleton prefers to use his own cameras whenever possible, and the unforgiving location of The 
Shipping News proved a perfect match for the two lightweight Compacts. (The production rented an 
extra one for B-camera work.) “If you’re a Formula One driver, when you go to a new track you don’t 
want a different car. When you get in your car and it’s all familiar, you can really concentrate on the 
road. So when my camera package turns up, I don’t even have to look at it. The assistants deal with it, 
and I look at the road. [The Compact] doesn’t do what the [Arriflex] 535A can do with speed or aperture 
changes, but you don’t need that for a Lasse Hallstrom film. This film [was shot in] what you might call 
pure classical mode — no fancy angles.”  
   
The filmmakers even resisted the urge toward stylization when creating the elaborate flashbacks and 
“drowning visions” that Quoyle experiences while rediscovering his history. “We considered a whole 
slew of things like handheld, Super-8 and digital [video], but in the end we decided to keep it simple,” 
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Stapleton says. “I realized that if I just made a coherent whole out of everything that was going on in 
Quoyle’s brain, it would be less confusing and more convincing. I really wanted to stay away from the 
Super-8 ‘docu’ look. When Quoyle ‘remembers’ that his ancestors were bloody pirates fighting on a 
boat, you’ve immediately gone into something fake if you show [it] in that manner, because there’s no 
way anyone would have had an 8mm camera on a pirate ship.”  
   
Instead, Stapleton created a distinctive look by overexposing the flashback scenes by two stops and 
instructing Deluxe not to correct the look. “Conventional cinema spends a lot of time using sepia tones 
or soft filters to constitute memory. I knew that a lot of our flashbacks were either underwater or in 
snow, and I thought that it would be good if they had a burned-out quality — a brightness [so 
pronounced] that you would almost need sunglasses to look at those memories, because they were so 
strong.”  
   
Stapleton shot the film mainly on Kodak Expression 500T 5284 stock, and ensuring that the 
overexposed scenes stayed that way required extra vigilance from the camera crew. “As with all things 
Kodak, the latitude was just astonishing,” the cinematographer says. “There were some 
misunderstandings with the second unit at one point, and they sent back some overexposed stuff but 
forgot to include the note with it. The lab printed it down, and I gasped when I saw it because it looked 
normal! If you really want to create a negative that’s unusable except as a burned-out image, you’d 
probably have to overexpose it by about four stops.”  
   
Stapleton also found the low-gamma 5284 to be an ideal check on the contrast-increasing ACE process. 
“The most interesting way to print contrasty is to have a long tonal scale on the original negative,” he 
says. “Otherwise you double up and you wind up with no tones.” Judicious use of the 84 with other 
stocks also allowed Stapleton to “ride the light” within the targeted range: Kodak Vision 320T 5277 
(along with the 84) minimized contrast on sunny days, while Vision 250D 5246 bumped it back up when 
the daylight was overcast. Stapleton also used the 84 for night scenes.  
   
Printing, however, was done on Fuji stock. “Kodak supplies two print stocks: contrasty and more 
contrasty,” Stapleton explains. “The Fuji stock is less so, and because the ACE process adds a lot of 
contrast, I found it better to use a print stock that wasn’t quite so gutsy in the first place.”  
   
Stapleton supported this delicate tonal balance with his studio lighting strategy. In order to mimic the 
wraparound quality of Newfoundland’s wintry daylight, he set units to bounce off of a giant white cyc 
that was erected around the house. “The feature of snow is that you get a lot more light bouncing up and 
everywhere than you would with regular daylight, so we made sure that each window also had diffusion 
frames at the top and both sides, with Blondes, Nine-lights and Six-lights positioned around them. When 
I showed up, David Gropman’s carpenter had put shutters on each window, which left a 1/8-inch gap 
between each one. I got David to make more holes in the roof and remove some of the shutters, as if 
they’d fallen off. That way I could model the light and lend it much more character.” The 
cinematographer used no filtration on the camera, exposing the interior shots between T4 and T2.8.  
   
“I did cheat a little bit,” he admits, “in that I realized that it would be much more dramatic if there were 
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actual stripes and pools of light [in the house]. A stripe is only created by sharp sunlight, not dull 
daylight, so I took a bit of poetic license and created an ‘in between’ sort of light. It didn’t quite look 
like sun, but it was pooled. I shined 10Ks and 12Ks through Hampshire Frost diffusion and a little bit of 
smoke. It wasn’t direct, but it had a nice, strong contrast so that it could pick up the actors as they 
walked through the pools.”  
   
Despite the inherent darkness imposed by the production design, Stapleton decided to base his key 
sources for night interiors on candles and lanterns instead of traditional electric practicals. “Initially we 
thought that the characters should arrive at the house and flip on the electricity, but I had a problem with 
that. I live in the country and am aware of things like generator use, and I thought electric light seemed 
weird if the house hadn’t been lived in for 40 years.  
   
“I looked at some old documentaries made in Newfoundland. Candles and oil lamps were expensive, so 
there was a strict routine about your light: you lit the lantern in the kitchen when you ate, and if you 
went to the bedroom, you’d light a candle and put the other one out. We were a bit concerned that the 
candles and lanterns would look too romantic, but I convinced everyone that we didn’t have to make it 
look that way — it could just look functional. I put three small units on dimmers nearby, one above and 
a couple to the side, shaded off and gelled with half CTO.”  
   
The filmmakers’ remaining challenge was the extensive marine work required to create Quoyle’s 
“drowning visions.” Because these sequences contain shots from both surface and underwater 
perspectives, shooting was divided into two phases. The underwater shots, supervised by marine 
specialist Mike Thomas, were done in the studio’s “swimming pool” in Halifax. “Mike Thomas had just 
come off of Pearl Harbor, and I left a lot of the underwater lighting to him,” says Stapleton. “I’m not 
scuba-trained, but I spent a whole day in the pool paddling around with a snorkel, looking down. The 
underwater set was lit with reflected light and with strong diffused light from above. We used HMIs 
reflected off polystyrene and silver. I wanted a sunnier feel for some sequences, so we then used heavy 
spotlights coming in at 45 degrees. With underwater work, you need quite a lot of strong light that can 
penetrate the water.”  
   
The surface work proved much more vexing. The filmmakers initially planned to shoot practically off 
the Canadian shoreline, but they were told that the frigid water was unsafe for actors. Luckily, says 
Stapleton, “we stumbled across the fact that St. Johns, Newfoundland, has one of the biggest wave tank 
facilities in the world. It's an absolutely enormous tank, measuring 160 feet long by 100 feet wide, which 
is used for testing America’s Cup yachts and such. I tentatively suggested that we shoot Kevin Spacey in 
the wave tank. There was a lot of skepticism in the beginning, but after consulting others who’d dealt 
with this sort of problem, including crew members who had worked on The Perfect Storm, I convinced 
everyone that there would be too many problems trying to make [realistic] waves in the studio 
swimming pool.”  
   
The advice from Storm’s veterans also helped Stapleton achieve a particularly difficult move in which 
the camera rises from beneath the waves and ascends over the action in one smooth motion. “You just 
couldn’t do this move with an underwater cameraman. He can come up to the surface, but then he’s 
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subject to whatever the surface is doing — if it’s very rough, he’s going to get knocked about. We came 
up with a device that’s like a remote head on a crane under the water. You can crane right up out of the 
water and look down, which also gets you over the horizon problem. Instead of having to digitally matte 
the horizon onto every shot, you can actually come up out of the water looking down and avoid it 
altogether.”  
   
Such a consistently difficult production could have strained even the most solid collaborators, but 
Stapleton insists that his second experience with Hallstrom was “a delight.” He is already eager to start 
on their next project. “I certainly feel Lasse and I can make more films together and it’ll just get better. 
We had our share of problems on The Shipping News, but I don’t think I ever heard a voice raised once 
against anybody. He can make the process of filmmaking a happy one.”  
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HOW TO 

HOW TO 
CUT THE CRAP,

STOP BELIEVING IN GOD
AND

GET ON WITH YOUR LIFE.
 

 
PART ONE
GROW UP

 
I guess this is mostly addressed to guys, since women don’t seem to have the problem of not growing up.  This might 
be because they give birth and we don’t, so they understand in a very real and physical way that they are no longer 
children.  Anyhow, being a guy, I am addressing this to us because I don’t pretend to understand women, despite 
having a wife and two and a half daughters.  Another thing: it’s us guys who sow most of the chaos in the world, and 
certainly the violence and it’s this I want to get to grips with.  Why?  What is it that makes us wreak such havoc, both 
in the past and now?
 
Someone put forward the theory that man’s state is naturally violent and that peace is the exception.  Certainly this 
would appear to be true: casting a quick look at the last few thousand years and the present world would pretty much 
confirm that idea.  However, being in my fifties, I have been fortunate enough to live in a peaceful world, aware of 
the fact that all around me is another world of hellish poverty; endless wars and a lot of guys who believe in God so 
much they are willing to die for him (notice the HIM..).  So, on a personal level, I have experienced a life of peace, 
and relative wealth. 
This has had the liberating effect of enabling me to stop believing in God and Grow Up.  
 
Let’s get one thing straight from the start.  Although I am an Atheist (I think), not believing in God does not mean 
getting rid of the idea of the Human Spirit.  In other words being connected to and being part of the whole process of 
Big Bang, Love, Life and Death.  People who don’t believe in anything are often self centred and cynical because 
they had to reject God because they realised the whole idea belongs in the past and is pagan and primitive, but the 
rejection proved to be so painful that they had to replace it with nothing: emptiness and pseudo-science – mostly in 
the form of statistics.  The good news is that if you are one of the millions of people who were brought up to believe 
in God and then rejected it because you actually managed to Grow Up, it does not mean that your life has to be dull, 
empty and devoid of meaning.  People who believe in God, in the majority of Religions, believe in some sort of 
Afterlife and here is the first challenge.  There is no Afterlife.  Let me repeat that.  There is no Afterlife.  
 
Perhaps that should be a mantra: try it for your next meditation if you like that kind of thing.  The point is this: if you 
believe in an Afterlife then you neglect this one.  You go about your short time on this wonderful Planet making 
plans for after you are dead.  Silly really isn’t it?  Like people who get obsessed with retirement schemes and then die 
before they retire.  
 
Where does this notion of “something out there”, Jesus, God, Allah etc come from.  Why is human history littered 
with God Fearing Soldiers lopping the heads off other God Fearing Soldiers just because they believe in a different 
God?  Again, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that believing in God means you don’t have to get to grips with the 
hellish world you are living in.  It’s no small surprise that it has been relatively easy for me to grow up because I 
have had a fortunate life of freedom: not dominated by some secular demon who is forcing me into the Way of Jesus 
or the Way of Allah.  
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There are some studies coming out now which indicate that without human communication a baby would never 
become what we call “intelligent”.  Intelligence is increasingly being seen as a direct product of nurturing: without 
mother love a baby would never learn to speak and would never become “human”.  A sad view of the human race 
would be the view that many guys never become human because they never get the chance.  Their start in life is so 
bleak on so many levels that religion becomes the “way out” in the same way joining the army is often the “way out” 
for so many “folk” (as Bush like to call them).  
 
I don’t have any answers for this.  I am not setting out here to provide answers because you can only find them out 
for yourself. But I can offer a few ideas…  
 
This is step one:  
 
Don’t believe in Gurus.
 
Before I am howled down here, I must clarify that.  Obviously Teachers are the fundamental building block of 
society.   Teachers are the ones that continue the struggle to inform and pass on to the future of the world.   Teachers 
are more important that Doctors or Politicians or pretty much anybody because in their hands is the future: the 
Children are the Future (der..),  Curious isn’t it that Teachers are underpaid, generally reviled in the West and 
hopelessly restricted in the East.  In the UK Margaret Thatcher ended respect for teachers in the mid 80’s and I 
expect Reagan did the same in the US.  
 
But there is a big difference between a Teacher and a Guru: a teacher does not need world-wide approval to get up in 
the morning, or a bunch of Beautiful People sitting at his (note His) feet to make his day.  There are, of course, a few 
Guru’s in history who are worth listening to:  Jesus, Mohammed, Bob Dylan to name a few.  All these remarkable 
people were and are (The Dali Lama) just that: Important and Remarkable people.  Does that mean we have to 
Worship Them?  NO!  Do they want us to worship them; NO!  It’s interesting listening to the Dali Lama – his main 
message is that he has no answers for you.  He positively encourages you not to view him as a Holy Man.  I am sure 
the Real Jesus (whoever he was) would have said the same thing.  Unfortunately the Bible came out some time ago 
and created a mythology that we are having a hard time growing out of.  And the opposition came up with the Koran 
and they are having a hard time growing out of that.
 
I’m not too clever with names and dates like the rest of us mere mortals, but I know enough to know that the 
universal message of the Truly Great Men has always been, and always will be to not worship them.  If you suspect 
that you’ve been mislead into the idea that confessing your sins, crossing yourself or grovelling on the floor at 
regular intervals will someone make your life better then now is a good time to take stock of your situation.  
 
One of the features of some of our wilder religious leaders is that they are happy to persuade their followers to go 
forth, get angry and kill people whilst not doing so themselves.  This should always make you suspicious.  Also if 
they would like you to give them money that might not be such a good idea either (Money Can’t Buy you Love).  
The problem is that it’s really nice to “belong” so many of us just love it when we join up with some group who all 
think like we do.  It’s great to go along and swop ideas, look at catalogues and then go out and buy stuff.  This seems 
to be the fundamental culture of the USA right now, followed closely by many other Western countries.  There are 
those in the East who also like to “belong”, so they go along, swop ideas, make bombs and blow themselves up, 
taking some of us with them.  They think we are Heathens and we think they are Terrorists.  Of course we are both 
wrong – (You’re Right from your side, and I’m Right from mine).  
 
Belonging is key for all of us.  Those wild-life channels really show us what happens when you don’t belong – the 
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Old Age homes are full of distressed people who no longer “belong” but once did.  If intelligence truly is the result of 
nurturing then it is no small wonder that those who are stressed and oppressed beyond breaking point seek to belong 
to organisations that make it there business to promise radical reform.  But these promises from Religious Leaders, 
Politicians and Terrorists are nearly always based on unrealisable and deluded aims.  Just occasionally there are 
sound and good intentions and some of those have led to the better things in our societies.  
 
When Osama Bin Laden was actually asked what he actually wanted to achieve he came out with this:
 
“We are confident, with the permission of God, praise and glory be to Him, that…. God’s religion, praise and glory 
be to him, will prevail in this peninsular (Arabia).  It is a great pride and a big hope that the revelation received by 
Mohammed, peace be upon him, will be resorted to for ruling.  When we used to follow Mohammed’s revelation, 
peace be upon him, we were in great happiness and in great dignity.”
 
This contains all the fictions one could possibly hope for to persuade you to drop God once and for all and grow up.  
This reply could equally well have come from a Fundamentalist Christian – just substitute the Guru.  
 
First you need “permission from God”.  Well guess what, since God is not available, you always have to deal with 
someone who can “get in touch”.   That would be someone in a Robe who might or might not have a beard.  This 
person may or may not have e-mail and text messaging but whatever the method you can guarantee that when you 
apply for permission from God via this assistant, the permission that may or may not be forthcoming will, in fact, 
come from the deranged underling who somehow has convinced Himself that he is in touch with God.  He is 
supported by a whole hierarchy or tens of thousands of people who have set themselves up in descending order from 
the Pope if you are a Roman Catholic or the Archbishop of Canterbury if you are a Christian.  These guys get 
promotion, 3 weeks leave, a house with the job, state pension etc etc but uniquely they can speak for God and sort 
out your problems.  Unfortunately over several thousand years they have actually managed to create more problems 
than they have sorted out.  They pitted themselves against each other and sent millions of their followers into long 
and bloody battles with each other, all to seek further grace with their God and Kill the Heathen (and their God).  
They argue and debate endlessly with each other about the things written on pieces of paper and called things like 
The Bible: sometimes this is quite civilised and is broadcast on Newsnight and sometimes it means a massive bomb 
planted outside some building where hundreds of innocent men, women and children are slaughtered in the name of 
“Doing Right”.  Either way the mania of the Believers is a primitive, barbaric and old custom that has no place in a 
future world.  
 
Secondly “Praise and Glory be to Him”.  How many times have I heard that in a Christian Hymn?  What is with this 
Praise and Glory thing?  It’s clearly very attractive: lots of people do it now and lots of people through history.  
Before the One Masculine God there used to be lots of Gods and some of them were Girls, or do I mean Women.  It 
must have been a whole lot more fun when there was more than one God to choose from although people did have 
the habit of chopping bits off other people and hurling them down steps just to make their God happy.  So maybe it 
wasn’t so good after all.  Just imagine a life where every moment of every day, every thought and every action is 
devoted to Him, the One who Is Not There.  That’s a great prescription for mass psychosis: by creating a Being who 
can’t answer, respond or otherwise talk to you, if you devote your whole life to this Being then clearly you would go 
mad if you weren’t convinced that this Being talks back to you.  So in all the prayers, the solitude, the mumbling and 
murmuring the Being does indeed talk back: small wonder because if there was only silence you might give up on 
him and Grow Up.  Thousands of priests are out there to make sure you don’t do this so try to look on them in a kind 
way (because they are deluded) but remember that they are the enemy.  Some of them like to Kill their enemies but 
you won’t need to because when you have Grown Up you realise that there is no harm in allowing reasonable people 
to have their delusions.  
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In Giving Up God, you might find that believers around you look at you as though you have lost something.  Because 
all believers share a common delusion: I am Right and you are Wrong.  But when you have Grown Up, you get to 
realise that you are Right and they are Wrong.  Mmm that doesn’t seem right.  Perhaps it is this: when you have 
Grown Up, you get to realise that it doesn’t matter – except when the Believer is willing to blow you and your family 
into the dust to promote their own delusion.   This unfortunately is the world we are living in right now: a certain 
minority of our mad and deluded “folk” are willing to sacrifice themselves to create a Perfect World.  When you’ve 
Grown Up it’s easy to see the insanity of this idea, but what makes it worse is that the Western Leaders are still 
trapped in pre-history and think that The Holy War is still going on: actually the Holy War is still going on.    
 
“When we used to follow Mohammed’s revelation, peace be upon him, we were in great happiness and in great 
dignity.”
 
Funny how people like to romanticize the Past.  I wonder which period he was referring to.  It’s true that many places 
in the world for long periods of time enjoyed peace and prosperity, whilst all the people went about their business 
sharing some common delusion and erecting shrines and places of worship to Gather Together and Praise.  Here is a 
secret: it’s the Gathering Together than people like – the Praise is just an excuse to Gather Together.  Recently, we 
haven’t been really good at Going to Church and Religion is falling away and people are Growing Up.  The young 
get together and dance at Raves and all night Gatherings and a lot of fun they have too.  Osama sees this as Heathen 
and The Bali Bombers killed several hundred youngsters for Gathering Together in their Place of Worship (a night 
club).  Older people gather together in shared interest clubs and go about chatting to each other and being Intelligent: 
sometimes they get blown up too.  
 
Growing Up is realising that you don’t need God to gather together.  
 
It is possible that some guys still reading this might feel like I am insulting them because I am making fun of 
religion.  But this is not the case: I am deadly serious.  Religion as practiced and organised throughout the world is a 
potentially psychotic activity and should be regarded with as much fear as one would Drug Addiction or Corruption 
in politics.  But I have a major note here: Religion is not something that you can take away tomorrow – like any drug, 
the withdrawal process is long and tedious.  I would reckon around another 2 hundred years – by which time we will 
have either Grown Up or have left our Planet in peace to continue without us.  
 
Now comes the hard part.  Religion is also fine, and I really mean that.  Religion as an expression of Spirit, a 
common and shared activity, is not, in itself, the problem.  The problem is Psychotic Killers who use Religion to 
persuade people into murderous and bloody actions.  These guys come in all shapes and sizes, with and without 
Uniforms and fancy titles.  Robert Mugabe goes to meetings, steps out of expensive cars, shakes hands with leaders 
of other countries and then goes to his office  and Kills People.  He wears suits and talks into Microphones.  His 
Religion is the Mugabe Religion and all the pathetic leaders around him are too scared to do anything about it  - I 
probably would be too.  
 
Osama has come to represent the idea that the Western World can be driven from the face of the Earth and the planet 
returned to the Garden of Mohammed. If you were a young Muslim whose family had been wiped out by a B52 
flying at 35,000ft you might go along with this idea and take out as many people as possible before you get to sit 
with God and 37 Virgins.  
 
These Killers sometimes lead our nations and have done for a long time.  But amongst these leaders are also people 
of great worth, character and depth: in nations across the world Political battles are fought with words and passion 
and many of the outcomes of these battles have led to the better things in our lives.  Although I appeared to live in a 
peaceful society in the UK for the latter half of the Twentieth Century, it was an illusion.  All around me at any given 
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moment things were being done on my behalf with my tax money that I can only feel ashamed of.  I spent seven 
years in South Africa living in White Society and whilst I knew that apartheid was a Bad Thing it was invisible 
because the Black People were “out of sight”.  Our modern world is much the same.  The Western world has 
managed to organise Trade in such a way that the people who make most of what we buy are “out of sight”.  So they 
have no power and are underpaid and abused into what amounts to economic slavery. 
 
When people are born into hopeless situations they are in every sense “hopeless”.  There is a fashionable belief 
amongst affluent westerners that you “make your own destiny”.  The “power of positive thinking” etc etc.  What we 
fail to realise is that a lot of people will never get to the point that they can think at all, because the struggle for 
survival is so intense that there is no time or money to ever get beyond that hopelessness.   From our armchairs and 
dinner tables we just can’t grasp the scale and magnitude of the problem.  
 
Two quotes:
 
“Television has made ghouls of us all” (Gore Vidal)
“40% of the world’s population will neither make a telephone call or see a telephone in their entire life.” (Oxfam – I 
think.)
 
Republicans amongst you might be starting to think they are reading the thoughts of one of those Liberals In Therapy 
that they so like to demonise.  I am not in Therapy, and I don’t know if I am a Liberal, but I do know that we are 
living in a World Gone Wrong.  
 
The opportunity to be Grown Ups happened on a large scale when the planes flew into the World Trade Centre.  It 
was a crucial moment in history where the West had the unique opportunity to show it had Grown Up.  As we all 
know, we resorted to the age old tradition of Battle and here we are 4 years later with no end in sight.  At first we all 
thought the US had a small temporary aberration in following the mad leadership of George Bush but when they re-
elected him with an even bigger majority it became apparent that the Christian Fundamentalists with 25% of the vote 
had swung  US politics right back into the Stone Age.  
 
So how do you and I proceed in this World Gone Wrong?

 
 
 

PART 2
CUT THE CRAP

 
I can’t speak for the dispossessed.  As a WWM (Wealthy White Male) it would be an insult to even begin to speak 
for those who inhabit the worlds I see on TV.  Occasionally a Book or a Film comes to us with authenticity made by 
someone from the Other Side.  It’s often a sensation (for 15 minutes). These works are of supreme importance but are 
usually marginalised by our consumer controllers as they have more pressing concerns, like marketing the new 
Stephen King Novel or Spielberg movie.  
 
So as a WWM what am I to do about this World Gone Wrong?  Right now in 2005 Bob Geldorf has arranged to new 
concert to Save Africa – 20 years after the first one failed to Save Africa.  Whilst I applaud him (great Singer, great 
Guy), I find his attempts to save the world kind of epitomise the jam that I am in, and no doubt lots of you reading 
this.  After all, none of the 40% who are never going to see a telephone are likely to get on the internet or even be 
able to read so I am not addressing myself to them.
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The problem is that we have set up a world wide trade system that screws poor people for the benefit of rich people.  
We subsidises our industries and farmers so that they prosper and because third world governments can’t do the same 
(no money), their industries and farms can’t compete.  So they get poorer and we get richer.  It’s so simple it’s 
frightening.  Our governments (particular the hysterical French) play on our own fears of “foreigners” to keep these 
systems in place.  In the UK some wealthy landowners have sent the thousands of pounds they receive in subsidy 
from the Government to charities: it’s embarrassing to receive money they don’t need.  
 
One US Cotton Conglomerate received $40 Million last year in subsidies… It is estimated that if the US stopped 
subsidising US cotton, the price would rise 27%, enabling third world cotton to be economically viable….
 
We are stuck in a colonial mentality towards the “third world”.  After the Tsunami many well-meaning westerners 
went there to “help”.  One such couple from Australia who helped in a morgue for 2 days were surprised when they 
were politely asked to leave because they were not needed and couldn’t speak the language.  The woman writing this 
story admitted that her motivation for going was, on reflection, “colonial”. She assumed that “Poor Thailand” would 
not be able to cope….
 
Our armchairs and TV’s, our streets and shopping malls are based on, stand on, a sea of inequality.  Before we 
continue to watch Footballers Wives, we might pause to wonder how we manage to do this.  How does it seem OK to 
be this world of Gismos and stuff when all around it’s falling apart? 
 
Well like the old joke:
“What’s she got that I haven’t got?”
Nothing Honey, but she’s got it here..”
 
If it’s falling apart somewhere else, or on TV, then essentially the viewing experience is ghoulish: 
Gee that looks terrible.. Where’s the Pizza?
 
Until you are standing next to the World Trade Centre when it falls down, it’s all happening somewhere else and 
what can we do about it anyway.  
 
In the late 80’s a movement sprung up in the UK to stop buying South African goods.  It sent a message to the SA 
government that Apartheid had to go or else SA would not be able to export anything anymore.  A lot of the people 
in SA who were affected were the Black wage earners who were lost their jobs in failed businesses because of the 
boycott.  However, the campaign proved remarkably effective and can be considered to have hastened the downfall 
of that appalling regime.  
 
So here is the clue to how you can effectively Cut the Crap in your own life.  
 
Ethical Shopping sounds like a silly idea until you start doing it and then it’s a revelation.  The idea that you should 
consider where and how a product got into your local store has been growing over the last few years.  It started with 
food labelling but now is spreading to other products.  Every time you ask in a store about where something comes 
from you contribute awareness to how the product got there.  Mostly the person you ask won’t know either, but may 
take the trouble to find out after you leave the store.  
 
Simple example.  When you buy Fair Trade coffee a lot more of your money goes to the grower.  When you buy 
Starbucks Coffee and lot more of your money goes to Starbucks and its shareholders.  Just extrapolate that to the rest 
of what you buy and you begin to get the idea.  And if you are a Starbucks Shareholder there’s nothing I can do for 
you…
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The real source of Crap is Advertising which has assumed a power that is truly frightening.  Adverting used to be this 
thing that was kind of annoying but could be swotted away.  Now it’s a full blown locust swarm.  It eats everything: 
whatever programs people make on commercial TV they are rendered ineffective and unwatchable by commercials.  
Whatever content is in your Sunday Magazine Section is so swamped with Advertising Imagery that you can barely 
read the content.  Advertisements are made to look like Documentaries, Advertisements pose as Feature Articles.  No 
wonder that our Extreme Islamic Brethren come over to our universities, learn how to make Bombs and our 
disgusted with our Culture.  What they don’t realise (because they are already long gone into being Revolutionaries) 
is that most Westerners take no notice (or try not to) of their apparent society.
 
Advertisements are based on research and economics.  Every since the late 1960’s, corporations slowly managed to 
convince the population that wearing clothing with their brands on it is “cool”.  Hopefully this trend is beginning to 
pass and it dawns on our hapless populations that they should be paid to be billboards for what they wear.  This is an 
area that you can truly be affective in Cutting the Crap.  Advertisers spend a huge amount of money on research and 
if an advertising campaign doesn’t work they will soon get rid of it.  So a good start is simply to not buy anything 
with a Corporate name on it.  Soon they will go away if no-one buys them.  
 
If your entire neighbourhood is now Gap and Next and Starbucks, buy your shirts and your coffee somewhere else.  
These Corporate stores are the worst exploiters of third world labour (with exceptions of course..) so you will be 
doing everyone a favour by going somewhere else.  
 
People who started eating Organic Food in the 1960’s were way ahead of their time.  Now the supermarket giants are 
busy trying to make even more money by labelling everything in sight as “Natural” or “Organic”.  It’s a bit like Fair 
Trade Coffee: the more food you can buy where the money goes to the farmer, the less the power will be in the hands 
of the Giants.  Farmers Markets are growing in popularity in Big Cities and let’s hope they don’t get taken over by 
Giant Farmers Market Inc.  
 
It’s quite hard to think about what you really want for yourself in this World Gone Wrong.  You’ve seen literally 
millions of advertising images by the time you are 20, so to pretend you are “free” is quite sad really.  I had argument 
years ago with an Ad executive as I was telling him that the next car I would buy had nothing to do with Advertising 
and would just be based on my considered and expert opinion of the merits or otherwise of the car.  He just laughed 
and said that was impossible as my perception of what constitutes a Good Car is inextricably bound up with the 
image of the car, as put over by decades of “branding” the “marque”.  I was convinced that was not true, but sadly 
years later I realised he was completely right.  I cannot divorce my perception of a Jaguar, a Mercedes Benz, an 
Aston Martin from the advertised perception….Now I know that I can’t buy a Jag without altering my whole outlook 
on life… whatever I think of the car itself.  
 
Being aware of the Branding then is a small step, and knowing you cannot Grow Up to a point where the Jag is just a 
car, is, at least, something.  Helpful.. When I was young and not a WWM but a PWM, buying the next latest and 
greatest was an exciting and important part of my life and so it should be.  
 
I was excited when we bought a flat in London at the age of 37:  I was excited about many things I have bought in 
my life.  There’s nothing wrong with Capitalism in principle (or maybe…), but the way it is applied is our 
responsibility because we are the Consumers and have the Economic Power over our leaders.  Politicians make a big 
deal about who we vote for, but the reason most people don’t vote is because they don’t think it makes any 
difference: and to some extent I sympathise with this view.  But the real vote is the Economic one and every time you 
buy something you are voting for whoever made the thing you bought and the system that brought it to you.  
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Right now a Cappuccino in a major city costs around $3.00.  That’s a profit of around $2.90 for whoever owns the 
store.  Right now you can buy a 17 Function Stainless Steel Multi-Knife for around $3.00.  I’d love someone to tell 
me how this happens.  Let’s assume the retailer buys it for $1.50.  It’s made somewhere in the East.  You can’t post a 
letter to the East for $1.50: let alone a heavy knife.  What’s happening?  Well I guess several million knives got 
“dumped” from a Bankrupt factory or something.  However you look at it, you know that whoever made that knife, 
the people in the factory, did not get 10c of your $3.00.  And if you start to think about the Environmental equation ie 
the cost of the steel etc then none of it makes sense.
 
I bought one of these knives.  I use it a lot: it’s not a Leatherman but then I could have 20 of them for the price if a 
Leatherman.  Should I have bought it?  Am I supporting Third World Exploitation?  I have no idea, and who makes 
Leathermen and where does the $80 go?  It’s very confusing…
 
It used to be that when you went in the store you could relate the price of an item to its manufacturing cost.  Now the 
price is “market value” and often a lot more related to it’s trendiness than its manufacturing cost.  Does this matter?  I 
think it does although I am not an Economist so can’t tell you why.  An Economist probably couldn’t tell you either.  
Market Forces have become their own Religion: inexplicable, weird and the source of much angst. The Stock market, 
the biggest market force of all, is basically a legitimised Gambling Establishment. 
 
Cutting the Crap is really just a catchy phrase for Common Sense.  One of my great hopes for the future world is that 
the “common man” will win out in the end over the leaders and exploiters.  People show a remarkable sense of 
reality given half a chance.  Right now the opinions polls are showing that people outside of America have the lowest 
opinion of Americans that they have ever had.  But what they really are expressing is an opinion about the American 
Government.  We confuse people with their governments, except in our own Countries.  When you spend time with 
the “people” as opposed to reading about their governments, you realise how wonderful people are from so many 
parts of the world.  These are the people in the end who get to make up our sprawling societies and all the 
governments, journalists and experts in the world can never change the nature of people for ever.  They might 
succeed for decades, even generations, but sooner or later a people comes to its senses and sorts itself out.  
 
Here’s another small but important tip for cutting the crap.  If you are watching a program on a commercial TV 
station, keep the remote control and a good book next to you.  When the commercials start, hit the mute button and 
pick up your book.  It’s amazing how ineffective commercials are without sound…
 

 
PART 3

 
GETTING ON WITH YOUR LIFE

 
I have no prescription for how you should get on with life, since I only have mine to lead and now that I have Grown 
Up I can see that I have no solutions for others.  I used to think this was because I wasn’t smart enough to offer 
advice.  Then I would listen to all those people who I considered smart telling me what to do.  Slowly it dawned on 
me that the “experts” are just the same as me, but they think they “know”.  The truth seems to be that people who tell 
you that they “know” and spend time trying to convince you that “if only you would…” etc – these people so often 
are self-serving in their expertise and have a whole complex agenda invested in getting you to be part of what they 
believe in.  This is one of the fundamental building blocks of relationship and it works on every level in human 
exchange.  When the Supermarket wants you to “join” it’s “customer program” so that you can “benefit”, it appeals 
to exactly the same part of the Human Spirit as when Revolutionary ask you to “join” it’s “brotherhood” so that you 
can “benefit”.  The only difference is that joining the one might get you a free holiday in Puerto Rico after 5 years of 
buying vegetables, whilst the other might get you blown up next week.  
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It might sound like I am suggesting that in order to get on with your life, you need to avoid all contact with groups 
and make your own sweet way solo in this world.  This is definitely not a recommendation for most of us, since 
being the stray animal out in the wild is not generally a good way to live.  Artists of all kinds sometimes do this 
because their fundamental relationship is between themselves and their Art: so much so that the “other half” walks 
away and leaves the person to make out with themselves and their Art.  
 
When I was working in Venice last year, the thousands of tourists who visited the city did so in small and large 
groups and exhibited one piece of behaviour in common.  If they had a digi camera and a cell phone, the chances 
were that they would be looking at Venice on a 1 inch screen and talking to a friend in a another country about say... 
the New BMW?  So here is one of the most spectacular and amazing Cities in the world and what do people do?  
Record it with a Video Camera and talk to friends who are not standing next to them.  Why?  Because it fulfils two 
fundamental human needs: One, to be with a Group, and Two, to avoid Relating too deeply by phoning someone 
else.  
 
The world of Experts has somehow lead us to distrust our own intelligence.  When you walk around Venice with a 
friend, the silence may be related to the fact that neither wants to appear ignorant.  In comparison to “the worlds 
experts” we are all ignorant.  Before our modern marvels of technology, we only needed to compare ourselves to the 
few hundred people who constituted our real society – the community that you lived in.  News from “afar” was a 
long, tedious and slow process which had the major advantage that you could live and die in your patch of this Good 
Earth without the constant reminder that your Brain was not as good as an Experts Brain.  You also did not have in 
Giant Pictorial Form the “perfect world” rendered in the shape of heavily tarted-up Babes and Supermodels.  These 
Pictorial Forms (PF’s) are also the Enemy as they twist and slant your perception of your own, no doubt , “imperfect” 
body.  
 
So becoming aware of the Pictures than try to bend your view of the world towards whatever the Picture Maker has 
done, and the Experts who deliver “considered opinion” is a good first step to getting on with your life.  There’s a lot 
of books out there now that are written and marketed mostly by Americans to help you: Positive Thinking, The 
Power of Persuasion, Passionate Living, Get Involved, How to…. Etc etc .  I’ve read some of these and occasionally 
they are really good (like Emotional Intelligence), and sometimes the author and publisher are “cashing in” on the 
self-help craze.  
 
Soon I guess books will appear with suitable natural remedies to be taken whilst reading each chapter.  
 
It’s quite hard to Get on with your Life without appearing to be selfish.  It means saying No quite a bit to friends who 
want you to participate in things that really excite them because they haven’t Grown Up.  Like joining a Weekend 
Workshop (for $550) to Realise Your Potential.  There’s something quite endearing about a person who is really 
excited about their own “progress” after attending such a thing: it’s fun to see how excited they are and sad when 
they are disappointed that you won’t give away your own hard earned money to The 7Th Day Adventure Program or 
whatever.  You will, of course, find the right spiritual disciplines for yourself and this will involve a teacher: and 
maybe for many years.  And if you find the word Spiritual frightening that is a good sign: always be suspicious but 
never be cynical.  
 
The Teachers are everywhere and many are not human, or even alive.  Your perceptions temporarily beguile you into 
believing that your view is “Reality”: your Pictures (ie your eyesight), your Audio (your ears) and all the others feel 
“solid” in the normal functioning human system.  But they are not solid: they are a Bio/Mechanical construct that is 
quite fragile, as anyone who has taken any kind of Drug will tell you.  The True Spirit lies within and around these 
perceptions: the reason it is so hard to see is that you can’t examine a phenomenon without the examiner affecting the 
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phenomenon: something the Scientists worked out at the beginning of the 20th century.  It’s like saying to a Map: 
Look at the Map.  If a Map could speak, it would tell you to get lost.  
 
We Know we are Spiritual but we have trouble dealing with it so we came up with  Religions and Gurus as a way to 
avoid the hard part: a way to avoid Growing Up.  Now that the USA, lead by Bush the Christian and the UK, lead by 
Blair the Christian, have sent a message to the world that we will send Planes and Bombs and Tanks unless you 
“Submit to Freedom”, now that Bin Laden has created world where any kind of violent revolutionary activity is 
attributable to Al-Qaeda, we owe it ourselves more than ever to Take Note and Grow Up.  
 
For us Guys it’s really difficult because we are driven by our urge to Screw everything – this sounds coarse but it is 
unfortunately true.  Girls don’t have this urge because Nature made the sexes different and the result has been way 
too successful in terms of the number of us on the Planet.  The Girls have to become more persuasive with their 
Guys: employ whatever it takes to Get your Guy on the Right Path.  Girls instinctively know how to get in touch with 
their “inner self”, because they are not driven by the urge to Screw.  But they get lost in the Power of Guys – there is 
a kind of Certainty in Guys which women find attractive because women often take longer to think things through.  
It’s not good enough, which Feminism was sometimes guilty of, to consider that Guys are the Problem and without 
them everything would be fine.  Without Guys there would be no Human Race so that’s not a solution.  
 
So it’s up to all of us to figure it out before we wreck the rest of this Fine Blue Planet.  Start Small, start at Home and 
start with your close Relationships.  Concentrate on what’s Immediate, in Your World and Touchable.  Live 
everyday as though it is your last, because it’s good practice… Think about what you will leave behind.  Is there 
anything you would be happy with?  If not, maybe it’s time to embark on something Special.  
 
Our challenges are never the ones in the Newspaper.  The planet had more Carbon in the atmosphere for 90% of its 
history etc etc.  News is now a “Show”, an Entertainment.  
 
Get to Grips with the Real News.  The Real News is that right now you are reading this and in about 30 seconds you 
are going to get up and Get On with the Next Thing.  Whilst you are doing that bear this is mind:
 

Life goes by whilst you are Busy doing Other Things
 

You’ve probably heard that before.  But you haven’t heard this.  You have One Life: make the most of it. 
 

 
 
 

David Oliver 
2005 NY
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Birthday Girl

Oliver Stapleton, BSC Unwraps "Birthday Girl"  
by An Tran - Cinematographer.com 

With "The Shipping News," Oliver Stapleton, BSC shot a big-budget Hollywood  
film for director Lasse Hallstrom, making it their second collaboration  
after "The Cider House Rules." Now playing in theaters is "Birthday Girl," a  
low-budget film shot by Stapleton almost three years  ago and written and  
directed by budding filmmaker Jez Butterworth. On the different nature of  
the two projects Stapleton notes, "I want to do a mixture of movies, some of  
which cost $50 million and  some of which cost $5 million. I think that way  
you keep in touch with the younger generation, with the ideas coming around  
now, rather than the ideas of around 20 years ago." 

In "Birthday Girl," which premiered at Sundance Film Festival this year, a  
lonely banker named John (Ben Chaplin) picks out a mail-order bride on the  
Internet and receives her in the form of a woman named Nadia (Nicole  
Kidman). Chain-smoking Nadia arrives, speaking no English but finds a way to  
charm John anyway. As they overcome the language barrier and become  
comfortable as man and wife, two men from Nadia's past abruptly appear and  
turn John's life upside down. In this interview Stapleton describes the  
experience on the small movie, which required shooting interiors on one  
continent and exteriors on another. 

How did you get involved with shooting this movie? 

Many, many years ago I read "Mojo," written by Jez Butterworth. Jez at that  
point, was an unknown film director but quite a well-known English  
playwright and theatre director. He directed "Mojo" in the theater and I  
read the screenplay of "Mojo." When I saw the film, I thought, here's a  
beginner, doing something that looks like the work of a beginner, but it's  
got a spark and it's interesting stuff." When "Birthday Girl" came up, I  
heard it was going around and I asked my agent to send it to me. I read it  
and thought it was a really quirky idea. I like to always keep my eye on  
smaller films. I have made it my business not to get what you call "stuck in  
a rut" doing only Hollywood movies. That's important to me because I enjoy  
the stimulation of working with people who are the next wave of filmmakers.  
That was really my interest of doing the film and of course, Nicole Kidman  
was a big attraction to the film, understandably. She's a great actress and  
I thought it would be interesting to be able to work with her. 

What kind of things did you talk to the director about regarding how the  
film would look? 
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The main point of the movie was to try and situate the film on the edge of  
town. You'll see that there's a lot of juxtaposition of urban landscape or  
countryside. John's garden opens up into a forest, yet he lives in a  
suburban housing estate. When they are in the motel by the airport, there  
are a couple of cows in the field next to it. Jez had this constant idea of  
wanting to use the countryside as being just an adjunct to the city, so we  
had a lot of framing and ideas that try to incorporate the town and the  
country where the country's not really considered in its own right and it's  
a space where a town ends. 

In terms of the tone of the movie itself, I wanted it to be very plain, very  
ordinary, very suburban and not do anything extravagant with lighting or the  
camera. I didn't want it to be a film noir or a thriller and in fact, I  
think the US poster campaign is a little bit misleading. I think it tries to  
make the film out as a thriller, but of course it isn't. It's really a black  
comedy. It's got these curious juxtapositions of being kind of awful on a  
certain level but also funny and also romantic. Nicole's character after  
all, is pretty bleak. It's pretty hard to make a character who you're going  
to like, and be sympathetic to who is basically someone who goes around  
sleeping with men so her friends can rob banks. 

She's a pretty amoral person, but when John yells at her, "Who do you think  
you are? You're just a prostitute!" she comes right back at him and says,  
"You work at a bank, you look at pornography and you order a bride from  
Russia. What kind of person is that?" The one person is respectable,  
supposedly, but of course underneath that respect is this kind of quagmire.  
The other person is a criminal, but underneath, is rather sympathetic and an  
extraordinary person who has had a really bad time. So these two kind of  
hopeless figures are really drawn to each other in the end that I think is  
really charming.  
  

This film marks a departure from your other films with quite a bit of  
handheld camera work. 

I think photographically one of the interesting things of "Birthday Girl,"  
was the use of handheld. I used to do a lot of handheld in my pop video days  
in the '80s. That's pretty much how I got well known, was doing handheld  
work. Because of the long spell I spent with Stephen Frears, who doesn't  
like handheld cameras, I didn't do any handheld really for over 10 years.  
This was the first picture I'd done that really used quite a lot of  
handheld. I really enjoyed doing that and getting back to putting the camera  
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back on my shoulder. We used it in a way that I think, worked well for the  
movie. It's quite subliminal, we didn't throw the camera about. I'm not a  
22-year-old with a DVCAM running all over the place. It does tend to be  
fairly controlled. In fact, Jez kept telling me, "Fall over a bit, don't be  
so steady," because he wanted to have a little bit more of movement in the  
frame than I was actually doing. But it was enjoyable for me, I like the  
freedom of being able to move the camera around like that. 

For instance, when Ben's looking through Nadia's stuff in her bedroom and  
she comes in -- that's all shot handheld and I think it gives it a good  
edge. It really contributes to the feel of the movie. I wish in a way, more  
directors I worked with did like using handheld. I think it's a good device.  
People tend to use Steadicam so much they forget that you can actually hold  
a camera. It's used commonly in war films and stuff like that, but with  
drama it's used occasionally, I think inappropriately where people think,  
"Why is it handheld?" If it isn't subliminal and you notice it, then I think  
it gets in the way. You think, "Why is the camera wobbling about?" In  
"Birthday Girl" it's just a part of what's going on because you're still  
interested in the subject rather than the fact of how it's being shot. 

The sex scenes were shot in an unconventional way. Can you describe how they  
were done? 

We decided not to record sound for the sex scenes. We were on stage in  
Sydney and usually, for a sex scene shot on a stage, you close the door and  
tell everyone to go away and everyone hangs around the craft service table.  
If somebody says, "roll camera," it's silent. Of course, the 100 people  
hanging around the room are hearing klunk, klunk, gasp, etc. We didn't  
record sound and shot it with a wild camera and we didn't tell anyone we  
were rolling. It was just a small crew in the room and because we never said  
"rolling," no one ever shut up. All around the studio, everyone was chatting  
and making phone calls and it very much reminded me about what I've read  
about the silent days -- when people made movies, everyone just carried on  
talking. No one would be quiet because there wasn't any reason to. In many  
ways, I think it helped the actors because it made it all very  
matter-of-fact, normal day's work. They just put in the sound afterwards. 

Can you talk about shooting the birthday cake scene? The lights are off and  
the cake is lit with candles. There is also a 360 around the table. 

That scene was done in three pieces. It begins with this nice, romantic  
dinner for two -- a wide shot with the lights off. Then you've got the  
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doorbell ringing and the Russians, Alexei and Yuri (Vincent Cassel and  
Mathieu Kassovitz coming in. That was shot in a very staccato way, with  
close-ups and cutting back and forth. The third piece of the scene was all  
of the characters settling down to their talk at the table. I wanted to  
convey the idea of that scene being both potentially romantic, but also kind  
of tense. What I realized about that scene was, it was very long and it  
involved quite a lot of reminiscing about the past and thinking about the  
past. That was one of the reasons why I wanted to introduce this moving  
camera that went around the room. 

We floored the whole thing out with tracking boards and then we had a whole  
rig with people on stools instead of chairs because the actors had to keep  
moving if they weren't on camera. It was quite difficult because it was a  
set, but it was a small set. It was a confined space and we couldn't move  
the walls since we were going all the way around. 

I had lights to simulate the candlelight and we had other lights to fake the  
real lights coming on. Everything was through a dimmer and just cued up at  
the right time. Also, when you go around the table like that, I wind up  
fading the light up and down on the actors because otherwise it gets too hot  
from certain angles as we come around. You'll want to reduce the amount of  
light when you come around that's on the key side of the actor and when you  
go in the opposite direction, you'll bring that same light up. The light  
that's on the camera side, you'll bring up again and the one that's on the  
subject, you'll bring down again. Usually those roundtable shots involve a  
certain amount of finger work from the gaffer or one of the electricians. I  
will shoot that type of stuff through dimmers and then to differentiate the  
color between the candles. 

The candle color was probably about half or even three quarters CTO warmer  
than the moonlight color, so that it would just get the feel of the warmer  
candlelight and the cooler room tone. The moonlight would've been cooler  
still, probably another half blue beyond that. So you've got three levels of  
color temperature working in a room like that. I'm not a fan of blue  
moonlight so I tend to do moonlight in a kind of gray as opposed to blue. 

Most of the interiors were shot on a stage in Sydney before going to England  
for the exteriors. Is that correct? 

That whole scene was shot in Sydney before we'd ever shot in the house in  
England. All of those interiors in the house were shot prior in the first  
few weeks of coming to England and shooting the exterior stuff. Sometimes  

http://www.cineman.co.uk/birthday.html (4 of 8)09/09/2007 19:05



Birthday Girl

this can pose a problem, but the best thing to do with that is to see out  
the windows the least amount you probably can so that you're not making some  
kind of glaring continuity error. It was fine, I was quite happy with the  
way that scene turned out. 

During the birthday scene, Nadia talks about her childhood memories of being  
given a pair of binoculars. These flashbacks are extremely grainy and look  
as if they were shot on reversal. 

That was shot handcranked on 16mm reversal. We got a specially modified  
camera where you could turn the film by hand like they used to in newsreel  
days. We ran some tests and Jez said he liked that effect. I think probably  
in post they might have even added more grain than it even had to it in the  
first place. 

We wanted to almost give the idea of a home movie, that works fine with a  
memory. I suppose the rule of thumb I tend to use is I ask myself, "Could it  
be a home movie with a memory?" In "Shipping News" for instance, we had some  
memory and flashbacks and for that film, I felt no, this should never feel  
like a home movie because there were flashbacks scenes of pirates and family  
background of a 100 years ago. I thought if you shoot that in a handheld,  
grainy way, than that would give all the wrong signals really. It would feel  
fake, because you couldn't possibly have film of that at the time. Those  
memories are treated in a completely opposite way I feel. I made them kind  
of sharp and rather blown out and overexposed, but very steady. So that you  
very much located that memory in somebody's mind. The one in "Birthday Girl"  
was OK to shoot like a home movie. Really in any memory sequence you just  
have to try and figure out what's appropriate to the particular piece you're  
dealing with. I tend not to favor the old movie technique unless it's  
realistic to what you're making. 

When John politely asks Alexei and Yuri to leave his home, the next day he  
finds Nadia bound and gagged with Alexei threatening to pour boiling water  
over her. This was an extremely intense scene. How did you cover it? 

We rehearsed that scene from beginning to end. John comes in, Alexei grabs  
the knife and the boiling kettle and John stands against the wall.  
Basically, we shot it doing the whole scene every time and I shot it  
differently each time. Sometimes I would follow John coming in through the  
kitchen door and sort of whip pan to Alexei with the knife. Sometimes I  
would start on Alexei and whip pan at the door. I just varied what I did on  
each take. When we watched the rushes, we thought we would leave this as one  
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take, but in the final cut of the movie, it was an amalgamation of all the  
different takes we did. 

Was only one camera used for that scene? 

Yes. I think in those situations one camera is actually beneficial because  
it means you can use that camera without a fear of seeing the other camera.  
Also, you're wandering around the set all of the time and moving about in a  
fairly random fashion. A second camera either wouldn't get much or would  
just get in the way. A second camera is good in situations where you're  
hanging back a bit or doing longer lens stuff. Then it's great. But when  
you're shooting in a handheld way, I think it's detrimental because it also  
splits the focus of the director. There are often things about a second  
camera that people don't even realize. You put two monitors in front of a  
director and he's going to watch both, so he's going to miss half of one of  
them. It takes more time to look at the replay and by the time you've looked  
at that replay, you could've done another take. In a way, you'll get more  
footage in the end with one camera because you're putting all your energy  
into one place. 

John is later taken to a motel and bound and gagged to the toilet. The scene  
in the bathroom was very cool, with a lot of sidelighting. 

I wanted to make that room cooler than the other rooms, to give the  
impression that the lights weren't really on in the bathroom. I lit him  
through a glass door that was on the other side of the bathroom from a room  
that the other characters weren't in and the light was just shining through  
that room. In the motel room on the other side of the bathroom, I wanted it  
to be very much like a motel room, sort of dull and boring. The bathroom, I  
didn't want it to have the same feeling so I made the lighting cooler and a  
little more dramatic, so it just felt like it was not a very nice place to  
hangout. 

Towards the end, there's an extremely long shot of John running down the  
road and then following him into the hotel where Nadia is taken hostage. 

That was one of those shots where we were fortunate and we had a side door  
that was next to a revolving door. Occasionally you get lucky in the  
location and you find that a character can come in through the revolving  
door and the camera can come in through a side door that's parallel and you  
get a continuous shot. The Steadicam actually started on top of a crane  
outside and as Ben Chaplin is running towards it, it cranes down and the  
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operator steps off the crane. Ben runs towards the door and the operator  
goes in parallel towards the side door. The revolving door goes around and  
there's kind of revolving chaos in the shot because Ben got quite close to  
the operator. Ben comes out in the foyer and in the previous incarnation of  
that shot, the camera went all around him in 360 degrees and then he shot  
out through the door. 

John searches for Nadia by peering into hotel windows from outside. The  
shots are done completely in his perspective, voyeuristically looking into  
people's hotel rooms. How did you shoot those shots? 

That's one of those things where I think, you shouldn't break the rule about  
who you are with. In that situation, it seemed very clear to me that you  
come to the hotel with Ben Chaplin, you come outside and walk down the  
windows. Incidentally all of those exteriors were shot in England and all  
the interiors were shot in Australia. So that gave us an extra challenge,  
because we'd actually shot all the points of view on the stage and through  
the window and through the curtains. When he breaks through the bathroom  
window and goes down the passage and into the room, that's all shot on stage  
in Australia in the first half of the production. When we came back to  
England, we shot the shot where he walks along and looks through the window  
and ducks down. 

We had the challenge of marrying those pieces together but the main dramatic  
issue, involved that you don't go inside of the room and shoot back on him  
looking in. You can do that, and a lot of people do do that. But I think we  
clearly wanted to be in his point-of-view at this moment. You gain a lot of  
power by just staying outside the window with him and everything that you  
see is what he sees. The first time the camera goes into the hotel is when  
he actually breaks in through the window and you come in with him down the  
passageway. I think that's exactly the way to shoot a scene like that  
because it builds a lot of tension. You're using the curtains to just create  
a thin slit. You do have to take some license however, obviously two bad  
guys who've got lots of money and are holed up in a hotel are not really  
going to leave big gaps in the window. Sometimes I think it's OK, it's  
acceptable. That was a reason why we made it such a small gap and he  
couldn't see too well and didn't know what was going on. 

Anyone on your crew you'd like to mention? 

Larry Prinz is an American who I work with a lot in England -- he was the  
gaffer on the shoot and he came with us to Sydney as well. Having him for  
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the entire shoot tied everything together for me. He had a really nice  
Australian crew that was very good. It was great to have him on both sides  
of the shoot and keep that all together, because when you split a shoot up  
like that you've got a lot of problems to deal with in terms of matching.  
It's important that you have someone else there who's made notes and kept it  
all together. He's great. I've worked with him on many films for a long  
time. He did a really good job on that movie. 

We also did take the first AC Sam Garwood who is now an English cameraman  
and not an AC anymore. He came out to Australia too, again to keep the  
continuity of the camera equipment and lenses and all that because we took  
the gear over from London. To me, it's important to shoot a whole film with  
one set of lenses. You don't really want to be renting different stuff from  
different places. It just makes life harder really. 

You've worked with veteran filmmakers like Robert Altman and Stephen Frears.  
How was it working with an emerging director? This is only Butterworth's  
second film. 

Jez is a playwright and he's a very good dialogue writer. I think his films  
will gather strength as he goes along. His second film was better than his  
first, and I think his third will be better than his second. I think that's  
a very good sign in somebody. Occasionally, a young filmmaker makes a sort  
of brilliant first film and then after that, nothing. I feel Jez will go  
from strength-to-strength because he's a very original thinker and a great  
dialogue writer. He creates very interesting scenarios and good characters.  
His films right now, they're not very mainstream and that's because they're  
not conventional. But sooner or later with his sensibility, I think he will  
strike a big hit .  
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ASC/BSC

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Pre-2004

Dear Oliver,  
In your March 2 column you said that there isn't really a "club" of cinematographers--at least, not to 
the extent that the magazines would have us believe--but do you ever get to work with other D.P.'s? 
Do you have a group of friends in your field, or do you ever go to meetings/conferences about the 
trade? 

Thank you,  
Micah Johnson 

It’s encouraging to know that someone actually reads this column!  DP’s really divide into 2 camps: 
those who went “through the ranks” and those that didn’t.  I belong in the latter category so I’m not 
the most “connected” guy in the industry.  Since I’ve never worked for a DP, the ones I have met 
have been just through co-incidence or because I went to an ASC or BSC function.  Occasionally I 
have to hire a second unit DP so that leads to a temporary working relationship for that particular 
movie.  I went to film school in the UK and am still occasionally in touch with fellow graduate DP’s - 
we’ll tend to e-mail each other about who to hire on a crew but not a lot else.  
Plently of DP’s go to trade shows and spend a lot of time with friends in the industry when they are 
not working.  I’m a country boy, so my friends tend to be outside the industry, but that’s just me.  
  

2005

My question is, what is necessary to become a member of B.S.C. or A.S.C association as a foreign 
cinematographer? Thank you in advance. ??--Marijan

The rules are slightly different for the two organizations (look on their web sites), but in principle you 
have to have shot a number of feature films (as opposed to TV) and be proposed and seconded by 
existing members. Neither organization will get you any work! As far as I am aware, there are no 
rules about admitting foreigners to either organization. (Actually the BSC is for Brits: not sure about 
the ASC). 

2007

Hi, I'm an aspiring filmmaker and I've watched thousands of movies like everybody else and I just 
wanted to know that when a movie's opening credits are shown and they show the cinematographer 
what does the abbreviations B.S.C. and A.S.C. stand for? Example: Director Of Cinematography, 
Oliver Stapleton B.S.C. 
Khalil
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A.S.C. is the American Society of Cinematographers and B.S.C. is the British equivalent. They are 
"invitation only" societies that have various rules to help the members decided who should and who 
shouldn't be asked to join. Belonging to one of these groups (many countries have a Society) is a 
good way for the members to get together and swap stories, have screenings, as well as promote good 
cinematography. The web sites will give you some idea about these institutions: but remember that 
like all institutions, if someone does not belong it does not mean that they are not good at what they 
do.

There is a certain atmosphere that comes with "clubs" and that is not everyone's idea of how to spend 
an evening. Without them, however, cinematographers would not have achieved the limited 
recognition that they have, as the members work hard for the rights of cinematographers in various 
ways. 
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Coke

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

COKE (1989 ish)

 
Monday Morning  
So I got this call while I doing some screen tests for Susan Seidelman's SHE-DEVIL.  It was this guy 
Herb Seidel who has a commercials company called Independent Artists.  He says to me that Steven 
Frears is directing a commercial for Coke and would I be interested in shooting in it.  Sure I said, 
when is it?  Next week he says, are you free? Sure I'm free.... 

Well, as it happened,  I was already in New York .  So Herb asks how much longer I was working on 
Susan's tests so I said I could meet him in two days.  He asks where I'm staying then suggests I could 
move to the Royalton.  The Royalton? Sure... why not.  So I go by his office and he introduces me to 
all the office staff who seem to be related to him and others in various ways..  The place seems quite 
big and appears to have been there for awhile - always a good sign - and it's filled with types of 
people that I recognise from my rock and roll days:  roadies and so on.  Herb ushers me into his 
office suggesting coffee and stuff and then gets into some serious phone calls.  I sit for awhile, take a 
walk around the office, look at the pictures and finally get in my fee between calls.  Then he starts 
paying attention.  We have a short discussion and seem to remain friends. 

The news is that we are to shoot Tuesday in Madison Park Gardens with 3000 (Three Thousand) 
extras oh yes and George Michael.  The extras are going to come because they love George Michael 
and they want to hear him sing for free and because they might get to be close to him in some 
mysterious way..  Unfortunately we know that George Michael isn't going to sing.  But that's about 
all we know because the entire Coke production team, Steven Frears and George Michael are all 
shooting in Spain; something about bullfights and matadors.  Then they are going to come to New 
York and shoot the rest of the stuff. 

What stuff I ask and get handed a story board by another member of the family who happens to be 
passing.  I retire to the sofa to look at it but it doesn't seem to make a lot of sense: it looks like it's 
been faxed one too many times.  Is this what we're shooting Herb I ask innocently.  Well ya kind of 
but we don't really know; only they know but we can't get hold of them.. time difference and anyway 
they're having trouble with the Spanish helicopter pilot.. (Ring Ring).. We've got to shoot at 60 
frames per second... 

Well now that's curious: 60 frames per second I wonder why.  It's in stereo, he says.  Assuming he's 
talking about sound I get confused.. I mean 3D he repeats.  What's 60fps got to do with  3D, I 
enquire,  naively hoping I haven't given myself away .  Well they just separate it afterwards he says, 
trying to avoid the subject.  Knowing better than to ask what gets separated, I leave the room as 
another interstellar phone call gets launched. 

Wandering down the littered hallway passing various haggard looking family members, I get 
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accosted by this young short bald guy called Dom who's got a Masters Degree from somewhere or 
other and seems quite bright.  You must be Oliver he says spotting the English monotone;  That's 
right, I opened cautiously.  THANK GOD JEEJUS CHRIST DO WE NEED YOU WHAT A MESS 
HAVE YOU GOT TIME COME IN HERE and so on. 

Well I went in there (I wish I hadn't) and several days later emerged a broken man.  It transpired that 
really no one knew what we shooting next week nor was anyone likely to tell us ...  What did I think? 
About what I was tempted to ask, but replied that knowing Steven Frears as I do, it shouldn't be a 
problem.  Being used to making films on a shoestring in Britain, I didn't feel there was much to worry 
about: trying to obtain 30 SECONDS of film  from 15 shooting days which would usually account for 
45 MINUTES of cut film shouldn't present too much of a problem! 

From round a corner one of those rather sophisticated New York ladies appeared and rescued me 
from the production quagmire and suggested that a Japanese Sushi bar downstairs might be a better 
place to be.  Thoroughly agreeing we set off belowdecks.  Quizzing her amongst the delicacies she 
tells me that they picked Steven for the job because of his terrific films.  I must say I failed miserably 
to make the connection between My Beautiful Laundrette and a Coke Add but then I remembered 
Dangerous Liaisons. 

So that's it..  I suddenly pictured unshaven Steven in his broken plymsoles and this giant Coke Ad.   
This was big.. the budget seemed to be a kind of indefinable: 1 to 6  million type of figure.  Pesos or 
Dollars what's the difference.  Anyway back in the upstairs corridor (Cameramen spend a lot of time 
in corridors),  I'm asked to draw up an equipment list - lights and camera gear and numbers of people 
to work in the two departments.  Now usually there's a certain amount of logic to this process: it's 
governed by what you're going to shoot (which I didn't know), how much money is available (which 
they didn't know),  and where you're going to shoot (which no-one knew). 

How am I supposed to know what to order if I don't know what I'm shooting, I can't talk to the 
director, there are no storyboards and anyway everyone keeps saying that without George Michael we 
can't do anything because all decisions are made by him and that's it. 

Whadeyer say Dom? COVER EVERYTHING! he says, tearing the few remaining hairs from his 
head: BE PREPARED.  OKAY OKAY I SHOUT GLEEFULLY, I'm beginning to get the hang of 
this.  I start to order stuff; then more stuff, more cameras, more lights more everything. 

ARE YUU SURE IT'S ENOUGH? he keeps saying: well no how can I be sure.. well COVER IT.  
More stuff then more.. 12K's, 10k's, cranes, towers, scaffold, filters, trucks, men men and more men.. 
there's suddenly men everywhere, bigger and bigger men with bigger and bigger beards: they're the 
George Michael Rock and Roll lighting-and-staging-and-things type people.  They haul me in for a 
meeting about the stage lighting.  This real nice big guy from down South called  Rick sits me down 
in front of a huge lighting chart, originally designed for "The Tour" (isn't everything?).  Is this Okay? 
he says.  Well now when us Camera people get asked questions like that, your instinctive reply is 
yes.. Okay.  Ya it's fine.  You say that because it's usually impossible to understand at first sight what 
these plans mean and you rarely get a second look because the phone rings or you get faxed again or 
something.  So we discuss it a bit further and I try to make some intelligent suggestions but it's harder 
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than usual because none of us in the room know what we are doing. 

Is he going to sing? I ask.  
Well maybe.. we're not sure.  
Is there a track we know anything about that we can design the lighting around?  
He's not doing a track.  
Well what is he doing.  
We're not sure.  
Well if we don't know what he's doing and have no way of finding                       out how are we 
supposed to light it?  
It's a problem. 

With sudden inspiration I knew the answer:  COVER IT!  ORDER EVERYTHING! 

Tuesday morning.  
Enough equipment to cover a major Rock and Roll show was loaded into Madison Square.   Upwards 
of 60 technicians converge on Madison Square Gardens .   Steven and George and the myriad Coke 
people have finally made it into town Monday night and here we are all set to go with some 
shooting.  I can't get the first shot set up because they're so many film technicians everywhere that the 
assistant director can't keep them out of the way.  For every one of us there seems to be ten guys from 
the Gardens: some union deal or something.  Then of course there the 3D system to worry about.  
We've had the word that for the 3D system to work we need to Track Left to Right.   Neither Steven 
nor I have any idea what this means except that we both know that you can't make a film where every 
shot tracks left to right because the audience would get dizzy.  But then of course we aren't making a 
film we're making a commercial so maybe it's ok.  Anyway, the 3D inventor turns up , jetlagged like 
everyone else.  Thousands of extras are pouring into the building and we get hustled into a room 
within a room within a room where George Michael and the invited ones are to watch a demo of this 
mysterious 3D process.  With suitable reverence we don our 3D glasses, bending the sharp cardboard 
round the ears and squinting through the heavy red and green plastic lenses and on goes the demo 
reel.  Well it all seems to be pictures of drum majorettes in a field and they do look sort of 3D ish.  
The camera moves a lot and it's really rather dreary stuff.  The lights go up and suitably impressive 
noises come from various folk round the room.  Outside the room within a room, three thousand 
extras are starting a slow handclap.  Steven announces to everybody that they should go back to 
Spain and reshoot everything cause now he's seen the tape and that changes everything.  I'm not sure 
quite what he means but I enjoy watching the reactions of the people who are taking this idea 
seriously.  Someone starts arranging the flights but then they realise that the film will never be ready 
for the Superbowl if they go back to Spain.  I leave as various irrelevant points get made and I realise 
that there are thousands of people outside the door waiting for someone to throw something at.  With 
great skill the evidently very bright scientist who invented the system tells me about how it works and 
I realise slowly that it doesn't.  That is, it does if all shots conform to the very stringent guidelines 
about what makes it look like 3D and what doesn't; but these guidelines are unfortunately unworkable 
and I begin to see that yet another invention of the 3D system is about to bite the dust. 

We're already committed to shooting everything 60 frames per second but what the hell: only 
120,000ft of film:  20 miles to be precise.. that's how much film got shot for this little commercial.  
The actual length of the final film is about 20 yards.  

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/coke.html (3 of 6)09/05/2009 11:08



Coke

And the final cost is 2 Million Dollars or was in 7 Million.. but what's a million here or there 
anyway..  As long as Coke spends more than Pepsi it's all okay. 

Wednesday  
But on with the show.  George turns out to be actually very bright and articulate and very non Rock 
and Roll like.  Steven thinks he's hilarious and appears to derive tremendous satisfaction from 
watching 25 year old George make the Coke executives wince every time he hurls a carefully placed 
Coke can as far away from him as possible.  He seems to have "Final Cut" in his contract which is 
unheard of outside of Spielberg and God.  That means that everybody else is basically powerless:  if 
he doesn't like something, that's it:  out.   And as he appears to like very little, there are long periods 
of time when arguments rage about the crucial detail of: 

WILL GEORGE MICHAEL DRINK FROM A COKE CAN?  
No.  
WILL GEORGE MICHAEL BE SEEN TO WALK PAST A COKE CAN?  
No.  
WILL GEORGE MICHAEL WALK IN THE BACKGROUND WITH A COKE CAN IN THE 
FOREGROUND?  
No. and so on.. 

It's all rather good natured and the presence of the three Englishmen keeps it civilised.  But under the 
surface the Coke people are mad; after all, they reason, quite reasonably: they pay this guy zillions of 
Dollars to be in a Coke Ad and then he won't appear with the Coke.  Sounds like a problem.  It is a 
problem. 

Somehow we got through the Madison Square Gardens day and moved on to the street night exterior 
the Wednesday night.  Now the major feature of this night shoot is that it is the only one I've done 
where absolutely nobody had a clue what we were shooting and absolutely none of what we did shoot 
was used in the final film.  But we sure as hell covered it: we had steadicams and cranes and dollies 
and towers and enough personel for a military coup.. Standing By Sir.  I heard that a lot that night. 

One curious oversight was that we hadn't ordered a "wet-down" truck.  On night shoots we often wet 
the streets to make the lights shine off the surface of the street to make it look prettier.  We're 
standing in the middle of this Manhattan street at 2am and I'm mumbling about what a shame it is we 
haven't got a wet-down truck when my eye alights upon several thousand bottles of Perrier that are 
stacked on the side-walk, just in case one of us should get thirsty.  Facetiously I suggest: why not use 
the Perrier?  
Great Idea!  Several hundred highly paid technicians start emptying bottles of Perrier onto the streets 
of New York. 

I'm glad it wasn't the tea. 

On the last day of shooting - it wasn't really - we shot a bedroom set that the designer had thought 
was supposed to be a living room.  Somewhere in faxland there was a crossover and when the designs 
were faxed to Spain the dialogue went something like this: 
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Hope you received fax of set design.  
Yes, but where is the bed?  
What bed?  
The bed that's in the bedroom.  
What bedroom?  
The bedroom set.  
There is no bedroom set.  It's a living room.  
A living room? Who asked for a living room?  
Somebody.. ah.. that's what was understood..  
But who asked for a living room?  
I don't know.. Herb maybe Herb..  
Not me! (It's a party phone call - aren't they all)  
Well can you make it a bedroom?  
(The designer faints and is replaced by his assistant)  
Sure, no problem, we'll put a bed in it.  
Then it'll be a bedroom.  
Thank God for that.  George wanted it to be a bedroom. 

And so on.   Anyhow we shot the bedroom in the living room set and this is where all the dramas 
with THE CAN in foreground, mid ground background, close up etc took place.  We had a wonderful 
New York skyline outside the window and the whole thing was really a visual treat.  Unfortunately 
none of it remains in the commercial.  Only a couple of miles of footage... nothing really. 

As a testimony of a complete waste of talent, resources, time and most especially money, this 
commercial must rank as the equivalent of Ishtar.  On the bright side, hundreds of people got 
employed and I, for one, had a great time.  GOD BLESS AMERICA!  
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Production Design

 
How do you work with Production Designers... do you ever relate to them one on one or is it always 
through the director? 

Mostly the realtionship with the production designer is through the director intitially but.....  
Production Designers do the same job as the DP - a one-to-one thing with the Director - only it 
happens in early pre-production.  When the DP turns up, the emphasis turns to him or her, as the 
DP’s arrival means:  We’re Actually Going to Shoot This Movie!  People think the "look" of a movie 
is in the hands of the Director and the Cinematographer but that’s not true.  It’s in the hands of five 
people: Director, DP, Production and Costume Designer & Make-Up.  You can’t photograph 
something that isn’t there, no matter how you light it.  After you’ve done more than one film with a 
Production Designer you do more and more work with that person without the Directors involvement.  
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Digital

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

wazzup? 

i enjoyed reading your write-up about the ins and outs of the industory. and  
what you said about the person feeling ussless, right on. and the one about  
the sound guy being over-the-top, i know one of those. yeesh! the truth is,  
and you mentioned it, is , everyone wants to direct. even at collage, there  
were fights over who was going to direct the film. me i stuck to  
clapperboard, oooo. and your fav, continuity. of course i made a bummer when  
it came to the editing, it was my first time okay! and celluloid is  
different to working with the betercam stuff. that's all the chit chat stuff  
out of the way - shew! 

one tip to those out there who want to go into film' stick to your  
possition. you will not only piss, say, the pa that you send off to do your  
job, but the director too.  - okay that can be put in, nothing else man. 

now a question, if i can. i was talking with my friend, the kooky sound guy,  
and we were talking about the digital thing. now how does one take digital  
footage and transfer it to celluloid. it sounds stupid huh! but, after so  
many years of floating around this glorious industory, it catches up on you.  
know what i meen? it used to be the conventional, and now WHAM - in your  
face stuff. so for little people like myself, the starting out will have to  
be dvcam. cool, it works with the script, but the workings of the material?  
yeah right! 

just wonderd if you knew anything on the background of digital, sounds like  
your the guy. 

thanx,  
alex 

Hi Alex,  
So it goes like this.  After grading your masterpiece on Digital the output is "scanned" back to film - 
like telecine in reverse.  This is obviously quite an expensive process: it can be scanned to either 
16mm or 35mm, but of course 16mm now has quite limited use in terms of projection.  
The one hiccup which the digi guys may not want to tell you, is that quite often the material needs a 
"re-grade" once on film, as unfortunately the match between what looks good on the monitor and 
what looks good on the screen is still not very good.  
Best,  
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Oliver S. 

I was wondering about the loss of quality and trouble matching everything to  
the master print when film has to be converted to digital for post  
production and then printed back onto film. Is it so problematic that you  
still will avoid digital effects, or are you comfortable with it at this  
point. 

--Ari 

I am yet to participate in this process for a whole film: but the experiences of many cameramen I 
have spoken to are not very positive.  The price you pay for the extra control over the colour and 
contrast of the image seems to be:  
Overall loss of resolution - more noticeable in wide landscape shots than in close-ups.  
A very lengthy (unpaid!) timing process, made even more lengthy by the the fact it has to be repeated 
at the film stage.  
To some eyes - a loss in “film” look. 

Every film I have shot for last few years has between one and one hundred digital shots which 
haven’t proved to be a problem. 

I am in the process of completing a no budget DV feature and when the  
time comes to shop around for festivals, I was thinking of transferring  
from the MiniDV format to High Def. What would the cost of something  
like that be? And more importantly, could you explain what happens to  
the image when transfered to High Def? Such as would it magnify  
electronic grain, can the aspect ratio be altered or preserved, or any  
possible problems or advice I should know about this scenario. 

Jason 

I think you might mean Beta rather than Hi-Def.  Hi-Def is not a format that can be played back at 
the kind of venue you are after.  Just to confuse the picture, there are also several different kinds of 
Hi-Def.  I would recommend you call the particular festival you are considering and ask them what 
formats they find acceptable for consideration.  Any kind of transfer to another format is always 
going to degrade the work, even if it is digital.  This “loss” would not be detectable on most normal 
viewing situations.  As to cost, you would be getting involved with $200+ per hour places that 
specialise in this kind of work.  Aspect ratios can be easily altered and recomposing shots is easy, 
bearing in mind that anything more than a 10% increase in picture size will cause loss of resolution.  
You can budget this by calling  a post production house and explaining what you want and how long 
you think it will take.  
  

I've come to the conclusion that lighting is the greatest special effect. Now I am seeing huge image 
manipulation in post production of local tonal qualities (Lord of The Rings is an excellent example) 
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-- local dodging, color enhancing, etc. -- using...well what, is it an Avid based system, or something 
else? The reason I am asking, is that I have been printing color for 30 years, and using Shop for 3 
years in a pro color lab in San Francisco, and will soon come into an inheritance. Instead of sitting 
on my ass and moving to Healdsburg, I would like to invest in study of these techniques for later 
employment. That would include purchasing my own system. I know I have the eye and the patience...
remaining brain cells may be a question. Any info would be great. ??--Andre

This is not really my field, but I would suggest keeping your inheritance for wiser investments than 
purchasing systems that go out of date with a year. Several high-end companies have folded in the 
last few months because of the equipment costs being so savage. Learning to use the gear that 
belongs to a company seems like an excellent idea. I think the color timers of the future will be 
mostly freelance, moving between the film lab and the electronic lab and having a small pool of DP's 
that they work with. "Digital Intermediate" is hovering around the 15% mark at the moment, and will 
certainly rise as costs go down. 

What is the technique called with which everything is filmed in black & white, beside red which is 
normal? And how is this filmed (is it digitally made or is there any filter...)???--Simon

There is no filter that will make everything B&W and leave one colour. So it is done digitally these 
days, although it was possible to do the same thing optically before computers came along. 
Computers can quite easily be told to turn everything b&w except red, and then the area of red 
isolated manually where you want it.

Is the shift toward digital post-production and color grading affecting the color of lights on 
hollywood sets? Are more directors going for a more neutral look during shooting, to give them more 
room to experiment with color and exposure afterward? 
Jon

I don't really know the answer to this, but it is a typical rumor that mostly comes from producers. 
"Just shoot it, we'll fix it later". It's depressing really, but fortunately those in post who know a thing 
or two, realize that the "look" is still created on the set and Post is there to enhance, contribute and 
help the original ideas. In the world of "fix it later", there are no original ideas and it is unlikely that 
anything interesting will happen in the "fix it later" stage as the same misguided, lazy and uncreative 
individuals will be in the Post Suite who were on the set in the first place.

This kind of mentality has lead some scientists to storing the genes of various animals so that after we 
have ruined this planet, they can use them on "the new one"(!). It seems the more that as more and 
more information becomes available, there are less and less people capable of making a decision. 
"Fix it later" is not a philosophy than makes any sense in any walk of life. "DO IT NOW!" as my 
Grandad used to say.  
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Director

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

THE DIRECTOR/DP RELATIONSHIP 

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

After having watched Project Greenlight I came away with the impression that the DP had more 
influence on the look of a shot than the director. When you are out on location, who determines when 
the light is right etc. Also, does the cinematographer's opinion ever outweigh that of the director's? 
Do you have any examples of when that has happened? David Anderson

 
It's almost impossible to tell from looking at a film who did what. If the film is directed by an 
"auteur" then you can reckon that person had a hand in the setting of the camera, and possibly, but 
not necessarily, the lighting. The main thing about your second question is that it is not of any 
interest: the working relationship between a DP and Director is unique to that relationship so 
generalising about it does not have any value. If you are out there point scoring then you are not 
collaborating. In answer to the first question, generally the DP determines when the light is right: but 
with reference to the above, a DP might work very differently with one Director than another, 
depending on whether the particular Director has any interest in Lighting. (Also see below!)

 
Do you find it easier to work with technically minded directors or directors that focus more on 
performance? * --Joseph

Probably the latter as I seem to wind up with "performance' type directors. I think I find technically 
minded Directors rather boring to work with as I'm not sure what my job is, and I start worrying 
about who is doing their job ie the script, the actors etc. I'm not very good at being 'told' what to do, 
so if a Director was to start telling me where to put a light, I would introduce him the gaffer and 
suggest that they work together. But if a Director wants to discuss the mood of a scene with reference 
to the lighting that's fine. There are plenty of famous Directors who work with fine cameramen and 
tell them what to do: It's a personality thing I guess. Kubrick used a different cameraman on every 
film, except for Alcott doing two. Kubrick told eveyone how to do their job and made some of the 
worlds finest movies, but I never would have worked for him even had he asked! It takes 3-6 months 
to shoot a movie and 1 to 2 hours to watch it. Which is the more important experience?

 
Hi I just started my career as cameraman and I had some work as DP, but I am having some troubles 
finding jobs because here producers prefer technicians with strong personality and technical 
knowledge but almost no artistic [knowledge]. I have both technical and artistic knowledge, but I 
haven't (and I don't want to pretend) an overwhelming personality. What are the ideal characteristics 
for a DP and/or cameraman?

Cristian Orellana Santiago, Chile
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Yikes, this is turning into one of those "Dear Cathy" columns! Actually this is rather a good question 
as there are many brilliant DP's with the kind of shy and retiring nature you speak of, and some of 
them are not being given the jobs they deserve because of this. The "ideal" personality for a DP is the 
one that gets on with the Director (not necessarily the Producer!). Directors differ enormously in 
what they are looking for in a DP and a loud, aggressive "love me, love my gear" type macho-man 
does not always win the day. If you are doing good work, you'll be noticed and people will employ 
you - don't worry about your personality as that is for others to decide. Overwhelming personalities 
are best left to Actors...

 
Who chooses the particular equipment you use on a shoot? Obviously the bigger choices (DV vs. 
film, etc.) are made at the production design level, but do personal/brand preferences factor in at all? 
--Brandyn

 
Actually the "bigger" choices are made by the cinematographer in conjunction with the director, and 
sometimes the producer. The specifics of cameras, lenses, film stocks, lights etc are usually in the 
hands of the cinematographer but some directors are more obsessed than they should be with "gear". 
A highly camera-orientated director (like Ridley Scott) will choose a cinematographer who is not 
going to spend all day arguing about lenses and equipment.. Another director (like Lasse Hallstrom) 
might ask half-way through the shoot: "What kind of camera are we using?". There are Panavision 
nuts, Arri nuts amd Moviecam nuts - that about covers it.

 
I will be directing a 30min short that I wrote in the upcoming months. I'm very meticulous with what I 
want and how it is framed, I've even storyboarded it myself (yes I can draw). Will my DP want to kill 
me?

Thank You

 
Probably, but I haven't heard of Director/DP homicide case so you may be OK. Whilst storyboards 
are a very useful tool for Directors, they can also be very destructive because they 'blind' the film 
makers to the choices that are apparent when you rehearse a scene with real live actors in a real live 
place.  
1. With storyboards you manipulate the actors into the frames that are pre-visualised: you get the 
shot, but what is the cost in terms of performance and 'stimulation/motivation' of not just the actors, 
but also the DP. (Ask any actor whose been in a George Lucas film). What is drawn is never 
photographically exact, so can be misleading. 
2. Without storyboards you risk loosing track of the montage, but gain the intensity and buzz of 
having to sort it out in the moment. This is more challenging, but also more thrilling. Like playing 
jazz, instead of reading the notes from the music.  
3. If a Director is wedded to storyboards, It's can be from insecurity and a fear that their 'vision' will 
be lost in the maelstrom of shooting. Once you have a good relationship with a DP, you might find 
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your need for storyboards diminishes. It always strikes me as strange to be standing in some 
extraordinary spot on the planet, where hundreds of people have laboured long and hard to put you, 
and then to be gazing at a two dimensional pencil drawing on a piece of paper, probably made at 2am 
in some apartment in Manhatten. To me, each scene/rehearsal is a unique and momentary event and 
how it is shot should come out of that moment, in the real place and real time of shooting.  
4. Stunts, underwater, crane shots etc fall into another category and story boards are useful/essential 
if large groups of people are involved in the planning of a shot or sequence.  
5. Like all things, there are no hard and fast rules about story boards. Spielberg uses them and 
he'€™s not a bad film-maker!

 
What's the best way to position yourself to work with a specific director? If you don't have any 
personal lines to that director, would you send his (or her) agent a letter of interest? Or do you just 
have to hope that they'll eventually notice your work and come to you? Have you ever done anything 
daring to get a particular project? I guess I'm wondering how much overall self-promotion a 
cinematographer has to do.

Thanks alot, Cam

 
Well I have to say I've been lucky and every since being at film school with a number of directors 
that took me onwards and upwards (sometimes!), I've not had to 'trawl' for work. When I was in my 
twenties I was a stills photographer (in Cape Town) and had no work. I decided to make a fancy 
portfolio that I thought would entice people to employ me. I took it around and mostly didn't make it 
past the secretaries. I gave up and went to the beach. I met a fella there who gave me a job. What this 
means is, I don't understand why some very talented people aren't working, some mediocre talents are 
working and nothing is predictable. Except that if you have intention, determination and aim, all 
things are possible. Agents can help to get that first contact - they can't get the job for you, if the 
Director isn't interested. I've lost at least one job through too many people recommending me to a 
Director - they are usually willfull by definition, so there's a fine balance of how to get your name in 
front of a Director. When Gregor Jordan (a second feature 30-something director) was looking for a 
DP for Buffalo Soldiers , I asked him in the interview: Who else are you considering (for DP)? He 
said: No-one. I liked that because it showed he is decisive and determined, so I knew I'd get on well 
with him when we were shooting. Another director I met on the same day had seen dozens of DP's 
already and saw quite a few after me. I didn't think I'd work so well with him! I don't think I've done 
anything daring to get a job, like hang upside down outside a directors window, but who knows.. it 
could work. Self-promotion seems more like something that actors have to do: mercifully I haven't.

 
Has a director ever asked you to do something that just goes against your idea of what good 
cinematography is? What do you do in a situation like that? V.A.

Yes is the answer! There's three courses of action: 1. Do what he or she wants. 2. Argue your case. 3. 
Resign.

Of these three, I mostly go with No 2. However, I walked off a Rock Video in 1982 in the middle of 
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night and drove home because the director insisted on directing the lighting in a manner that I thought 
innapropriate. So I introduced him to the gaffer and suggested they work together! As far as I'm 
concerned, directors are there to direct the actors, not the lighting. Just as I might make a discreet 
suggestion to the director about the acting or the story, so he or she might do the same about the 
lighting: but discussing something is one thing, controlling it is another.

On average, once every five years or so, I wind up on the wrong film with the wrong director. 
Usually I realise the situation is a disaster the first week of shooting, but see it through to the end. It's 
like the army: if you've signed the contract you have to make the best of the situation. On one 
occasion I was fired after 7 weeks of trying to make the best of it: and replaced by another 
cameraman that I discovered had been hired during pre-production! You won't find that movie on my 
list of credits!

Fortunately, most of the time I work with directors where we share common ground. I try to work 
with directors whose primary focus is the script and the actors: this gives me a job to do. If the 
director is obsessed with the camera, you either become an assistant or have to start dealing with the 
actors!

There's nothing worse on a film set than a director and cinematographer arguing constantly. It can be 
creative, but more often than not It's just a pain. If the 'look' of the movie has been thought out in pre-
production, there's no need for voices to be raised. I've just finished Buffalo Soldiers in Germany: 
Gregor Jordan (a 32 yr old Aussie director) and I got through the entire movie without yelling at each 
other once, despite the fact we had never worked together before. In the first two weeks, we had to 
find common ground, as his idea of framing and mine proved to be a little different. However, with 
some give and take on both sides, we settled into a very good rhythm.

Good Cinematography is what is most appropriate for the script: if a director tries to direct your work 
in a manner that you consider inapropriate and harmful to both the script and your own work, and 
continues to do so despite your protest, it may be time to leave! Remember the title: Director of 
Photography.

 
How much say does the cinematographer have in the lighting that's used during a shoot? The most 
important job that a Cinematographer has is the lighting, and It's completely his or her decision. If a 
Director doesn't like the lighting, they hired the wrong person. If a Director wants to do the lighting, 
suggest he or she uses the gaffer directly, so that you can go home.  

 
 
Director Terrance Malick (The New World, The Thin Red Line) shoots his movies in "natural light" 
only, apparently using no artificial lighting of any kind. (A lot of bounce boards I'm guessing?) Why 
does he do that? His films look so gorgeous. Is natural-light cinematography a real option for 
directors who can't afford to spend half a year shooting only at magic hour like Malick does? What 
are the techniques used? Is natural-light a philosophical thing, or an image thing?

'Why does he do that? His films look so gorgeous.'  
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I think you answered your own question! As Sven Nykvist has just died (Sep 06), it might be a good 
moment to reflect on 'natural light' photography which is a principle dear to the hearts of many 
Cinematographers including me. John Alcott was mentioned recently, and I would add Nestor 
Almendros to the list. A New York Gaffer once told me the story of when he had a pre-light crew 
spend a couple of days lighting Central Park for a night shoot: Nestor arrived on the night to shoot 
and looked around and said: 'It looks great just as it is: let'€™s shoot!' He told me the story to 
illustrate that Nestor was always shooting in 'natural' light and had not realized about the extensive 
pre-light.. however, my thinking was that Nestor was saying this to illustrate a point, probably being 
only too aware of the work involved.

Is natural-light a philosophical thing, or an image thing? Well the one leads to the other.. it 
definitely is a guiding principle for me. I will always consider what would a set look like if it was 
situated in the real world instead of in the studio. All good Day Interior lighting has to be based on 
what would happen to that window if the room were in a real place.. AND what kind of place is that 
'€“ Northern Hemisphere, The Tropics etc will always affect the way the light comes in the window.

Malick is willing to take the time to shoot at the right time and schedule accordingly. There's not a lot 
of Directors out there who have the patience or the power over the studio to do that: the 
Cinematographer does not have the authority to 'insist' on waiting for hours and hours unless he or 
she is backed up by the Director. Once a scene is shot there is no going back so the moral is to not 
shoot it if it isn'€™t right!

Lighting is based on Sunlight and as such there is nothing deeper, older or more profound than 
Sunlight. Without it there is no world, no life, so you'd better get a grip on what it is, and what it 
does, if you are going to be a Cinematographer. We (mankind) invented Electricity, which has given 
a whole new level of lighting to study: Electric Light which has quite different principles to Sunlight, 
but could be considered 'natural' to the modern world - or at least to the world that has electricity. The 
'technique used' is simply to Look. Look at Daylight, Look at Candle light, Look at Electric light: it 
takes a while, but all you have to do is re-create what is there for all to see.

For really important scenes, are you involved with editing to make sure the filming work done is put 
together properly, since the two are separate production departments? ??--Tommie

Generally speaking, DP's are not involved with editing for a number of reasons. We might be 
shooting another film. We might be on holiday. I used to turn up more often than I do now, when film 
was edited 'manually' on Movieolas and Steinbecks. This kind of editing was slower and more 
considered, as making changes was more laborious and could not be 'undone' so easily. This meant 
that there was only one 'version' of the movie available at any one time: as opposed to the dozens that 
now reside in every edit machine. Directors and editors had more space to listen to the opinions of 
others: now everyone has an opinion, and probably their own version somewhere buried in the hard 
drive. Now I find that I only occasionally comment to the editor, as they always have had to listen to 
2000 opinions before mine, so I feel sorry for them!

Assuming a fairly well-planned indie shoot on 35mm with an experienced crew (of say 3 and 3 plus a 
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swing) what do you think is an achievable number of set-ups to plan for? I realize that using daylight 
vs. exteriors at night affects what we are talking about in terms of time for lighting so let's also 
assume that there is a fair amount of lighting. What would be a reasonable number of set-up's? I 
think I heard the UPM on one of the episodes of "Project Greenlight" say that Thomas Ackerman was 
shooting 30 set-ups a day which seems amazing. Also, do you think it makes sense to try and shoot 
two cameras in an effort to boost the amount of coverage you are shooting or does it lead to too 
many compromises in the lighting? Lastly, is it reasonable for a director to expect that a set is lit in 
such a way that most of the tighter shots (other than the reverse) can be shot with minimal tweaks to 
the lighting on the master? I feel like I would rather spend some extra time on lighting the master if it 
means we can rock and roll once the actors are on set and ready to start shooting. Thanks for the 
advice. ??--Henry

"I shoot 40 setups a day" is not a measure of quality nor an achievement in itself, TV shoots average 
between 15 and 30 setups a day (I think). Movies are usually under 20, and some are under 10. I think 
screentime is a more interesting measure, as it takes into account how much of the movie you have 
shot, rather than how many shots. I guess The Shining wouldn?t have rated very high on the daily set-
up scale?. Two cameras can be useful in some situations, but when every set-up is 2 or 3 cameras, it 
can compromise the lighting (and the sound), and actually takes longer when you are in a confined 
space tripping all over each other. Occasional second camera is a good way to shoot I think, but then 
I mostly shoot straight drama and not action. I like precision and controlled framing, so multiple 
cameras CAN (but not always) lead to "found" framing. This can be a style in itself (like the 
dynamics of a Tony Scott film), so there is no real answer to this question, without reference to the 
intended shooting style of the picture. I would say that most close-ups in the same lighting direction 
should not take longer than 10 to 15 minutes to "tweak". Some you can shoot straight away. Some 
will take longer. Altman likes to just zoom in from the master position and "just shoot it!". That's 
what makes the acting in his films "fizz", whilst the framing is loose and "human". So you adapt to 
the circumstance. 

What is the relationship of the cinematographer with the director? Does the director give you a basic 
idea of what he or she wants and lets you make the decisions or are they much more specific in what 
shots they want? Also, what is the relationship between the cinematographer and the film editor? Do 
you shoot with a editor's style in mind? ??--William

The director/DP topic has been explored a number of times on this site. The relationship is unique to 
each director/DP "combo". Some films are storyboarded by the director, with or without the DP. 
Recently I storyboarded some of scenes with Bart the Bear in the upcoming Lasse Hallstrom film An 
Unfinished Life. I then showed them to Lasse, he made some changes and then we shot the combined 
result. This happens because it was the third film we have made together, so some confidence grows 
up between us. Who decides the shot is a matter of no importance when you watch a film, so as far as 
I am concerned the same applies when we shoot a movie. I'm not sure an Editor has a "style", but 
perhaps they do. I certainly give no thought to the personality or "style" of the editor when I am 
shooting. I am hoping to give him or her material that will cut together well, as well as choices that 
will enable the film to be cut in ways that I might not have foreseen. The editor's world is prescribed 
by the images that we supply: if we didn't shoot it, he can't use it. If you think of the shooting as 
making the cloth, the editor turns it into a garment. We have a concept via the script of the nature of 
the garment, but the editor may or may not make a better movie from the materials we supply. Some 
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of the films I have shot I thought were improved in the editing, and some were spoiled. That's just the 
way it is.

2005

I'm an American writer turned director (SAG Experimental 35mm) getting a shot at my first feature, 
a low budget character driven action piece. I've spent several years carefully developing a 
relationship with a DP who's work I love and whom I trust personally. Now for economic reasons, 
Vancouver may be the location. Since I'm not established and on the low end of the spectrum I have 
little chance of bringing an American DP. Assuming I get past having someone imposed upon me I'll 
be under the gun to find a new collaborator. I suppose I'll just have to trust my eye and my gut, but 
any suggestions would be a blessing.??--Pat

I'd need a lot more information to make suggestions about a particular DP. It's worse than trying to 
run a dating agency! The director/DP relationship is such a distant/intimate thing, that there is no way 
anyone can choose that person for you. I always think of my "interviews" with directors as 
"Meetings" since both of you have to decide if it going to work. The good news is that Vancouver is a 
major film making centre and also a nice place to live, so there are good people there. I don't think 
you will have much trouble finding your DP: just make sure you choose who you want and not who 
someone else wants. I've lost a few jobs through being "over-recommended" by a keen producer, only 
to find the director wants to make up his own mind. I respect that and think that the DP works for the 
director and only the producer after that. 

How should a director communicate to cinematographer? What I mean is, how do you as a 
cinematographer want the director to communicate to you what he wants, assuming he/she doesn't 
know that much about cinematography. ??--Aditya

A lot of new directors worry needlessly about communicating "technically" with the 
cinematographer. There is absolutely no reason why a director needs to know anything about 
cinematography, especially at the beginning of their career. Some directors some from a "graphic" 
background but some come from a literary or theatrical background. What a cinematographer is 
looking for in a director is direction (der..). If the director knows nothing about cinematography nor 
about directing then we have a problem. Usually what happens is the cinematographer winds up 
shooting the film and directing it from the backseat and no-one is happy. There is not an answer to 
"how" to communicate with a cinematographer: just discuss what you want, not necessarily in 
specific terms, and then listen to suggestions that the cinematographer might make. This will start a 
dialogue which hopefully will generate good results.

In American History X, who decided to use B/W stock for the past scenes and color for the present 
scenes? Is something like that scripted? Does the DP decide or is it the director's decision? ?-
Matthew

Oddly enough I am just starting to shoot The Hoax with Lasse Hallstrom directing and we have 
decided to do the flashbacks in b/w. In this particular case I came up with the idea, but like 
everything else in film, you never know who comes up with which idea. Generally scripts don't give 
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direction about his kind of thing.. like saying:

"John came into the room, backlit by a 2K with a half CTO". 

Since American History X was shot and directed by Tony Kaye then I would imagine he made the 
decision - he's a very strong individual who makes a lot of commercials, and so would be very 
grounded in images. If I happened to know that the tea lady made that decision, would that make any 
difference to how you view the film?

2006

It must be extremely challenging for a cinematographer to effectively interpret what it is that the 
director is attempting to portray on film. In your experience, how do you overcome this, do you have 
a lot of input into the look and feel that is trying to be achieved in a shot???-Alexandra

You have unknowingly defined the role of the cinematographer. The collaboration is not something 
to "overcome", but rather a meeting of minds. The cinematographer is both a creator and a translator. 
One day you feel as if you are no more than an assistant and on another you might as well be the 
director. On a good day I don't mind which role I am playing as my aim is to achieve a state of mind 
where the particular shot is created without thought of whose idea it was. I take pleasure from a good 
idea whether it is mine or someone else's: one thing is for sure, all shots are credited to the director so 
you'd better get used to that or become a director!

The most frustrating situation is when a cinematographer works with a director with whom he or she 
is in conflict. This may not necessarily be a bad thing for the movie: I know of at least one director 
who seeks out conflict with the DP to keep him awake!

DP's vary enormously in their interest and ability when it comes to setting up shots. Some brilliant 
DP's (mostly from the UK) are completely uninterested in the montage and concentrate on the 
lighting, letting the operator work with director on the shots. Others (like myself) find the montage 
very interesting and I like working with Lasse Hallstom for that reason: we collaborate entirely on the 
way anything is shot. I did a lot of the storyboards for Casanova and then he would change what he 
didn't like. Then he would do some and I would comment on things I didn't like. I do 8 weeks of prep 
as he is usually busy with his last film so I "stand in" for him until he turns up. This can be a bit 
strange, but when I consider how you can be treated by directors, it is a pleasure to have such input 
into the films. The shots in a particular sequence just "fit" when things are going well - like making 
miter joints in carpentry and then finding they just slot together. A good film is the result of many 
things: the cinematographer's contribution may not be realized by the public but then, at least we have 
a private life!

In a recent column you stated that there are very few cinematographers who leave an indelible mark 
on the medium. You mentioned Vittorio Storaro, Gordon Willis and Robert Richardson. The first two 
have worked on several films with Francis Ford Coppola, while Richardson has worked extensively 
with Oliver Stone and has made three films with Martin Scorsese. 
Thomas
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I believe that great films are made by great teams, with a great team Leader. One of the talents of a 
great director is the ability to assemble a team of brilliant people to work with them: they will attract 
the kinds of talent that would not be content to go off and work on something mediocre. If Scorsese 
asked me to shoot a film I would be unlikely to say no, although he has a reputation of being difficult 
to work with. In my essay at Cineman.co.uk, I call these people Brilliant Ones and believe that the 
rest of us should value and put up with the foibles of some of these people simply because genius 
comes with a price tag: usually in the form of some form of anti-social behavior. Being "nice" is not a 
pre-requisite for being an Artist. I thought that the combination of Rodrigo Prieto and Oliver Stone in 
Alexander did not work: it seemed that both their styles got compromised by working with each 
other. Rodrigo went on to work with Ang Lee on Brokeback Mountain and immediately his work 
shone again as it had in previous films like Frida.

A good piece of cinematography can't turn a bad film into a good film, but it can wreck a good film 
with the wrong "look". A great film is where all the elements work together: and that's a lot of people. 
There's a kind of mystery here...so really there's no answer to your question.

How was it working for Dave Mamet? How is he as a director in relation to other directors you've 
worked with? 
M.D.

I wonder if Dave sent me this question... mm... what should I say. As a potential future employer it 
would be a mistake to say anything bad about him, but luckily I don't have to as he and I got on really 
well. I always like Directors who have real skill with words and actors as I can get on with my job of 
photographing the film. I tend to only work with directors whose focus of attention is the script and 
the actors. Dave as a Writer/Director is clearly different to work with than say Stephen Frears, who 
doesn't write his movies. I don't really want to discuss how he compares with other directors: he's 
uniquely himself as is every other director I've worked with. 

What do you do when you have a conflict in terms of the over-all quality of the film with a Director?

I am not sure what you mean by this.. I assume you mean a situation where the Director is saying 
"Just Shoot it!" before you have finished the lighting (for instance). A "quality conflict" is more 
likely to occur with a Producer who wants to save money than a Director...

Let's assume you meant the "look" of a film which is more likely to be a potential source of conflict. 
At the meeting stage, it is customary to find out if you are on the same wavelength as the Director, 
and this should include a skirmish into talking about ideas that he or she has about the movie. If these 
ideas, as presented to you, do not seem to match up with your own then you would be better off 
walking away and seeking employment elsewhere. If conflict occurs once you have started shooting 
then it gets a bit more tricky. Charm will usually work a lot better than confrontation: in 27 years of 
shooting I have only had to walk away once (on a Rock Video) and have only been "fired" once - on 
a feature. Most disagreements can be resolved with hopefully a more creative solution than either the 
Director or the Cinematographer would have reached on their own. 
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What are some of the most basic and biggest mistakes you see inexperienced cinematographers make?

Actually I don't see them make them as I am not there! But I can guess..

The first mistake is allowing Producers and sometimes Directors to demand things that they don't 
know much about. In the Film/Digital debate, it is very important that young Cinematographers have 
the facts at their fingertips so that they can influence the choice of equipment and "workflow". 
Increasingly Editors, VFX Supervisors and all kinds of people seem to think they know the best way 
to shoot the film. So having a clear idea of how you think a film should be shot from Format, 
"Medium" and Workflow to viewing Dailies etc is very important. And these questions will occur on 
DAY 1 of prep, or even on the phone prior to that, so get your thoughts in order before the grilling 
begins. 

Producers will want to sit-in on your meetings with he Director - it is MUCH BETTER to meet 
privately with the Director for at least two days before anyone from Production gets answers to any 
questions. This way you and the Director will have a solid and agreed plan which is more likely to 
win the day if it comes to a difference of opinion. 

The Cinematographer has a huge influence over many of the working practices in film: it is his or her 
responsibility to continue to serve both Production and the Director in the best possible way - and that 
way is to produce pictures that enhance and describe the story with such brilliance that the audience 
feels inspired and illuminated! 
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Dear Mr. Stapleton, 

First of all, I really enjoyed your work on "Cider House Rules"... I'm an  
established director in Asia mostly doing TV commercials for the market out  
here. I've also directed several award winning short films. I'm currently  
in-pre-pro with my first feature film project and wanted to know how to go  
about hiring experienced DPs from the US or Europe as I want a distinctly  
different "look" than the DPs in Asia -- while there are a number of Asian  
DPs I admire such as Gu Changwei, Zhao Fei etc., for this project I prefer  
to work with a "Western" DP. How do I go about getting in touch with a DP  
from the States or Europe with experience -- not to mention, the pay for a  
DP isn't high out here considering the budget contraints -- but I thought  
there might be people interested in shooting a film in China, even if it's  
for scale. Any chance you think? 

Thanks in advance!! 

-Xu 

I would say there are many DP's sitting at home dying for the chance to  
shoot in China!  You could contact one of the big agencies       (like ICM )  
Or put an add on a website such as Cinematography.com.  The agency  
route will get you more established DP's - the internet will get you.. er..  
well.. who knows! I always find the idea of a different nationality having a  
different "look" a bit suspect - what it will give you is a different  
experience - judging by my recent experience in teaching 22 Asean DP's for a  
week.  Western DP's tend to be a bit more forthright (arrogant?) than their  
Eastern counterpart.

As an aspiring producer, a large part of my job revolves around scouting for new talent. It seems the 
more I learn about cinematography the more I realise how little I know. What sorts of things should I 
be paying attention to when viewing a cinematographer's work? 
Adam

I've never quite figured out why a director or a producer will call me and offer me a job when there 
are so many others out there to choose from. Sometimes I've asked a director why he wanted me to 
shoot his film (usually at the wrap party!) and you don't get much more than this: "I've seen a lot of 
your films and like them." It's more or less a "given" that the kinds of cinematographers that shoot 
feature films are pretty good at what they do, so after that it's just a matter of taste.

As a producer you will largely be leaving the choice to the director, so you don't have to worry too 
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much about it. Your job is to make a few phone calls when the director has chosen someone and find 
out what they are like to work with. This doesn't take too long in the case of someone who has been 
around a long time. For a new person it's more a question of trusting your own judgement about the 
person, both on an artistic and personal level.

When I have been on juries to give prizes for cinematographers, some of the criteria have been:  
How well does the cinematography serve the story?  
Does the cinematography work "in harmony" with subject or is it "flashy" and there to be admired?  
Technically is the cinematography well done: do the shots match?  
Lastly, and most important, does the cinematography result in a mood for the story that enhances it 
without being overbearing?  
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

Hi! I'm a film student at Central Washington University and I'm  
looking for information that leads to what is the best movie/film camera out  
on the market today?  I searched a few sites but none of them gave me any  
hints. Could you possibly help? If you don't know exactly which one or  
brand.  Is it possible for you to let me know what kind of Camera did any of  
the big blockbuster movies use??  Thanks so much! Cedric from CWU Film 

Cameras are mostly either 16mm or 35mm for professional use but I'll stick  
to 35mm as you seem interested in blockbusters.  These kinds of movies are  
usually shot with Panavision cameras, which are rented from Panavision which  
is the largest rental house for movie equipment in the world. You can't own  
these cameras as they are not for sale: but you can buy Arriflex and  
Moviecam cameras which also can be rented from other companies (and also  
from Panavision - just to confuse the issue!) As for which one is best -  
you'll get as many answers as there are cameras.  The best camera is the one  
most appropriate for the job: and that differs with the job. 

What precautions do you have to take with equipment when you're shooting in a really hot place? I'm 
going to Mexico this summer with some friends (from film school) to shoot a short film, but I'm 
worried about the technical hassles we might encounter because of the heat. 

Darren Swane 

You’ll probably have more trouble with your stomach than with the film! I assume you’re shooting 
on film (?), and you’ll have no problems provided that:  
1. Put a cloth or reflective material on the camera magazine. Try and keep the whole camera in the 
shade as much as possible, but don’t panic if you can’t!  
2. Never leave the cans in the sun, and seek out the coolest spot (but not the fridge), to store the film.  
3. Do not, under any circumstances, let the film go through X ray at customs, no matter what they say 
about “film safe” etc.  If you have to take the film through, allow plently of time and take a changing 
bag with you: if customs insist, they can open the cans in the bag and feel the rolls of film. You can 
avoid this by purchasing and processing the stock there, as once the film is in negative or print form 
(developed) it can’t be harmed by X ray.  
One of the really amazing things about film, sometimes hard to remember through the haze of 
Digispeak, is that it is very very resilient to both cold, hot, rain, sun, steam, the tropics the spiders and 
everything else we can throw at it.  Try that with a 24p! 

I'm always hearing about new cameras and new technology, but I don't really understand how you 
get to try equipment out before sinking a ton of money into it. As an established professional, do 
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companies send you new models to try? And how do you try out new "toys"?  
--Anthony 

Most equipment is rented so that’s how you get to try it out.  You just hire what you want for a shoot, 
the production company pays for it, and if you don’t like it or want to try something else, just 
exchange it.  As far as buying equipment is concerned, you don’t want to do this unless you’re very 
clear about what you are doing, and can be confident that you will be working when you want to 
work. (No freebies from companies I’m afraid!). 

 Have you ever owned any camera equipment in your career...or is  
this primarily a thing that applies to commercial shooters? thank  
you...Steve  
I would drag my Mum to a halt if we passed a photo shop when I  
was a child. I’d pull myself up with my little fingers on the windowsill and  
look wistfully at the cameras.  In currently own er.. a lot of camera  
equipment.. so, no, owning cameras does not just apply to commercial shooters. 

I work with a single partner doing small movies. We have our main emphasis on intricate plot that is 
believable but slightly surreal and humorous. We do not have the means to make intricate riggings 
and we don't have a stable cart for a camera. Do you think that we should been stingy on using 
moving shots or should we make an attempt at moving shots even if it means that we have slightly 
"shaky" shots? Is there any inexpensive way to minimize "shake"? ??--Brian

Learning Tai Chi is an inexpensive way of minimizing "shake". Hand held camera work does not 
have to shaky at all when it is executed by an expert. On the other hand, moving the camera has no 
virtue in itself: there are many wonderful movies made with virtually no camera movement involved. 
If you have access to a wheelchair (maybe borrow one?) then sitting in it with the camera on your 
shoulder will yield reasonably steady tracking shots, depending on the nature of the ground/floor. If 
you need to get higher, put a plank across the arm rests and sit on that. On smooth floors, low angle 
shots can be made very well by lying on a blanket or carpet and being pulled along, resting the 
camera on a piece of foam or some such thing.

Silly camera rigs have their place even in expensive films, so the more you can improvise, the better.  
  

Hi my name is Sam Pfeffer. I'm a DoP. I have an old ARRI - II b with a set of old Arriflex cine xenon 
lenses and I?m interested in an experience with LOMO ANAMORPHIC adapter for my lenses or any 
other solution for my upcoming project. ??--Sam

Hello Sam. You seem like a pretty experienced guy judging from your website: you might want to 
update your camera though! I have one too and get some strange looks if I ever get it out. 
Unfortunately I can't tell you anything about Lomo adapters but I reckon that lens combination with 
result in some pretty soft and flarey images. If this is what you want, go for it. 

I'm in the process of finishing my screenplay and am looking to film and edit it myself. I have quite a 
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few resources with a limited budget. I have roughly $4000-$5000 to spend on a camera, and plan on 
editing it on a new Mac. What kind of camera do you recommend that I buy? P.S. If possible please 
be specific about model and brand ??--Mathew

If you are serious about making a film and not about buying equipment, I would recommend you 
spend your spare cash on making a better film and hiring or borrowing a camera to shoot it with. If, 
on the other hand, you really really need to buy a camera which will be out of date in about 3 months 
time, go to a video website to see discussion on the merits of various cameras. 

I am just starting to make movies with a regular camcorder. For my latest movie, I'm using tape-to-
tape editing. I find it extremely difficult, but it's the only option for my camera. Do you have any tips 
for me, or are there any other options? Thanks!??--AEP

Yes. You really need to "digitize" your work, buy a Mac or PC and a LaCie hard drive and edit your 
work on Final Cut Pro or Imovie or similar. Tape-to-tape is really a thing of the past and a very 
painful way to do things. You don't need a digi camera (i.e. with a firewire out) as you can get 
converters to digitize from Hi-8 and older formats. There's a few thousand dollars to get this stuff, but 
if you look around carefully in the second hand market it is surprising what you can find. And once 
you have your "rushes" on the computer it really is great to do the editing and make changes, without 
all that tape grind and yecky transferring with increasingly bad quality.

2005

For most scenes in a film, on average, how many cameras do you have at hand being used 
simultaneously?

Mostly 1 for a normal dialogue scene in a room; 2 for daylight scenes involving some complication ie 
children, animals, weather etc. Then 3 upwards for action scenes or any scene where doing it again is 
a problem ? like blowing up a house etc. The main problem with using more than one camera is that 
it is hard to make the lighting look good from more than one angle, although if the 2nd camera is 
used carefully then it can provide very useful additional footage.

I am a true film guy, I want to shoot film. Last year I bought an Arri 16bl Camera, (crystal sync, 
video Tap), the works. The problem is that I afraid of shooting any film that matters, because I feel I 
have no idea what I'm doing. I have bought book telling me how to do it if you have a large budget, 
and lots of lights. I have neither. I do have a Lowel DP light kit, 2 575 HMI, 1 2500 HMI Par. That's 
my lights. I have shot 2 400' rolls one on was some swim suit models on the beach, and the other was 
of the singer George Clinton in his studio I had to shoot it inside Nat lighting, but they were 
florescent lights. The beach stuff looked really good and the inside roll was just ok. I guess the 
question is, am I making shooting film harder then it really is (over thinking it)? ?-Jay

I guess your story is not uncommon these days, although it would mostly be from someone who 
bought video equipment. Most DP's don't own any equipment, because it changes all the time and it 
doesn't make a lot of sense economically to own gear: at least at the beginning of your career. I 
admire your honesty: "I feel I have no idea what I am doing"...that's a good start. It might be better to 
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put your gear away for awhile and go and work on some student or professional projects where you 
can assist a cinematographer until you feel a bit more confident. Whilst a great deal about the 
chemistry of film can be learned out of books with the aid of a stills camera, there is nothing 
equivalent to set experience to build confidence. I wouldn't use your own money for stock and 
processing: it's just way too expensive. Get some experience and then hopefully someone will employ 
you to shoot something. It's not hard to shoot film - just expensive!

I remember reading somewhere that back projection was invented in the early 1930's by an 
individual who, in order to increase the visual luminosity synched 2 Mitchell cameras and split the 
beam using a prism (though I'm not sure all of the above is accurate). Could you let your readers 
know who was responsible for perfecting back projection in the 1930's and discuss in some detail as 
to how this was achieved (set up)? PS - I love the look of the desert in back projection from The Big 
Sleep where Bogart and Bacall are driving, just before they kiss. My guess is that the 'nighttime' 
desert was filmed during the day using a filter, and/or film was 'push/pull' processed.??-Mike

You may be referring to the Vistavision triple head projector developed by Paramount to use for back 
projection. Mitchell did indeed make a projector for back projection but the book I am looking at (by 
Raymond Fielding) does not mention Mitchell developing a "split beam" system (but it might be in 
another book!). The general problems of film back projection were:

1. Picture steadiness. Unlike a normal movie projector, the film projector had to be as steady as a 
movie camera ie pin registered, otherwise the background would "jiggle" in relation to the foreground. 
2. Luminosity. The image needed to be very bright which is why the "triple" projector was invented. 
This ran 3 prints in register at the same time: you can imagine the kind of accuracy needed to make 
that work, apart from the perf tolerance of the print stock! The photo in Fielding's book shows a piece 
of machinery that definitely wasn?t taken on location! 
3. Sync. The shutter of the camera had to be open at the same time that the projected image was 
"open" otherwise you could get veiling or flicker in the image. This was achieved by "slaving" the 
motors together. 
4. Colour. This introduced a whole other set of problems that meant that the BG plate had to be 
carefully graded and projected to match the foreground. 
In the example you mention, day for night is a good way to shoot something like a desert as lighting 
it is not very practical! These days it is a lot easier to manipulate the image as the sky can be treated 
separately which makes it a lot easier to make it darker.

Video back projection is now becoming a reality for feature films, as the quality of the image 
improves. I first used it for the driving sequences in Kansas City (dir: Robert Altman 1996) as we 
were working in Kansas City and could not afford to fly in all the back projection equipment. Some 
quite cheap systems can be used successfully for night work, but you still need to spend some money 
to make it work for day as the demands on tonality and resolution are much higher.

2006

I was wondering how important is the existence of the 'distance markings' on the lens barrel of a 
camera? James Tocher, in a camera review in Moviemaker magazine (No. 58), says it's essential in 
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order to keep your image focused if you are recording something that moves. However, the majority 
of prosumer camcorders come with a good fixed lens, that doesn't have any distance markings, 
although it can be focused manually. What do you think? Are there any focus problems with an image 
of such a camera when projected on a big screen? 
?Stelios

Yes, oh YES there are BIG problems because what looks in focus on a small monitor, or even a fancy 
$40K Big Monitor, does not always look in focus when you make in 30ft wide. It is surprising to me 
how many "professionals" think that just because an image looks good when it is small, why shouldn?
t it look good when it is big?

You might have noticed that a prosumer camcorder costs around $1000 or less. One lens for a 35mm 
movie camera (not even a zoom!) costs around $20,000. That isn't just because it is a specialized 
market (although that's a good chunk of it) but it is because the sharpness and engineering of the lens 
is of a quite different order to that of a camcorder. Autofocus does a remarkable job on a camcorder, 
a job that is good enough for your home movies showing on the telly. Blow this up to cinema size 
however and something that looked sharp before may or may not look terrible. When someone makes 
a "DV" movie and shows it in the cinema, it might have been made on all sorts of different 
equipment, some of which is professional complete with manual focus and distance markings, and 
some of which might be shot on Prosumer cameras with autofocus. When one of these cameras has a 
"manual" function it's not much use to a serious filmmaker as it is very hard to calibrate some of 
these manual focus functions to be really useable. It's one of the complaints I often see in reviews of 
quite serious and expensive HD cameras: great for docs but not so good for drama. If you want to 
make a DV drama, go for a camera with interchangeable lenses so that you can put a lens on it with 
distance markings and get a focus puller to keep the image sharp!

I'm an amateur filmmaker and I'm getting ready to purchase a Steadicam & dolly system. The 
question is when is it best to use one or the other? Clearly, some shots such as climbing stairs or lots 
of turns are possible only with a Steadicam, but what about the shots that could be accomplished with 
both? While the dolly is guaranteed to be smooth it's also so much more work to set up when a good 
Steadicam operator could just get the shot. What's your opinion? 
Shawn

It's a matter of "feel" - what kind of rhythm do you want any particular shot to have? It takes a very 
very good steadicam operator to make it seem like a dolly shot, so it you want a shot to be really 
steady then use a dolly.

Decisions in film making are not made based on whether something is "a lot of work": they are made 
on what is the right way to do the shot for the story you are trying to tell. A simplification would to 
be to say that a steadicam shot is more "point of view like" than a Dolly shot: the audience senses the 
presence of the camera operator more than in the more "neutral" Dolly shot. 
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Exposure

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

EXPOSURE TECHNIQUES - EFFECT ON THE IMAGE

Recently while working as a grip on a couple of features I've [seen] one DP using only a spot meter 
(Gale Tattersall, "Thirteen Ghosts") and another using only footcandle measurement (Fred Elmes, 
"24 Hours"). I'm used to an incident meter, but I was wondering if you could comment on these other 
approaches, and how you meter.  
Michael Cox 

Hello Michael,  
This is quite a topic that could take up a book or two.  Traditionally, Cinematographers use Incident 
Meters (the most famous is the Spectra): lately some Cinematographers, often who have a 
background in still photography, use Spot Meters (Minolta, Pentax etc).  
Incident meters measure the light that falls on the subject, spot meters measure the light that reflects 
off the subject (usually a 1 degree angle). In theory the reflected light off a “Grey Card” will give the 
same reading as an incident meter, though in practice this is rare!  
Footcandle measurement used to be the norm when Cinematographers used Incident meters.  This is 
an “absolute” measurement, like distance or speed. It is based on 1 foot candle being the amount of 
light a candle will give 1 foot from the candle - (I think!).  So a cameraman could say to a gaffer: I 
need 64 footcandles over there from that light and the gaffer would be able to provide that amount of 
light.  Today a cinematographer may say: I need a 2.8 over there, meaning T2.8 at whatever ASA 
(film speed) he is using; or he may say, put a 5K (light) over there and not refer to the amount of light 
that will come from it.  In practice every Cinematographer has their own way of working (including 
not using a meter atall!), so there’s no “right” way.  
Personally I only use a spot meter as I learned the Ansel Adams Zone System from his excellent 
books.  This divides the reflected light into “zones” from the deepest black to the whitest white: once 
you’ve decided how many “zones” the particular film and print stock combination you’ve chosen is 
going to see, you can work out what lighting range will give you the desired result.  An extreme 
version of this is visible in Robert Altmans “Kansas City”, where I used a very strong bleach-bypass 
process on the print from a very “soft” negative (achieved by using Kodaks 32OT “flashed” in the 
camera): this meant the lighting ratio had to very soft - it looked terrible to the eye on set as it was so 
flat.  In stills terms, it would be like using a “pulled” (incomplete development) negative and a hard 
paper.  
So long as the Printer Light numbers that come back from the Lab are what you are after, it doesn’t 
matter how you judge the exposure. 

When lighting a traditional night time interior on a stock with pretty good latitude, what is your 
favorite contrast ratio between the highlights and shadows?  For example, let's say that moonlight 
spilling in through an open window is the main light source. 

- Nat 
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The honest answer is that I don’t know!  Some DP’s are very technical and light in the way you 
describe: I tend to light by eye and measure the exposure almost as an afterthought.  
But knowing the stock is the key as (for instance) in Shipping News the ratio would be maybe 3:1 
because of the bleach by-pass print, whereas in a “normal” movie it might be 7:1.  The most 
important process for me is in testing where I decide on the lens/stock/printstock combination and 
then tune the lighting to that combination.  For instance right now I am using the new Kodak 500asa 
5218 which has an extreme latitude so windows can go 3 stops overexposed and you still see detail.  
This stock allows lighting to be “by eye” in a way that say the Vision 200 stock would not.  On the 
downside, if the lighting is too flat the image looks “muddy”.

2006

I am young 23 year old with a huge aspiration for both film and television. I soon will be behind the 
DP chair once again and I wanted to achieve a gritty yet colorful look. So I was thinking that I shoot 
everything with a polarizer, including indoors. My question is.. If I use a polarizer indoors and not 
adjust the camera for exposure, will it give me the look that I am going for? 
Mario

Interesting idea, but I wouldn't want to shoot with a polarizer indoors without adjusting the exposure 
since there is a 2 stop loss with most polarizer?s so you are talking about quite severe underexposure. 
You are right that under-exposure of this kind will make the film more grainy, but the problem is that 
it will make the color less saturated which goes against your idea of gritty-yet-colorful.

Take the polarizer idea on its own. Whilst it is true that outside a Polar will tend to saturate color by 
removing some reflected light, (blue sky is the obvious example), you need to compensate the 
exposure otherwise your underexposure will de-saturate the colour. So lets say you use the Polariser 
outside and compensate the stop but then OVEREXPOSE the film to increase the colour saturation 
(some people disagree with this but it works for me!) Now you have the problem of not "gritty" so 
you have to decide how to achieve this. Super 8mm? 16mm? If it's MiniDV it?s a bigger problem as 
fake grain is not great. Otherwise if its 35mm then a 500ASA stop should be essential for a slightly 
grainy feel. You'd have to push process it to get any real feeling of grain.

So what to do indoors? The polar won't make much difference here - look through it and you'll see - 
unless you are around a lot of water or reflective material. The color is largely a function of sets and 
costumes, along with stock and exposure choices. Remember that you can increase color saturation 
considerably by lighting colors with their own color.. the "gritty" element is under the same control as 
it was outdoors? I never got around to trying pola gel in front of lights with colour and then a pola on 
the camera. I thought about it a couple of times but maybe you can make some sense of it!

I've been trying a few different methods of metering (I use an incident meter). When pushing a stock, I 
always take the reading directly from the light so that I may dial the aperture in at exactly what the 
meter says; this way I'm pushing the highlights so I can expose for the shadows. It just seems more 
accurate this way. But when I'm not pushing the stock, I've been told to point the meter at the camera 
and then split the difference of the key and fill; this seems too arbitrary, and it goes against my 
intuition, however, it does make sense that I'm taking into account the shadows at a higher exposure. 
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Should I always push the stock, even if I agree with the default EI?(br>Brian

I can't see much point in pushing a stock unless you are struggling for an exposure level, or you wish 
to increase the visibility of the grain. You have phrased your question in such a way as to make me 
completely unsure of what you are saying! Why you would read any differently for when a stock is 
pushed (if that is what you do) I don't know. Pushing a stock increases its EI by whatever you decide: 
you then just alter the EI on your meter and carry on using whatever metering method you like.

Personally I only use a spotmeter so can't really comment on your metering method. However, you 
can only really work out where your exposure is going by getting light numbers from the Lab when 
printing which is of course becoming increasingly rare. However, when you are testing, ask the lab to 
give you the light number that you would have printed at and then at least you can get an idea of 
where the exposure is on the neg.

The generally accepted way to use an incident meter is to point it at the camera and use the reading as 
the shape of the cone is designed to split the key/fill difference for you: with the exception that most 
people seem to shade off the toplight. As I learned exposure via the Ansel Adams Zone system, 
Incident light has always struck me as rather irrelevant. There's a good summary of the system on this 
web page: http://www4.hmc.edu:8001/humanities/beckman/artclasses/Assign11.htm

I am filming a movie at the moment and last week a filmed part of a scene. The weather was cloudy 
and somewhat dark even though it was in the middle of the day. What I want to do now is film the 
other half now that I have all the actors back from their various trips. The problem is the weather 
forecast is sunny. How can I make the two part of the scene look the same. Is it possible or will I just 
have to wait for an other cloudy day.? 
Jesse

I was asked by a Director once if I could use a "sun filter" to make a cloudy day look sunny: I thought 
she was joking but she wasn't! If you have already shot pieces that need other pieces within the same 
scene then yes you will have to wait for cloudy conditions. If you are moving on to the next part of 
the same scene you might get away with a change in the lighting conditions. You might have to make 
a small adjustment to the script or the way the scene is edited to account for the change. In the old 
days we would shoot the sun going behind a cloud as people were more afraid of continuity mistakes 
then but you won't see a shot like that in a modern film. A lighting change will just propel the 
narrative forward a few minutes.

In "One from the Heart" Storaro deliberately lit a scene at a table with Sun one side and Cloud (or 
was it Night?) at the other. Unsurprisingly no-one remarked on it as they were involved with the 
story. David Watkin once said: I don't care what it looks like as long at is backlit? So much for reality!

When doing moody night interiors, especially faces, do you expose normally and print down, or 
deliberately under-expose? If so, how much is it "safe" to under-light? 
Alex

This is an "old chesnut" as they say. The answer depends rather on the situation but in broad strokes it 
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goes something like this: Underexposure will initially make the image less grainy (technically) but 
risks not getting a full black which always looks ugly in moody lighting. The accepted wisdom in 
creating dark scenes is to have a small patch of bright somewhere (candle, window etc) because what 
happens when the whole screen is dark is that the audiences eyes adapt to the light level and the black 
starts to look grey even if it is the same black as another scene. So printing down will mean you have 
a "safe" negative and the black will look good. However, it does not always suit the film's "look" and 
also is subject to the whims of the Director or Producer who might decide they don't want it that dark 
and brighten it up afterwards. If you don't want this to happen you can't go for the "print down" 
technique. In my own work, Prick Up Your Ears was a film that was underexposed consistently; I got 
the idea from reading about what Vilmos Zsigmond did on The Deer Hunter. Labs will panic so you 
should only do this when you have the confidence of the Director and Producer! Whatever you do 
with exposure (2 stops under is about as far as you want to go), the crucial thing is still about the 
lighting and how it is controlled. 
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Exposure

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

SHOOTING OUTSIDE: SUN, RAIN, CLOUD, NIGHT AND ALL THE REST!

Q&A'S PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

Do you prefer shooting indoors or outdoors? What are the biggest  
differences between the two (from the cinematographer's perspective)?  
--Shawn K. 

The biggest difference is that if you’re working outdoors you are in an  
“uncontrolled” situation - sun, cloud, wind, rain are all major factors in  
disturbing, enhancing and generally making your day interesting. 

A. Sun  
Obviously this is the “key light” and it has a habit of going through an arc  
of around 180 degrees every day, more in summer, less in winter.  Then it  
changes it’s altitude, and its intensity (haze, cloud etc). It also changes  
colour temperature considerably during sunrise and sunset.  If a gaffer did  
all this to you in the studio you might want to have him replaced.. but when  
you’re outside you just feel humble and work with the options. These are:  
1. Arrange the actors to be back-lit as this is kinder on them visually (if  
you’re making that kind of film), and easier to light artificially when the  
sun goes away (this applies pretty much anywhere except California.)  This  
always poses the cross-cutting headache - do you go for one actor back-lit  
and the facing actor front lit, or do you cheat?  
2. Rent an enormous Grip Truck and an Army of grips, a Musco Light and  
several cranes with huge silks attached: with this gear you will be able to  
light an area about 100 yards square in a manner that looks semi-natural all  
day long.  Use this option if you have an unlimited hollywood budget, you  
like a lot of gear, and you like a semi-natural result.  
3. Spend a lot of time scouting the locations with a compass and a sun chart  
or sun program.  Then work with the Director and the 1st AD to figure out  
what to shoot when.  This was an essential ingredient on One Fine Day where  
we had to make 55 shooting days look like 1 Rainy day in New York.  We  
always had a street “round the corner” for when the sun came out so we could  
continue in shade.  I also had a crane with a very large silk!  In Hi-Lo  
Country, my compass was used to site the angle of the main Farmhouse and  
Barn so that the light would work for me. 

B. Cloud  
Cloud comes in all shapes and sizes so think of it as variable diffusion  
with differing colour temperatures of bounce - how much of the sky is blue,  
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how much is cloud and is there sun? If there’s lots of blue then the shadow  
area (if the sun is out) will be very blue in comparison to the source (the  
sun). When the sun bounces off the ground it will fill in the shadow with  
whatever is the colour of the ground (Snow? Desert? Street? Grass?).  This  
colour will mix with the blue coming from above (if there is any). Next time  
you put a reflector near a face it might be worth thinking about what colour  
is the natural bounce and then making that relector warmer or cooler depend  
on what effect you are after - natural or artifical? 

C. Rain  
Rain is generally not visible if it’s only falling lightly, unless you back  
light it.  If you’re going to be on a location for more than a day in a  
rainy area, it’s worth wetting down the first day, in case it rains on the  
second.  Sometimes people have rain standing by in case it rains for real  
and then you want to continue with rain, but this is a very expensive  
standby! Making rain is another story. 

D. Wind  
This can cause a lot of trouble when using condors/cranes at night to put  
lights on.  They er.. fall down if the wind blows too strongly so we try to  
avoid that.  Producers don’t like if you just quit a night shoot ‘cause it’s  
too windy so you have to have a few options up your sleeve - like a cover  
set.  Wind can play havoc with hair, clothes etc so you might want to  
consider wind direction when bringing on the gorgeous girl with the waist  
length hair, or have a giant something to block it with and ropes to match.  
Wind can also mess up the camera move when you’re on a crane.. 

This piece seems to be running out of control so I’ll only say a few other  
things about Indoor Work. (Except that I haven’t really covered Night  
Exterior, but that’s a whole other thing.) 

Indoors is obviously more controlled - whether I prefer this I have no idea.  
I don’t like shooting endless Night Interior during the day because I find  
it messes up my body cycle, ie my body doesn’t understand what happened to  
the laws of nature - night/day etc. Day Interior is fine because although  
it’s artificial, at least it feels like you had a day. Indoors Studio is a  
whole different thing to Indoors Location.  It’s tough to shift the wall  
back three feet when it’s made of concrete. But that’s another topic.  

2005

How do you film in the rain - water-proof cameras, umbrellas, digital or special effects, something 
else? ??--Michael

There is a gadget known as a rain deflector. This is a cunning device that puts a piece of spinning 
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glass in front of the lens. As it spins at very high speed the water gets shaken off it the moment it 
touches it with the result that you never get to see the water, except what is falling in front of the lens. 
Umbrellas tend to make things worse as the rain then streams off the front edge. A better way to do it 
if you can't afford to hire a rain deflector is to use a 4x4 piece of wood or cloth and slope it 
backwards so that the rain that drops off falls behind the camera, not in front of it.

I'm directing / producing my first feature film next summer; an independent thriller made and set in 
the UK. Most of the action takes place at night, externally and so to avoid the costs of lighting and 
electrical equipment I am considering the use of day for night shoots. I plan to shoot on DV tape and 
then correct the footage later in the digital edit. Some scenes, however, require specific lighting 
which can only be achieved at night. I guess my questions are: Is it necessary to shoot through a 
filter / special lens to get the desired day for night effect, or can it be done later by digitally altering 
the film? How do I match up footage shot day for night and footage shot at night? Are there any 
pitfalls of shooting day for night that I should be aware of???--Adam

I think someone needs to write a book about day-for-night photography! I said something about this 
in a previous answer, so I will address this short reply to the part of your question: How do I match 
up footage shot day for night and footage shot at night? As you are finishing on digital, this will give 
you a lot more control over the image than if you were printing. If you can, try to shoot the wider day 
for night shots first, and then you can see what you got which will act as a guide for the lit stuff. 
Generally speaking, the contrast may not be as great, so the night work may take a bit more fill light 
than you might use for night. Then, think about the color of the key light as opposed to the color of 
the fill light. Are they the same? Sun bounces off it's surroundings and comes back with the tint of 
whatever it hit. If it was a grey building it won?t change color much. If it is red earth it will. Make a 
note of the color difference so you can match it in the lighting. If the contrast and color match 
reasonably well when you light the scene, then anything you do later to both sets of material should 
fall into place. Day-for-night is not for the faint-hearted! Remember that it only really works in the 
countryside where there are no light sources.

2006

While describing her film a director talked about an expansive outdoor shot of a carriage arriving at 
an English castle that was made "day for night". What does this mean and how is it done? How did 
they make day look like night? It looked like nighttime to me!??-Gia

Day for night is just as it sounds: you shoot in the day and make it look like night by one of several 
different techniques. Here is a list of what used to be possible before the CGI process came along and 
made it a bit more versatile.

Day for Night is possible when: 
Shooting in the countryside with no light sources, or one or two small light sources (like a window) 
that can be "beefed up" sufficiently to make it look as though the room is lit. This really doesn't work 
in full sunlight, but can work OK in deep cloud or at dusk.

Shooting a smaller shot in town where there are no windows or street lights to give the game away. 
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This makes for pretty limited occasions, although on bigger films you can cover over a street with 
large blacks and then light underneath it during the day to make it look like night. Strictly speaking 
this is not what is usually meant by "day for night".

The technique would be to underexpose the film by 2-3 stops depending on how adventurous you feel 
and then explain to the timer that it is a night shot, in case they try to make it look like day! It's 
always worth a test as the technique is quite tricky and very location dependent. Digital stills cameras 
have made it easier to asses how it is going to look by playing around with a still and Photoshop. Any 
budding cinematographer should look at learning Photoshop as essential, because the tools are all 
basically the same as those used in digital grading.

With CGI involved (i.e. computer grading), you can do a lot more because you can select an area of 
the frame - like the sky - and make it a lot darker than it looks on the neg. Also you can isolate 
windows and doors and make them look "lit". All this costs quite a bit, but if it is time saved on the 
set, or means that you don't have to shoot at night then the producer might be grateful for suggestions. 
Knowing what can and can't be shot day for night is very important in today's cost-conscious 
productions. A cinematographer who makes intelligent suggestions about how to achieve the look of 
a film both from an artistic and an economic point of view stands a better chance of being employed!

I often watch movies and half the movies I seen in my life is that why are roads or grounds are wet 
especially night scenes? Is there a purpose of this? 
Peter

Whenever you are getting ready for night shooting a good production manager will ask you whether 
you want "wet-down" hoping that you might be bold and adventurous and say no. I shot a very 
expensive Coke ad in the '80?s in NY and they forgot the wet-down. There were several thousand 
bottles of Perrier on set for some reason so I got the crew to empty them on to the street. Every time I 
went to NY for the next few years, production managers had heard that I only use Perrier for wet-
down for the extra "sparkle"! Ridiculous.

One reason it is used often for night shooting is that it makes the lights reflect in the street and 
pavements: the shop lights, the street lights, the car lights - all these sources "liven-up" because what 
would have been a dull grey or brown/black space has pin spots and reflections which makes the 
image much richer - especially in black and white.

It's tempting to not use it just because it is used so much, and because if you are making a film about 
a hot night in the desert it might be inappropriate. This is how you judge whether to use it or not: will 
it "stand out" as being wrong because of the context or will it improve the images because of the 
lighting enhancement, without necessarily saying to the audience "it rained but now it?s stopped".

There is another practical reason: if you are going to shoot a film like One Fine Day where you shoot 
for 55 days and have to make it look like One Day, what happens if on one of those days it really 
does rain? In these circumstances it is safer to make it look wet so that the days it does rain do not 
stop you from shooting.
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I'm shooting a music video on digital video where I need to create a rain storm. Not having access to 
the equipment and software to do it digitally in post, are there effective ways to mimic this effect on a 
low/no- budget set, and also to not have to change my shot selection to consist of only tighter and 
flatter shots? 
Neal

It's very hard to create the interaction of rain on people and objects: even in major films this is never 
done in post but on set. It is relatively easy to create the "foreground" rain ie rain streaking down the 
frame. You can create this "element" quite simply by shooting water from a garden hose or similar 
against a black background, preferably with some back light from the sun or a light, and then keying 
this over your subject matter. The problem is that if you only do this then it will be obvious that none 
of the rain is actually falling on the subject. Wetting down the set or location will be essential.

I'm not sure what you mean by "not changing my shot selection?" but the fact is that somehow if you 
want the band or whoever is the unfortunate subject in front of the camera, there is no getting away 
from the fact that if you want it to look like it is raining you need a reasonably powerful water 
sprinkling system (or wait for rain!), and if you want a storm you will have to add wind and lightning 
which rather takes it out of the low/no-budget scenario. This is one of those situations where you 
either have to find the money to do it right, or change your ideas to fit the budget.

Do you prefer shooting indoors or outdoors? What are the biggest differences between the two (from 
the cinematographer's perspective)? 
Shawn

The biggest difference is that if you're working outdoors, you are in an "uncontrolled" situation--sun, 
clouds, wind, and rain are all major factors in disturbing, enhancing and generally making your day 
interesting.

A. Sun 
Obviously this is the "key light" and it has a habit of going through an arc of around 180 degrees 
every day, more in summer, less in winter. Then it changes its altitude, and its intensity (haze, clouds, 
etc). It also changes colour temperature considerably during sunrise and sunset. If a gaffer did all this 
to you in the studio you might want to have him replaced... but when you're outside you just feel 
humble and work with the options. These are:

1. Arrange the actors to be back-lit as this is kinder on them visually (if you're making that kind of 
film), and easier to light artificially when the sun goes away (this applies pretty much anywhere 
except California). This always poses the cross-cutting headache--do you go for one actor back-lit 
and the facing actor front lit, or do you cheat? 
2. Rent an enormous Grip Truck and an Army of grips, a Musco Light and several cranes with huge 
silks attached: with this gear you will be able to light an area about 100 yards square in a manner that 
looks semi-natural all day long. Use this option if you have an unlimited Hollywood budget, you like 
a lot of gear, and you like a semi-natural result. 
3. Spend a lot of time scouting the locations with a compass and a sun chart or sun program. Then 
work with the Director and the 1st AD to figure out what to shoot when. This was an essential 
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ingredient on One Fine Day, where we had to make 55 shooting days look like 1 rainy day in New 
York. We always had a street "round the corner" for when the sun came out so we could continue in 
shade. I also had a crane with a very large silk! In Hi-Lo Country, my compass was used to site the 
angle of the main farmhouse and barn so that the light would work for me.

B. Clouds 
Clouds come in all shapes and sizes, so think of it as variable diffusion with differing colour 
temperatures of bounce--how much of the sky is blue, how much is cloud and is there sun? If there's 
lots of blue then the shadow area (if the sun is out) will be very blue in comparison to the source (the 
sun). When the sun bounces off the ground it will fill in the shadow with whatever is the colour of the 
ground (snow? desert? street? grass?). This colour will mix with the blue coming from above (if there 
is any). Next time you put a reflector near a face it might be worth thinking about what colour the 
natural bounce is and then making that relector warmer or cooler depending on what effect you are 
after--natural or artifical?

C. Rain 
Rain is generally not visible if it's only falling lightly, unless you back light it. If you're going to be 
on a location for more than a day in a rainy area, it's worth wetting down the first day, in case it rains 
on the second. Sometimes people have rain standing by in case it rains for real and then you want to 
continue with rain, but this is a very expensive standby! Making rain is another story.

D. Wind 
This can cause a lot of trouble when using condors/cranes at night to put lights on. They er... fall 
down if the wind blows too strongly so we try to avoid that. Producers don't like it if you just quit a 
night shoot 'cause it's too windy, so you have to have a few options up your sleeve--like a cover set. 
Wind can play havoc with hair, clothes, etc. so you might want to consider wind direction when 
bringing on the gorgeous girl with the waist length hair, or have a giant something to block it with 
and ropes to match. Wind can also mess up the camera movement when you're on a crane.

This piece seems to be running out of control so I'll only say a few other things about Indoor Work. 
(Except that I haven't really covered Night Exterior, but that's a whole other thing.) Indoors is 
obviously more controlled--whether I prefer this I have no idea. I don't like shooting endless Night 
Interior during the day because I find it messes up my body cycle, i.e. my body doesn't understand 
what happened to the laws of nature--night/day etc. Day Interior is fine because although it's 
artificial, at least it feels like you had a day. Indoors Studio is a whole different thing to Indoors 
Location. It's tough to shift the wall back three feet when it's made of concrete. But that's another 
topic. 
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

FILM VERSUS DIGITAL

This thread, started in 2000, is obviously the one that changes the most as time goes by!

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

I'm extremely poor, but I want to shoot on film. The only film  
stock I can get is tungsten balanced Super 8mm. Do you have any lighting  
tips for making Super 8mm look better than it is? Is the quality poor enough  
to make it unrealistic to spend the money on film instead of a digital  
camera? --TLD 

Recently I got out some early video tapes of my kids when they were small.  
That makes the tapes about 15 years old.  To my horror I discovered that  
most of them are unwatchable, with electronic "fuzz" and dropout all over  
them.  Next to these tapes is a suitcase with my parents 8mm films which are  
from 30 to 60 years old.  I showed them last year and they were in perfect  
condition. If what you want to shoot is precious to you, try to shoot it on  
film.  If it is to "practice", shoot it on tape.  Most people advise  
beginners to shoot on digi, to save the money.  I say, if you are drawn to  
film, you will be looking at it again at the end of your life, and it will  
look the same as the day after you shot it.  I only wish I'd followed my own  
advice fifteen years ago! 

 Hi! I'm currently making a feature on video. And I wonder if I  
should try to correct the indoor light to match the outdoor light (or vice  
versa)? Also, I'm thinking about using Digi Effect's Cinelook to gain the  
"film-look". Is it worth the money? (A film camera is out of the question  
right now). And last, are there any other light/lense tricks to make movie  
look more like film? --Jens 

Your three questions nicely encapsulate the whole "video" problem. You are  
shooting on video but you want it to look like film... First up, TRY to  
shoot on film.. It may not be as bad as you think.  You can always borrow  
the camera free (any major equipment house will lend cameras to students),  
you can do a deal with Kodak and a deal with the lab.  All these people  
really try to help students for good sound business reasons, as well as the  
fact they are all nice guys.  Don't forget your costs are the same once that  
image is on tape, and if you aren't messing about with Digi Effects you'll  
save some money there (I can't answer this query as I don't use it).  
Lighting is lighting, whatever medium you gather the image with.  The  
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lighting has to be adapted to the medium, so if you have to shoot on Digi,  
you have to light it even more carefully as the medium is less forgiving.  
Yes, balance the exterior/interior (if you want to), No there are no  
"tricks" to make video look like film. Lastly, if you have to shoot on  
video, use the capabilities of the medium, rather than trying to make it  
look like film. 

I am trying to shoot a short film with portions in 8mm film.  A  
friend of mine said that 8mm is better to use than Digital Video.  
Which is better? 

Thanks,  
John Rajendra 

Neither is better, but they are different. Most people prefer the “look” of film, for it’s grain, it’s 
texture and it’s tactile qualities.  But if you need to shoot a lot of material (like Interviews) then Digi 
might be a better option.  Again, it depends on the kind of magnification that you will be subjecting 
the image to: if you end up viewing your film on Video then the 8mm footage would not be as 
“different” as would be the case if you are final viewing on 35mm or 16mm.  Don’t forget also that 
Digital Video can mean a host of things, from very low-end consumer formats to very high-end 
Panavsion/Sony 24P. 

Can you offer any cinematographic tips and advise for documentary makers? My idea has been to 
use video -- first I began with analog for research and to use in the doc if the footage and info is 
good. What are some things [that] help cinematographically when using digital video? I know I want 
a warm and personal feel to the doc. and some colleagues say that film would be better, but I am a 
novice in this area and still learning about video as well. If I decide to go film with an already low 
budget am I asking for trouble? I've been working on this project single-handed for nearly five years 
in terms of the research and development aspects and would really like to best prepare for the real 
shoot/production side. Thank you in advance for taking the time to answer my question!.  
Sincerely,  
"Madrigal" 

I’ll stick to this bit of the question: What are some things [that] help cinematographically when using 
digital video?  
There is no contest when it comes to cost of film versus video for documentary work where extensive 
interview footage is involved.  With video you can roll long interviews without panicking about the 
cost which is real advantage: and most documentaries are shown on TV where the quality difference 
between Video and Film is the least apparant: if you are planning to show the doc on the big screen 
that’s another story as low-end video doesn’t blow up well.  
The most important thing is to get the doc made: if going video makes it possible, then go for it.  
Waiting for the money to use film for extra “quality” isn’t the point here: go for what is possible 
NOW! (Five years is quite enough time..)  
Video can look very good when it is well lit: bear in mind that contrast ratio has to be low for video: 
if you interview someone next to a window, take some ND gel with you for the window is you want 
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to see outside.  Get the colour of the light to match the natural light and it will look less “artificial”.   
Try and take a decent monitor with you so you can see the picture properly and not just through the 
viewfinder.  
Fine images can be made in any medium if they are made with care and attention. 

With Panavision rolling out their HD camera packages in mass in the near future, do you belief that 
HD will seriously compete with film at least in Principle Photography?  
--Jimen 

The best article about this I have read recently is by John Bailey and is available at http://www.
nytimes.com/   Search for “film or digital?” and you should find it. 

As I’ve said before in this column, I see no immediate threat to film from HD as film is still by far the 
cheapest and simplest way of achieving the best possible image on a large screen.  Digital will 
continue to improve but so will film: we’re not far away from dailies viewing and the preview 
process taking place on digital, but we’re a long way from film disappearing as an origination process 
for mainstream movie making. 

hi, 

I just finished reading your article on http://www.cineman.co.uk/  
It was very entertaining and in some ways educational. 

Throughout your writing, I could see the "digital cinema" thread, and if I may comment: 

I work entirely in the digital domain: all of my work is created and viewed on machines. I think DV is 
great, I have one of those new sony cameras and it's a great tool. I'm starting to putz around with it 
to get a feel for the light. I even own a digital still camera! 

However, I have never used the digital camera for any serious photography. When I look at the result 
from a 35mm camera alongside my digital camera, one is alive, real and one is flat. 35mm film lives, 
it captures reality or one's imagination of reality. I don't believe film as an "origination" medium will 
go away for a very long time, if ever - because of that. 

Unless and until the capture of moving images with digital equipment is capable of the same breadth 
of expression that 35mm film is, I do not see a switch taking place. Film has all these advantages that 
digital systems must catch up to:  
    -film doesn't run on a fixed cycle, because it doesn't use electricity to capture the image (i.e. try 
undercranking a video camera, impossible because the chips are running on AC, which means thay 
have to capture images in numbers divisible by the frequency of the power source)  
    -film is increadibly information dense as compared to all digital capture at the moment. while this 
will change, it will change fairly slowly.  
    -film is much more mallieable than digital capture, and has a far higher contrast ratio than any 
video system I know of.  
    -film is chemical, and because of that it can be manipluated in many wonderful ways, long 
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exposures, short ones, too much light, etc etc. that same flexibility doesn't exist with digital systems 
(or where it does, there is far less).  
    -film looks like film. and until video looks like film, it ain't gonna happen. 

I think what I'm trying yo say is this: even if chemical film does eventually go away, I think it would 
be replaced by a system if similar flexibility (i.e. the cinematographer's job wouldn't be any different) 

This is all from someone who has every intention of shooting on DV for a while, because I can't quite 
handle the $$$ for 35 equipment and all its trappings. But I'm using DV because I don't have the 
money for film, not because I think it's better (or ever will be). 

And, as far as effects, 3D/CGI - all good cg is done using reality as a base, but I can't see CG being 
used as a _substitute_ for reality, especially the kind of reality captured by the eyes of a journeyman 
dp. 

great reading, 

_alex 

Interesting... but, I must say wishful when it comes to digital and film..  
I'm 24 and I love DIGITAL video.  I remember the days of analog when I was  
11-14 and I loved the fader and editing controller knobs, but it took me 5  
mins to learn and love using a mouse.  I hate analog now, and I mean HATE... 

BUT I am rare breed in some ways cause I am also a professional  
photographer, who HATES DIGITAL PHOTOGRAPHY.. hmm... interesting...  I shoot  
PHOTOs on film and edit them in ways that the OLD masters did with hand  
tinting except it is all done digital.  But I know that by the time I ever  
get a chance to make a movie, it will be DIGITAL...  Some people are meant  
to be producer, director, DP, writers and so on.. and even many combinations  
of any 2 of those.  You talk about the geniuses in the field on movie  
production, the true geniuses are the most balances combination of the  
above. Im sure a 150 years ago painter hated photography as some (film)  
people hate digital.  A great painting has its own look and feel just as  
film and just as a CCD chip does.. what really makes a pigment look better  
then a emulsion, or a emulsion look better then a digital pixel? Nothing, it  
is what people are USED to, just as it took time for people to get used to  
film over painting, people will get accustomed to video over film.. Just as  
people are sill getting a painting of them for that PAINTING LOOK, people  
will still be captured on film for that FILM LOOK. The best example of  
people still being attached to that older art of painting is that may pro  
photo labs offer canvas mounted and brush enhancement to portrait  
photographs.  They advertisement it as making it look like a OLD painting on  
canvas.  Film will become more of an art just like painting has.. And im  
sure one day video will be succeeded by some new form of presenting audio  
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and video to people, such as a direct link to the brain instead of a screen  
( or something like that ). 

Hello, I am a student filmmaker, and for research for a future film that that I am making, I have been 
watching a lot of soap operas. I have noticed that most of the soap operas have a very polished, 
slightly darkened look, more so than most television shows. My question is this: How, with my JVC 
Mini-DV digital camcorder, can I achieve the polished, 'professional' look of television and movies-- 
should I invest in a camera filter, or can the effect be achieved by simply slowing down the frame 
rate? 

-Matt 

High-end expensive shows like Friends get shot on 35mm so I’m afraid there is no filter that will turn 
your Mini DV into 35mm!  Even if the soap isn’t shot 35mm, the chances are that it is shot on 
Broadcast quality video equipment costing many thousands of dollars.  The “polished” look is partly 
because of the sophistication of the camera equipment, but also the lighting is very “high key” and 
there is a very definite technique to producing good light for multiple camera shooting for soaps.  
Slowing the frame rate will only introduce more “motion blur” which will not lead you towards the 
effect you are looking for.  Make sure you use sufficient lighting to “simulate” the look of a soap ? 
the best quality will come from your Mini DV by using enough light for the exposure to be “full”, but 
beware using too much as this will result in a smaller aperture giving much more depth of field than 
you want.  An ND filter might help make the camera shoot “wide open” and thus with minimum 
depth (more like 35mm). 

I was wondering what kind of tricks could be used with a digital camera (DV) to make the product 
look more like film.  It seems as though digital cameras are too automated and focus everything too 
well, and they have a computerized grainy distortion that is not directly correlated to the light 
source.  At least with film you can tweak the appearance with filters and development techniques, 
how can this be achieved with digital cameras to produce a similar product? 

-Commander 

Strange how often this question comes up!  We really need a separate site so you can ask Digi 
cameramen this question: I believe there is one so someone enlighten me with the name of the site.  A 
movie camera costs around $200K upwards and uses film that also costs a lot of money.  It is foolish 
to think that a cheap DV camera can “approximate” film ? it never will.  At the expensive end, the 
Sony 24P is getting to look something like film but to me there is no point in “chasing” film with 
electronic images ? better to make the images speak for themselves and use them in the right context.  
Many factors go into the “look” of a film, and only some of them are connected to whether the film is 
shot on film or DV. 

Sept 13th 2003  
I've read this column for a number of months and invariable see the issue of digital/film coming to 
the fore. Forgive me for doing so once again.  
I'm planning on making a film and I have every intention of doing it on the cheap but when 
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everything is done, I would like to have a product that would be suitable for entering into contests/
festivals. I'm studying up on shoestring productions and my research to date, even for minimally 
financed productions, shows that easily ~50-70% of the cost is for film stock, film processing, or 
some other film associated step.  
If I choose to go all digital, all the costs associated w/film disappear but I don't think an all digital 
production would be admissible to any contest/festival. Digital is attractive but does the 
merchantability of the end product suffer?  
Lastly, is there some technique where a fully digital production can be put to film to solve this 
problem.  
Thanks,  
W.T.Lacey 

There is a handy dictum often quoted by film crews to production when shooting:  “Cheap, Fast, 
Good” - you can have any two of the above.  The “problem” of making digi look like film is not a 
problem, more of a fact.  Digi looks like digi and it can look really really good when made in the 
right way. “Marketability” is essentially "“who wants to see this film"? If the film is good it will sell 
whatever it looks like. And if the “look” is in keeping with the film and not a contradiction, then it 
could be a “cheap look” (like Pulp Fiction) or an “expensive look”  (like Gladiator).  As I have said 
before, if shooting Digi means the film gets made then shoot Digi.  
Festivals judge films on their merit, not on their “look”.  
  

In the book "Rebel Without a Crew", Robert Rodriguez talks about shooting El Mariachi. Even 
though he planned to go straight to video, (he did all his editing using a video copy of the film), and 
was on an extremely tight budget where film and developing were his major (and nearly only) 
expenses, he shot it on film. Why? What are some reasons to do this, other than hedging for film 
festivals in case (as it happened) the movie got popular???--Michelle

So he got lucky I guess. Had he shot it on MiniDV then it could not have been released in the cinema 
without it looking really horrid (which sometimes works). I saw some of his latest film the other day 
which he shot on High Def. I saw it on a VHS "screener" tape and I thought it looked great, really 
well shot and interestingly lit with lots of contrast and cute camera angles. I had to stop watching the 
film unfortunately because it was terrible. When someone decides they can do all the jobs they 
usually can't. He seems to having a lot of fun and clearly there is an audience out there who like his 
stuff, so good luck to him. 

What do you think will be the impact on film-making of new filming technologies such as digital 
cameras, particularly on lighting techniques and quality? ??--Carla

The general obsession with this particular topic is beginning to drive me crazy! I think this is because 
there is no real answer to the question. I have answered it before in various ways, only to have 
feedback that I am too obsessed with film. I prefer film to digital as I have said many times before. 
However, the impact of digi cameras is here and is going to stay, both at the level of indie 
productions and increasingly in bigger films.. In the end,film will die out as it is obviously an 
antiquated and increasingly non cost-effective way of recording pictures. So, the impact on 
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filmmaking will be very radical. Filmmaking will be digital making which will still be called 
Filmmaking. In 50 years time, a student question will no doubt be: What was film? Fortunately for 
me I will be able to finish my career still shooting film (more or less), so it's not a problem for me to 
solve! The lighting techniques are very similar and the quality of digi gets better every year. 

2005

When the last Star Wars episode was released, a lot was made of the new digital technology, with 
George Lucas predicting that celluloid would one day be surpassed by pixels. Beyond the obvious 
expenses inherent in converting movie theaters, do you agree with Lucas's assessment? Do you see 
any artistic and technical pros and cons in using digital over film? ??--Dave

I think the last Star Wars put back the forward march of digital by at least ten years. This was because 
it was widely perceived as looking terrible. Lord of the Rings, on the other hand, shot on film and 
finished digitally, looked absolutely wonderful. Lucas and Sony are pioneering a technology that just 
isn't ready yet to challenge film on the big screen. I think he is right that it will, one day, take over 
from film. But that day is a long way from now (thank God!), so the more big screen bad looking digi 
movies that come out, the less the rest of us will be persuaded to shoot in that format. From an 
archival point of view, shooting on digital at the moment makes no sense. Outside of documentary/
TV and small features, I see no value in digital shooting for large-scale feature films. I seem to 
remember this debate going on in 1982....

I have heard/read that shooting on digital video (DVCPro) and then transferring to film will not get a 
good response from festivals, distributors, etc. because it just won't look good. Having not seen an 
example of DVCPro transferred to film, I am unable to form my own opinion. If this is a person's only 
option (financially, of course) - would it be best to go another route, or can I throw this rumour out 
the window and WOW everyone with brilliant dialogue, charismatic actors, and grand directing 
skills ????--Jackie

Definitely go for the WOW factor and don't worry about the scary rumours. There are various 
"requirements" for festivals, which would be as well for you to get acquainted with. I don't know 
what they are, but I am sure they are easy to find out via the web. Just contact half a dozen by email 
and ask them what formats they accept for the festival. Also it sounds like you are the director, so 
your first move is to find a DP and get him or her to do the research for you! Films must be driven 
from the top: get the script, get it cast, get some money and then the likes of people like me start to 
get interested and come along to sort out the technical stuff.

It has been years now since the first iteration of "So You Wanna Work in the Movies" was written and 
posted for all to read. Then, you seemed to have a stigma in regards to digital "film." Since, more and 
more folks are recording in digital (Lucas being the most well known to do so) and fully digital 
movies (Sky Captain and Sin City) have been made where living, breathing actors were the only real 
piece to the entire film. While many young (some respected) filmmakers are embracing digital 
filmmaking as a way to ease production, (seemingly) the old guard (some respected as well) still 
staunchly supports traditional film. Most notable (see: vocal) among the proponents of film-over-
digital is Quentin Tarantino, who quipped "Mission Accomplished" when asked how he felt digitally 
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filming a scene for Sin City. On the set of King Kong, Peter Jackson said part of the beauty of digital 
filmmaking is to fix the inevitable mistake which is made on set, yet he adores film as well.

With the foresight to have seen it [purely digital filmmaking] coming and the experience in the 
industry that you have, how do you feel about digital filmmaking nowadays? As someone who wants 
nothing more than to pay his dues to the system, be abused by the production staff, and one day (after 
many long days) hopefully be a DP myself, is the job I want doomed?

It seems that some directors (Lucas) feel that digital filmmaking is the wave of the future (and then 
turn around and predict doom for cinema because of it). Others(Tarantino) feel that a vivid film can 
only come from true reels of film. Still, some (Jackson, Spielberg, Fincher) seem to believe that a 
happy medium can exist. All of this talk comes from directors. Where do the people who actually film 
the movie, who get the shots, who control the initial look and feel of the film, where do they stand?

To the untrained eye, the pro-digital-everything camp might seem to have a total control of their 
movie obsession going on, and with millions of dollars bankrolling a film, who cares about the cost? 
On the other hand, if the shot can be done with a smaller, less expensive, still high quality digital 
camera, what is the film-over-digital proponent's argument aside from personal preference? Thank 
you. Your articles have always fascinated me and are a wealth of knowledge.??-Bryce

Thanks for your thoughts - very apposite. It probably is time for a revision of SYWWITM, especially 
the digital section. As you say time has moved on, and also little has changed.

My own theory is that when the first digital Star Wars came out it looked so terrible that the industry 
was really shocked ? especially after all the hype. The irony is that the next one looked OK (not great 
but OK), but it was too late ? the damage was done by the first one.

I am not sure there is a single top DP who prefers digital over film, although it may be that we just 
don?t hear from them as the journalists think Directors make the photography and we are just 
assistants. When was the last time you saw a DP interviewed in the National Press? The "talk" comes 
from Directors because they get quoted. The move to Digital will not damage the job of Directing 
and some would argue that it will make it easier, freeing them from the "tyranny" of the DP. I 
sympathize with this as I have heard that a number of members of my profession are power-hungry 
noisy bastards who get their rocks off by mistreating those not as powerful as themselves. A director 
might get put off the profession after just one film with such a person: go to Digital and the DP 
suddenly looses power as the picture is right in front of you for all to see (and comment on!).

Although I think the job as it has existed in my lifetime is doomed there is another job slowly 
emerging. This job is kind of the same but has not been defined yet. At the moment you have the DP 
and then the "colourist" who is slowly becoming a co-maker of the image. And then there is the 
Visual FX supervisor who is slowly becoming a Designer as more and more images are composite. 
This affects the world of the Production Designer as the images are shot by the Cinematographer but 
in a sense are designed by the Production Designer. The Director may or may not have a key roll in 
all this: some pay great attention to the visual landscape of a film and others do not.
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As directors become more aware of the post-production possibilities, some are embracing it and 
making the most of it, and others get lazy with a fix-it-afterwards mentality. The challenge for me is 
to stay current with what is possible and what it costs so that I can make intelligent decisions on a 
daily basis as to what I should spend time on and what I shouldn't.

As an example, there is a location in Casanova which is Heath Ledger running down a very very long 
hall which was impossible to light. Instead of rejecting the location (which a number of other DP's 
had done for other movies!), I was able to place the lights in shot on one side of the hall, and then 
remove them with a relatively simple digital split screen shot where the one side was joined to the 
other - also halving the cost of the extras!

Being aware of CGI and what it can do is now a very important part of the DP?s work, and a part that 
will become increasingly important. In effect, on a smaller film, you become the Visual FX 
supervisor as the production doesn?t employ one because they are so expensive.

So I guess my rather dour thoughts about digital 5 years ago have been a little elevated by the thought 
that the DP may become the "image maker" which of course he or she always was: but this time it 
embraces the post processes also. It is vital that DP's today take control of the DI and CGI processes 
otherwise the job really will slip into the hands of editors, producers and VFX supervisors.

So the challenge for the younger generation is to train in both film and digital and be very aware of 
all the possibilities of the post house. In the old days many DP's would do time at a lab to learn about 
the chemistry. Today?s equivalent would be to do time at E-film or one of the other post houses to 
get to grips with the post processes. In a sense exposing film is not the arduous task it once was as 
film is now so forgiving and with such extraordinary latitude that some DP's are just putting their 
meters away and shooting it by eye, knowing that all the controls are post controls. I don't see much 
wrong with this: as was the case 20 years ago, every time Digital thinks it is catching up with film 
Kodak and Fuji produce another amazing film stock which re-writes what film can do.

I think Digital will eventually take over, just as it has in the stills market. The timescale is not the one 
that Sony and Lucas envisaged and things like the tsunami, Hurricane Katrina and the earthquake in 
Pakistan reminds people that we don't control the world. The studios spend $50M on a film and they 
are very interested in archive and the effects of time on their $50M investment. The first thing they 
do when a Digital Film is shot is transfer it to film: strange huh? 

I am an aspiring director with a few miniDV shorts to my name. In the near future I will be trying to 
get my feature off the ground. I would like to shoot on Super 16. I am prepared for the situation of 
getting very little money and having to go down the Robert Rodriguez route of filling every crew role 
myself. I may bring in a cinematographer/camera operator, but I would like to be able to bear some 
of that load myself so things move as quickly as possible. I have worked as a spark and grip, but one 
ability I don't have is loading film. Where can I learn this skill as I dearly desire to shoot on film???-
Jack

If you intend to direct and shoot your own film DO NOT learn how to load the film! Since you have a 
passion for speed, this will definitely slow things down horribly. Get a wife, girlfriend, mother, 
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brother, someone to load it for you. However, the job is more important than it looks, so you want 
someone who knows what they are doing. If you thread the film wrong (especially in 16mm) you'll 
get horrible scratches that will ruin your day. The VERY IMPORTANT business of paperwork with 
the unexposed/exposed film is done by the loader.

I would recommend getting a cinematographer to take care of that stuff while you worry about the 
essentials like: Story, Actors, Script, Costume, Locations etc etc. First thing an aspiring Director has 
to learn is to DELIGATE!

2006

Is the Digital Intermediate output to film process an economic hardship for the low budget film? I 
have not seen many, actually only one smaller budget film with the DI process--that was The 
Machinist--the rest have rather large budgets. 
Jay

John Mathieson (who shot Kingdom of Heaven recently) wasn't very impressed with the DI process 
which must have rattled a few people! Whilst it's considered "essential" like the iPod, you have to 
remember that Lawrence of Arabia and about 10,000 other great movies were all shot without the DI 
process. No, it is not available for a small budget movie but SO WHAT!

Having recently done my first DI movie (Casanova), I have sympathy with John's comments, but 
would add that it is a great tool in the right hands, and those hands are the cinematographers hands, 
with tech help from the colorist whose role exactly parallels that of the lab timer. Like many techie 
things, what is just an option somehow becomes ESSENTIAL in people's minds, whereas the age-old 
element of storytelling is what is essential: good script, good actors, good director. The rest is just 
detail: detail is important but...make your film, forget the hardship. 

I really hope you get this message as I found your article on at Cineman.co.uk useful and entirely 
honest. I'm a film student in Australia and I have been ripping my hair out over film stock and 
quality. I also work for Ken Duncan, and although I know that he works with Fujichrome velveteen 
transparencies to saturate the colour, I don't know how to transfer this knowledge to 
cinematography. We shoot on mini DV which, I think, is less than OK and feel that our film quality 
suffers a great deal. 
So, say if you were getting together with your other cinematographer mates over a few beers and 
discussing film quality and stock, money no object, what would you be recommending each other? Do 
you start with analogue and convert to digital in post, or do you shoot straight with digital? I'm 
thinking about shooting my next film in analog. I had a lot of problems with grain last time, is there 
anything I can do to minimize this?  
Claire

Stills reversal film like Fujichome or the now defunct Kodachrome has a magical quality to it that 
Digital can't touch yet: it's getting close but Digital still lacks a "feel" that organic/chemical materials 
have. In stills the Digital image has made huge strides because you can devote 64meg of memory or 
larger to a single image. With film at 24fps this is another problem entirely that is being slowly 
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overcome so films like Star Wars and Superman are now being shot in Digital and don't look too 
bad? (but not as good as say? Lawrence of Arabia made 40 years ago!!). I went to an Architecture 
exhibition recently and every booth had a laptop projecting pictures of one sort or another onto a 
screen. They all looked absolutely dreadful and I was amazed to see that Architects who one would 
imagine have some sort of Visual Sensitivity put up with that kind of presentation of their work. In 
one exhibition, from Finland I think, they had blown up very large and beautiful Fujichrome pictures 
which looked stunning and eye catching.

MiniDV is really a notebook for filmmaking - great for starters and getting going and then move on 
to the "real thing". Super 16mm is rapidly becoming the next step for a lot of smaller budget 
filmmakers: as stocks have improved so much over the last few years Super 16mm blow-ups look 
great in the theatre and provide a cost-effective and much more versatile alternative to HD. HD has 
so many formats at the moment that by the time you'd figured out what's available it's discontinued.

The "post route" is a whole other thing but right now the Film/DI/Film route is becoming the "norm" 
but I would still say that if your film does not need it then Super 16mm optically blown up for 35mm 
release takes a lot of beating. High end DI technology is now very good but there are a lot of losses 
involved in out of date or badly setup equipment involved in scanning.

For final release on DVD or anything without projection the resolution requirement is much lower so 
this is where well managed MiniDV with clever use of good software can make good images. There's 
all sorts of ways to listen to music: whether on a small radio or seated in the Albert Hall, if the 
music's good it's still good.

2007

I'm very curious and skeptical about this whole 24p deal, simply because if it turns out to be a bunch 
of garbage over-inflated to make people believe this is the future and sell a whole bunch of these 
cameras, it wouldn't be the first time technology developers trick us into buying things. What's your 
view on 24p? 
Tomas

24p and its present children: Genesis, Viper, D20 and some other one I forgot the name, is plainly 
where it is going and it's just a matter of time before film becomes a historical curiosity. All the 
serious R&D is going into electronic image gathering and film cameras are probably on their last 
generation as the kind of money needed to make a new model is not worth it. However, I fully expect 
film to keep going for at least another ten years so hopefully I can continue to use it although I expect 
to be using it in combination with Digital.

I agree with you about "over-hyped" view of 24p etc, but the people putting up the millions of dollars 
in investment to move image gathering forwards need to advertise widely to get people interested in 
their products - especially as thus far they are not very good! We are just beginning now to see films 
like Superman, Miami Vice, Collateral where the Digital process is being used to advantage to create 
looks that are interesting and "new". No-one has shown these methods to be any cheaper than 
shooting on film, but some of them would be hard to get on film because of the special characteristics 
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of Digital images.

The Digital Intermediate process (known as DI), means that you can now easily shoot Super 8mm, 
Mini DV, 16mm, 35mm etc i.e. anything, and put it all together in your movie to create a multitude 
of textures and looks for a particular film. This of course has, and will create some really messy 
image-making where DP's and Directors are playing with the toys without due regard to the story. 
There is a misconception that any image can be "fixed" to look like anything but this is completely 
wrong which is good news for wannabee Cinematographers as there is still a job to do, even if it gets 
harder to learn what you need to know and harder to keep control over what you are doing. The 
traditional role of the DP is going to change into more of an "image management" role: some people 
think this is great - I guess I'll get used to it!

Recently, in one of my film classes we were asked to make a presentation on a classical 
cinematographer. I reported on Vittorio Storaro focusing on his contributions to film-making 
philosophy since he said that cinematography is writing with light and color as well that 
cinematographers are co-creators on films with directors. With digital film-making blurring the line 
between director and cinematographer, what do you think is the modern contribution of a great 
cinematographer? 
Emilio

This is one of the most intelligent questions I have had on this site and not only do I not have an 
answer, but I feel that the ones I do have would fill the space of a book! What is being misunderstood 
is that the work of the Cinematographer is not intimately tied up with whether the camera contains a 
chip of a length of film, but the word "co-creators" is the key. Whilst Mr Storaro might have gone a 
bit overboard sometimes with his insistence of the importance of the Cinematographer, he has done 
our profession a huge service by being one of the few to theorise about his own process.

The camera "rolls" at the end of a lengthy process of rehearsal, consultation with the Director, 
Lighting and then finally "I'm ready" and the AD says "Roll". The word Digital or Film is not in any 
way part and parcel of this key process to the making of a film. To an outsider observing a film set, 
they would even know what "image gathering" process is being used. I have said at length elsewhere 
that I feel Digital DOES alter the nature of the film-making process but that is another issue. The 
"modern cinematographer" does have a different role to those who shoot on film, but the nature of the 
difference is, in a sense, technical. Ask me which one I prefer and I will not hesitate to name film: ask 
me whether there is still a role for the Cinematographer in the world of Digital and I would say YES 
YES YES.

Some Directors like to "do it all". Great Ones understand the nature of collaboration and contribution: 
this will always exist in making movies, theatre and all the other collaborative arts.

When the last Star Wars episode was released, a lot was made of the new digital technology, with 
George Lucas predicting that celluloid would one day be surpassed by pixels. Beyond the obvious 
expenses inherent in converting movie theaters, do you agree with Lucas's assessment? Do you see 
any artistic and technical pros and cons in using digital over film? ? 
Dave
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I think the last Star Wars put back the forward march of digital by at least ten years. This was because 
it was widely perceived as looking terrible. Lord of the Rings, on the other hand, shot on film and 
finished digitally, looked absolutely wonderful. Lucas and Sony are pioneering a technology that just 
isn't ready yet to challenge film on the big screen. I think he is right that it will, one day, take over 
from film. But that day is a long way from now (thank God!), so the more big screen bad looking digi 
movies that come out, the less the rest of us will be persuaded to shoot in that format. From an 
archival point of view, shooting on digital at the moment makes no sense. Outside of documentary/
TV and small features, I see no value in digital shooting for large-scale feature films. I seem to 
remember this debate going on in 1982....

On the other hand now (in 2007) we are, at last, beginning to see images made by Digital cameras 
that "hold up" on the big screen. That is to say, they don't look soft and grungy. Making those images 
is still a very cumbersome and expensive process - not to be confused with small screen technologies. 
However, now, for the first time, we are beginning to really see the end of the use of Celluloid. When 
I say "see the end", I don't mean that there is any reduction in its use going on now - quite the 
contrary - but when the images made electronically really begin to seriously compete with those 
made on film then obviously it is only a matter of time. "Collateral" would be an example...

I've read all your comments concerning digital video vs. film in your columns and find the debate 
very interesting. I totally agree with you that film is intrinsically a more beautiful format. I don't think 
any form of video will ever look as wonderful, but I also think it may be a mistake to compare them. I 
think they can both look good, but in different ways. The most recent Star Wars film looked terrible 
because it was video masquerading as film. However, there are other films shot on video, which have 
not tried to look like film, but have still looked very good. You may completely disagree but, for 
example, I loved the look of Danny Boyle's 28 Days Later. The makers didn't seem to be trying to 
make it look like film, instead using the strengths of the technology for an innovative shooting style. I 
think they achieved a great look.

I noticed the film was shot by Anthony Dod Mantle, who seems to emerging as one of the first 
recognized DV 'cinematographers'. If you think that video is a "hideous technology", do you think 
anyone is worthy of the title 'DV cinematographer'? Personally, I think that video is ugly and 
therefore anyone who gets such wonderful results should be congratulated! 
Brian

Did I say video is a "hideous technology"?? How awful - I must have just seen Star Wars too! I 
totally agree with what you say - use it for itself and don't try to make it look "like film". I love using 
video for all sorts of things and think it is a really useful technology for er...estate agents, and er...
location scouting...and a ton of other things that you e-mail all over the world.

I have met with Anthony Dod Mantle and think he is a brilliant cameraman and as you say is leading 
the field in "low tech" shooting style, whether on DV or on film. I particularly like the shooting style 
that makes use of the lightweight nature of small DV cameras as this seems to me to make use of the 
technology. What irritates me is when the Sony 24P type equipment is much more cumbersome than 
a film camera, much less reliable and gives an inferior image whilst trying to "mimic" film. I have a 
small Sony Mini DV and I love it - because it is small and the image is perfectly fine for what I want 
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to use it for.

I think in a previous article I said that DV cameramen should not be called cinematographers which 
seemed to annoy some people. It's actually of little importance - every technology has it's strengths 
and weaknesses and if I shot on DV I would try to use it's qualities to my advantage which is exactly 
what Anthony achieved so well in 28 Days Later.

I recently read your statement that you think film students should learn to shoot on film while they 
still can. Why do you feel that way? Digital has a whole range of advantages over film (cheaper, 
instant playback, better low light performance), and as lens quality and resolution improve, digital 
video becomes more and more appealing. Its easy to appeal to tradition when defending film, but 
what sort of aesthetic or procedural advantages do you think it has over digital? 
Ben

I can feel myself digging an even bigger hole here than the "tradional approach" one that I am in 
already! 
Before I get too hot under the collar let me make a brief reply to the first part of your question: 
"Cheaper". I have failed to notice that anything cheap is anything other than er? cheap. There is a 
saying amongst films crews: Cheap, Fast, Good.. you can have any two of these things. i.e. Cheap/
Fast is BAD (although not always?). "Instant Playback". Most filmmakers agree that this tool has 
more or less destroyed the ability to develop a "flow" of work on the set which is about the "making" 
rather than the "reflecting on the making". Without going into detail which I have not space for here, 
"Playback" is gradually turning into "editing on set" which is seriously counter productive. "Better 
low-light performance": possibly true with a state-of-the-art camera but certainly not true at the 
student end of the spectrum.

To comment on the second part of the question: "Aesthetic" advantages of film? There are Directors 
out there who like Digital because of the long takes (which means they don't have to make up their 
mind) or the fact that they can get rid of the "pain in the ass" DP and shoot it themselves. Roberto 
Rodriguez clearly gets more of a buzz out of his Digital Shooting than he does out of anything else, 
otherwise his scripts would be a lot better than they are. Film is still "kinder" than Digital and a lot of 
actresses appreciate this: there is a level of detail beyond which all we see is artifice and make-up: 
there is "magic" in the film process which adds up to an aesthetic that Digital has to copy to seem 
convincing. Why copy when you can have the real thing??

"Procedural advantage".. this is a subjective thing, but I love the fact that the image is not available 
"on set" - just an approximation. One of the massive advantages of this is that we get involved with 
the "making" and not the "viewing". There is now a generation of Directors who can't cope without 
the teddy-bear monitor: that is not nostalgia - it's the loss of pre-visualization as a pre-requisite for a 
visually literate person. If you can't string pictures together in your mind (as I have said many times 
before) then you have no business being a Feature Film Cinematographer. Directors may get away 
with it, but we can't. So back to the film school: without any work on film, there is no encouragement 
to pre-visualize. 

Dear Oliver 
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I wanted to know why do cinematographers who have been shooting on film for a long time move to 
digital or in other words accept to work on digital, is it a matter of money or experiments? 
Cinematographers like Dean Semler "Apocalypto" or Newton Thomas Sigel "Superman Returns". In 
such big budget movies who decides to shoot on digital rather than film? 
If a cinematographer moves from film to digital, what changes for him technically, do technicians 
take over some of his role because of the technology?

Best regards, Saoud

There are many answers to these questions. In some cases the Cinematographer decides that he or she 
is interested in trying Digital for a particular project. The idea for this might be his, or that of the 
Producer or Director. As the technology is changing by the minute, then different developments are 
leading to different solutions for particular movies. Of the two films you mention, one was largely 
studio based - which is easier for Digital with all its cables and monitors etc, but the other had 
considerable location work which some would argue was made more difficult by the decision to 
shoot on Digital. Visiting any debate on the internet will reveal many opinions about how the role of 
the DP is changing in the face of digital technology. In the sense that the DP "translates" the vision of 
the director into images on the screen, which may or may not mean framing and creating the images, 
the technology that is used to do this is irrelevant. However, it does change the "rhythm" of the work 
and the nature of the job as in Digital (at the moment), the technology is a lot more invasive than film 
at the level of a Feature, and a lot less invasive at the level of a TV interview. So the technicians do 
not "take over the role" of the DP, but there are more of them!
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

I don't quite understand how the shutter speed of a  
video camera interacts with the frame rate. Since video records 29.97 frames  
per second, what exactly happens when the shutter speed is faster than  
30fps? I understand the effect in practice, how it looks on tape, but if  
there are 29.97 frames recorded per second in video, what is happening when  
my camera's shutter speed is set to 10,000fps? Are the 9,970 frames not  
recorded during that second just thrown out? Thanks very much for your time  
and expertise.  
Cheers, Jacob Stone Seattle, WA 

A video signal is “interlaced” so is not strictly speaking a “frame” like a  
photographic frame. The signal is rapidly drawn across the lines, first of  
all across every other line, then again across the ones in between.  It  
completes this process 29.97 times every second.  So if you shoot it at high  
speed, what will happen is that the camera shutter will see only a small  
part of one frame because it is exposing each frame at 1/20000th of a second  
in your example above.  So during this very short time, only a small part of  
the video picture will be drawn, so very little picture would appear on each  
final film frame, and of course as each frame is made, the part of the  
picture that is seen will vary making a very very large black roll bar! 

2005

When the last Star Wars episode was released, a lot was made of the new digital technology, with 
George Lucas predicting that celluloid would one day be surpassed by pixels. Beyond the obvious 
expenses inherent in converting movie theaters, do you agree with Lucas's assessment? Do you see 
any artistic and technical pros and cons in using digital over film? ??--Dave

I think the last Star Wars put back the forward march of digital by at least ten years. This was because 
it was widely perceived as looking terrible. Lord of the Rings, on the other hand, shot on film and 
finished digitally, looked absolutely wonderful. Lucas and Sony are pioneering a technology that just 
isn?t ready yet to challenge film on the big screen. I think he is right that it will, one day, take over 
from film. But that day is a long way from now (thank God!), so the more big screen bad looking digi 
movies that come out, the less the rest of us will be persuaded to shoot in that format. From an 
archival point of view, shooting on digital at the moment makes no sense. Outside of documentary/
TV and small features, I see no value in digital shooting for large-scale feature films. I seem to 
remember this debate going on in 1982....  
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

We are two guys who recently discovered the joy of filmmaking. Having a background in the 
computer-games industry we, among other people, have noticed that the framerate of movies are very 
low compared to the 50+ f/sec in today's firstperson games. The difference in quality is evident in 
most trucking and panning shots. 
In contrast, sound systems are updated to new and superb standards but the film is still the same 24 f/
sec. This to us seems like a waste of money (especially in large productions). As an example we 
would like to mention The Lord of the Rings. The money and work spent on finding locations, 
building sets, rebuilding sets, making props, actor salarys, computer effects, etc. etc...seems to be 
wasted if you capture it in low quality (low framerate). We understand that a lot of things must be 
changed to achieve this, but the frame rate problem seems to be the single biggest quality flaw within 
the movie industry today. And if we are going to convert to digital projectors at the theatres anyways, 
why not change the standard at the same time. 
So, our question is (finally): Have there been any talks about new standards or are we the only ones 
thinking this one sucks?(how old is this standard anyway) 

Hi fellas,  
Like most things that you think about, you find someone else is thinking about it too! First of all the 
frame rate started at 16fps and 18fps way back in the silent era and then went to 24fps when "talkies" 
started. I'm sure a history of cinema book would fill in the details if you are interested. You are quite 
right in pointing out that 48fps would increase the quality of the projected image considerably: there 
are some people out there right now trying to make this happen.  Unfortunately ranged against them 
is the "digi" brigade who don't think it's worth wasting money on improving film projection because 
it is all going electronic anyway.  The subject is a complex one where politics and economics are 
fighting against a muddled film community from George "Digi" Lucas to Martin "Film" Scorcese.

Personally I love film and would love to be able to shoot at 48fps: unfortunately the worlds cinemas 
would have to be modified first.  No-one wants to pay for this, and this is also the problem with 
converting them to electronic which would be ten times more expensive than going to 48fps. 

I am an aspiring director who is still trying to understand all the technical aspects of the film 
industry. I've noticed that films like "Leaving Las Vegas" and "The Squid and the Whale", which were 
shot on 16mm film, seemed to have a faster frame-rate than regular films shot in 35mm. I liked the 
effect and was wondering why is it faster and what would be the advantages of using 16mm over 
35mm film?

Not sure where you are getting your information but you might want to consider finding somewhere 
else to look! The frame rate for 16mm and 35mm is exactly the same: 24fps for Cinema and 25fps for 
PAL TV and 30fps for NTSC TV.

If you are noticing something you like about 16mm, it would be that it is more grainy than 35mm and 
also the lenses have more depth for a given angle of view. This is because the area of the image is a 
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lot smaller, so the "feel" of the image is different for these and other reasons. 16mm is only "faster" 
than 35mm because all the gear is lighter and smaller as well as cheaper. Remember also that Super 
16mm is now the "standard" for 16:9 aspect ratio (the new widescreen TV's) so most shooting on 
16mm is now actually Super 16, not "regular" 16mm. 
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Framing - Ratios and Techniques

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

Hello... I was wondering if you could help me on a cinematography subject I  
haven't been able to find anywhere online or in books. One time a friend  
told me about a framing device used by many cinematographers in the past--I  
believe she referred to it as the "golden section," or something like that.  
In any case, it involved intricate blocking and framing of subjects that  
would appear on-screen in such a way that the figures or objects would form  
specific vertical and horizontal patterns. If you place pieces of tape on  
the monitor at thirds across and down you can even see the lines and  
parallels that are created. We put on the widescreen version of Vincente  
Minnelli's "Some Came Running," and indeed, it fit flawlessly. It made for  
an incredibly uniform and visually stunning film. 

Can you tell me any more about this technique? Why and how is it done? Does  
anyone still use it, and where else can I see it? Thanks so much!  
Rich Thompson 

This was such an interesting question I e-mailed it to some of the members  
of the BSC and got 2 replies. 

Remi Adefarasin: "I have never heard of forming horizontal or vertical lines with the golden section 
but merely to  
use the rule to place key points in strong positions." 

Barry Ackroyd:  
"....simply put it is the frame that appeals to our natural sense of  
Proportion: balanced and pleasing to our eye. That is to say that though the  
Greeks defined the ratio in mathematics, it actually occurs in nature, in  
the proportion of a horse, or a tree, or the shell of a snail or indeed in  
the human form. When framing a shot I believe that anyone would  
instinctively find the frame.  If there is such a device to help to create  
this proportion then I can only imagine that it is something like the frame  
used in "The Draftsman's Contract"... Curtis Clarke DoP would probably have  
something to add to that." 

My own thought is that many DP's work instinctively to this idea as Barry  
says.  Like many things, Artists do things instinctively and Intellectuals  
come along afterwards and turn the ideas into rules.  Then the artists get  
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fed up with the rules and go for a whole new idea that becomes the next set  
of rules.  And so on. 

I often have little scenes running through my head, I like to visualise how things look. I'm a fan of the 
"one shot" technique (not knowing the tech. term) where the camera stays on the action without 
cutting away. I've seen this done best in the Foo Fighters video "My Hero", and I'm wondering, how 
difficult would this be to achieve? ??--Daniel

I spent awhile trying to download "My Hero" from an obscure Russian website offering free videos. 
When it started bombarding my computer with naked women I had to give up! So I can?t comment 
on the particular shot you had in mind, but in general "one-shot videos" are hard to achieve and take a 
lot of planning. The problem is that if you are 2 minutes into a take and it falls apart, you have to 
throw it all away and start again as you can't rescue anything by cutting away. One shot means that 
the rhythm, dynamics and framing qualities of the shot have to nigh-on perfect to sustain the interest 
of the viewer. 

When directors are framing a shot with their hands in front of their face, is there a rule of thumb how 
much you've got to stretch out your arms to match a certain focal length in the finished production -- 
like "fully stretched out hands equals 80mm, half distance equals a focal length of 35mm"? ??--
Patrick

I'm not aware of any "method" for this, but no doubt this reply will invite a deluge of personal 
opinions as to how to go about it. As you go on shooting, you can judge reasonably accurately what 
focal length will achieve what field of view, whether or not you use your hands. You will see 
directors use that gesture a lot more than cinematographers..

If you really want to share the setting up of a shot with the director, then there is no substitute for a 
director's finder, which range from the small unobtrusive zoom-type finder, to the larger ones which 
you can put the actual lens you will use on it. I have recently started using a finder where one person 
can look directly through it, whilst the other can see the image on a small LCD screen on the side of 
the finder, and also a digi photo can be taken of this image, which can then be printed for reference. 
This method can be very useful in the setting up process.

2006

Why does contemporary Hollywood Cinema rely so much on the use of close-ups, especially when 
compared to Hollywood films of the '30s and '40s???-Simon

This is all down to the influence of TV. Before TV the close-up was used rarely and often very well - 
think of those exquisite Garbo and Dietrich close-ups that still knock us out today. The close-up is a 
tool I try to use with discretion in movies I shoot. The close-up should be reserved for the moments 
when you really need them - otherwise they have no effect. 
A great UK operator, Mike Roberts, used to draw the front row of the audience on the monitor when 
he got fed up with directors who kept yelling to be closer. It's really dumb how some directors stay 
glued to the monitor and expect to see what they want from the very low resolution picture. Mostly 
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these people come from MTV and commercials and don't understand about the 30ft screen. I was 
watching Cleopatra with Elizabeth Taylor on TV the other day and in half an hour there was not one 
close up! 
Another reason, which is a bit sad, is that the studios pay a lot of money for their Stars and they want 
to see them BIG. I had an exec come up to me at lunch time on the FIRST DAY of shooting of one 
movie and ask me if I was going to do more close-ups. I just smiled at him and said "Maybe".

I don't know why, but I've always felt that a widescreen presentation of a movie has look more 
professional than one that has been formatted to fit a 4:3 TV screen (full frame). I also know that 
there are a lot of terms that are closely related and are often confused. 16mm, Super 16, Anamorphic, 
1.66:1, letterbox, 2.35:1, Super 35, and the list keeps going like that. Anyway.. 
Question 1:) In the case of 1.66:1, that means the relationship between the height and width of 
screen, correct? 
Question 2.) If I'm shooting something on normal 16mm film, how can I get it to look like widescreen? 
I think I just confused myself. Any help would be appreciated. 
Jason

The "ratio" of the film is just as you stated: the proportion of the height to the width. Here is a 
summary:

4 x 3 "Academy" ratio: the old silent movie ratio which was translated to 4:3 for TV. Now being 
replaced (slowly) by 16:9. (For some reason the people who make these decisions (who ARE those 
people!) decided on yet another ration for modern TV sets.) 
1:1.66 - the "European" cinema ratio which is slightly higher than 
1.1.85 - the US cinema ratio 
1:2.35 - this is the widest screen ratio, sometimes called "widescreen", "anamorphic" "techniscope" 
etc. These terms actually all mean something specific and have a specific history, and unfortunately 
DVD's have introduced there own meaning using words like "widescreen" and "anamorphic" is ways 
that have different meanings to how it is used in cinematography.

So you are right to be confused! However, from the perspective of shooting it is quite simple:

1. 16mm. The "normal" 16mm is 4x3 ratio. The "Super 16mm" is 16:9 ish (for TV) or near enough to 
1.1.85 to make a "blow-up" for theatrical release. 
2. 35mm. Normal is again 4x3. 1:1.66 and 1:1.85 is by not using the top and bottom of the frame. 
"super 35mm" uses (like 16mm) the sound track area for a wider picture pnm the negative. This 
cannot be projected in the cinema so it is put through an optical printer to make an anamorphic 
(squeezed) print for 1:2.35 projection. This print ratio can also be achieved by using anamorphic 
lenses on the camera. 
3. 65mm. Large neg rarely used these days for 70mm projection or reduction printing to 35mm. Used 
quite a bit for detailed "plate" work. 
4. IMAX. The largest neg, only viewable in an Imax theatre.

And that, folks, is a whole other story.
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I'm heading into production on my first feature film and am wondering is it out of the norm to ask the 
DP to shoot in super 35mm and simply fill the entire super 35mm frame area (1.66:1), with the idea 
of planning for an eventual hard matte transfer of 1.66:1 for the release prints ... or is super 35mm 
reserved strictly for an anamorphic (2.35:1) transfer? I figure I'd be using the entire surface of the 
super 35mm frame this way and would have a bit more clarity than if I shot standard 35mm then 
hard-matted in camera at 1.66:1. Please let me know your thoughts. 
Danny

Super 1.85:1 is becoming the new "normal" format as more and more films go through the DI 
(Digital Intermediate) process. This is for the reasons you outline above - what is the point of wasting 
all that space in the frame when the soundtrack area is not a consideration any longer.

I am shooting this format right now and did so on The Hoax also. In some ways I prefer it (1.85) to 
the widescreen (2.35) format as widescreen always gives so many compositional problems. Also I 
think 2.35 is better suited to be shot with Anamorphic lenses but sadly a lot of misguided producers 
think this makes the picture more expensive. 
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Future

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

THE FUTURE..

Further Q&A's on his topic on the  
Film versus Digi page.

2001

Do you think that a young wannabe cinematographer should learn all the stuff about shooting with 
film (is film gonna be a thing of the past?) or concentrate his energy on video?  
--PA  
This is a very tough prediction to make, as you can see by reading the many articles about “the 
future” and digital etc.  However, the good news is that if you learn to shoot with film, you won’t 
have any problems shooting with video, as it is a “reduction” in skill requirements.  This is what I 
mean by this.  
1. Whatever image making/recording technology you use, the skill of selecting compositions and 
lighting them remains the same.  The skill of working with the Director and the Actors to determine 
the shots stays the same.  
2. The Lighting requirements for video are mostly a question of lowering the contrast to the point 
where video can deal with it. The dymnamic range of film is something like 10 times that of the best 
currently available Digital Video format.  
3. When you learn with film, you learn to “pre-visualise” the result since it not available to you on the 
set.  You do this by lighting something, imagining how it will look, then when you see it the next 
day, compare what you got with what you imagined.  Slowly the two will come closer together. Then 
if someone wants you to work on video, you can light the scene by eye, then look at the monitor to 
confirm what you are doing, as opposed to “lighting by monitor“.  
4. When a Lighting Director from TV wants to go into shooting films it is a very traumatic process as 
they are suddenly cast into a world where the result is not available.   This tends to make them very 
nervous!  When the reverse happens, a DP finds it a breeze to shoot with a monitor available as when, 
for instance, you can see no detail outside a “hot” window, you just reduce the lighting outside until 
you can, or put some ND on the window. 

Real Film is a passion: once you shoot on it, you’ll never want to let it go.

2004 

I read in your essay briefly about the future of DPs. What does it look  
like for them in the future? Will they be obselete? I am thinking of  
becoming a DP and going to film school for it. What are some jobs (i.e.  
editor, producer, etc.) that will stay or will make a new place?  
--C.F. 
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This question is very topical right now.  What is certain is that we will continue to make stories: the 
question is ? will they be made using film as the medium?  
For me, the present profession of Director of Photography only applies when film is used.  This is a 
controversial statement ? some would argue that the position is “the same” even if the medium 
changes ie shoot digital.  I would argue that there are too many other “tweaks” to the image when 
digital is involved to make the work unique to the Cinematographer.  Even if the Cinematographer 
isn’t aware of it, the very public nature of making the image will inevitably change the way the 
internal lighting process happens.  Lighting is the one thing that is rarely discussed on a film set: the 
reason is that no-one except the Cinematographer knows how it is going to look.  And even the 
Cinematographer is making a leap of faith.  The nature of a Film Camera is Secretive, the nature of a 
Video Camera is Public.  This essential difference is misunderstood by those who maintain that the 
“gathering medium” has no influence on the result.  There are many pressures on a film set, one of 
the many is that Actors love to look at themselves on the bad-quality replay monitor.  Criticism of the 
“lighting” can be easily deflected with the “it doesn’t look like that” statement.  Once the monitor 
reflects the true look of the result, the image is open to public debate, which will inevitable result in 
images becoming even more cosmetic than they are already.  The other problem is that the job itself 
will not attract the kind of person who is presently attracted to Cinematography.  
Most of the other jobs will remain more or less similar: the “growth” area is clearly visual effects, the 
“shrinking” area is large location sets and putting up large crews on location.  Many years from now I 
expect there will be Arthouse cinemas will a sign outside which says “Real Film Here”.  
As I have said before, if you go to Film school and learn to shoot film you won’t have a problem 
making a transition to shooting video.  The other way round is much harder.

2007

Is "pure cinema" the ideal for movie making? By "pure cinema" I mean the story being told visually, 
so that the viewer may understand what is happening if the sound were to be turned off, as Hitchcock 
believed. Or is it now a more visual/ audio experience using both to maximum advantage? 
Angus

Whatever "pure cinema" was it is clearly in the past! However, I was thrilled to see Almodovar's 
magnificent film Volver the other day and to be reminded of what constitutes great film making: but I 
certainly would not have understood the film without the sound as the plot was fiendish?

I have to go back a bit to think about what I thought was the ideal kind of movie making. My heroes 
were Kurosawa, Goddard, Truffaut and Rivette. Later on I came to appreciate John Ford and some of 
the American Greats but for different reasons. Nowadays I am just confused as cinema is so 
commercial and the ideals of "great cinema" seem to have taken a back seat to thrills and spills. If 
"thrills and spills" were what you mean by visual/audio experience then yes I would say that both are 
being used to maximum advantage all the time, but not to very good effect. The fact is that the louder 
you shout the less people hear. Humans shy away from noisy things because they are threatening: the 
reason for the cinema of the senses ("action films") is that it an opportunity to put oneself in the firing 
line without getting hurt and this can be fun for awhile. However, it has nothing to do with "pure 
cinema" or indeed the cinema of ideas. It's a fairground ride and that is a legitimate part of the 
movies, but it is not the only part as Hollywood wants us to believe.

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/future.html (2 of 3)09/05/2009 11:08



Future

I think films will start to divide into "real films" and "computer films": it's almost like that already. 
I'm not against computer films - I just hope that real films continue to attract sufficient audiences to 
make it possible to continue making them. The heads of the major studios are more and more 
marketing men (and women), and they want to pour money into sure-fire sequels and blockbuster 
hits. The money available for "pure cinema" is likely to continue to shrink, unfortunately. 

What do you think is the current state of film in general (2008), and how it compares to that of the 
counterculture awakening from that of the early 70's?

I think we are at a very exciting crossroads in film-making. uTube and the cheap availability of all the 
film-making tools has resulted in an explosion of films and shorts. Of course most of them are 
terrible, but that is not the point. Teaching people to read and write has not resulted in a huge increase 
in great writers: it is the same with the fact that all babies born now will be able to make moving 
images with sound just as easily as they can type of a key board. The problem at the moment is not 
the ability to string pictures together: it's the ability to HAVE THE COURAGE TO THINK! Mass 
media has resulted in mass hypnosis: what I am waiting for is the younger generation to start showing 
the rest of us the kind of startling documentaries and fiction films that will alter the course of 
history... Tall order? Maybe, but I am optimistic.. Freeing the distribution network from the clutches 
of the corporate giants is the first and most important step...
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God

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

HOW TO 

STOP BELIEVING IN GOD 

AND 

GET ON WITH YOUR LIFE. 

  

  

PART ONE 

GROW UP 

  

I guess this is mostly addressed to guys, since women don't seem to have the problem of not growing up. This 
might be because they give birth and we don't, so they understand in a very real and physical way that they are no 
longer children. Anyhow, being a guy, I am addressing this to us because I don't pretend to understand women, 
despite having a wife and two and a half daughters. Another thing: it's us guys who sow most of the chaos in the 
world, and certainly the violence and it's this I want to get to grips with. Why? What is it that makes us wreak 
such havoc, both in the past and now?

Someone put forward the theory that man’s state is naturally violent and that peace is the exception. Certainly this 
would appear to be true: casting a quick look at the last few thousand years and the present world would pretty 
much confirm that idea. However, being in my fifties, I have been fortunate enough to live in a peaceful world, 
aware of the fact that all around me is another world of hellish poverty; endless wars and a lot of guys who 
believe in God so much they are willing to die for him (notice the HIM ..) . So, on a personal level, I have 
experienced a life of peace, and relative wealth. 

This has had the liberating effect of enabling me to stop believing in God and Grow Up. 

Let's get one thing straight from the start. Although I am an Atheist (I think), not believing in God does not mean 
getting rid of the idea of the Human Spirit. In other words being connected to and being part of the whole process 
of Big Bang, Love, Life and Death. People who don't believe in anything are often self centred and cynical 
because they had to reject God because they realised the whole idea belongs in the past and is pagan and 
primitive, but the rejection proved to be so painful that they had to replace it with nothing: emptiness and pseudo-
science, mostly in the form of statistics. The good news is that if you are one of the millions of people who were 
brought up to believe in God and then rejected it because you actually managed to Grow Up, it does not mean that 
your life has to be dull, empty and devoid of meaning. People who believe in God, in the majority of Religions, 
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believe in some sort of Afterlife and here is the first challenge. There is no Afterlife. Let me repeat that. There is 
no Afterlife. 

Perhaps that should be a mantra: try it for your next meditation if you like that kind of thing. The point is this: if 
you believe in an Afterlife then you neglect this one. You go about your short time on this wonderful Planet 
making plans for after you are dead. Silly really isn’t it? Like people who get obsessed with retirement schemes 
and then die before they retire. 

Where does this notion of "something out there," Jesus, God, Allah etc come from. Why is human history littered 
with God Fearing Soldiers lopping the heads off other God Fearing Soldiers just because they believe in a 
different God? Again, it doesn't take a genius to figure out that believing in God means you don't have to get to 
grips with the hellish world you are living in. It's no small surprise that it has been relatively easy for me to grow 
up because I have had a fortunate life of freedom: not dominated by some secular demon who is forcing me into 
the Way of Jesus or the Way of Allah. 

There are some studies coming out now which indicate that without human communication a baby would never 
become what we call “intelligent”. Intelligence is increasingly being seen as a direct product of nurturing: without 
mother love a baby would never learn to speak and would never become “human”. A sad view of the human race 
would be the view that many guys never become human because they never get the chance. Their start in life is so 
bleak on so many levels that religion becomes the “way out” in the same way joining the army is often the “way 
out” for so many “folk” (as Bush like to call them). 

I don't have any answers for this. I am not setting out here to provide answers because you can only find them out 
for yourself. But I can offer a few ideas.

This is step one: 

Don't believe in Gurus.

Before I am howled down here, I must clarify that. Obviously Teachers are the fundamental building block of 
society. Teachers are the ones that continue the struggle to inform and pass on to the future of the world. Teachers 
are more important that Doctors or Politicians or pretty much anybody because in their hands is the future: the 
Children are the Future (der ..) , Curious isn’t it that Teachers are underpaid, generally reviled in the West and 
hopelessly restricted in the East. In the UK Margaret Thatcher ended respect for teachers in the mid 80’s and I 
expect Reagan did the same in the US. 

But there is a big difference between a Teacher and a Guru: a teacher does not need world-wide approval to get 
up in the morning, or a bunch of Beautiful People sitting at his (note His) feet to make his day. There are, of 
course, a few Guru’s in history who are worth listening to: Jesus, Mohammed, Buddha to name a few. All these 
remarkable people were and are (The Dali Lama) just that: Important and Remarkable people. Does that mean we 
have to Worship Them? NO! Do they want us to worship them; NO! It's interesting listening to the Dali Lama - 
his main message is that he has no answers for you. He positively encourages you not to view him as a Holy Man. 
I am sure the Real Jesus (whoever he was) would have said the same thing. Unfortunately the Bible came out 
some time ago and created a mythology that we are having a hard time growing out of. And the opposition came 
up with the Koran and they are having a hard time growing out of that.

I'm not too clever with names and dates like the rest of us mere mortals, but I know enough to know that the 
universal message of the Truly Great Men has always been, and always will be to not worship them. If you 
suspect that you’ve been mislead into the idea that confessing your sins, crossing yourself or grovelling on the 
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floor at regular intervals will someone make your life better then now is a good time to take stock of your 
situation. 

One of the features of some of our wilder religious leaders is that they are happy to persuade their followers to go 
forth, get angry and kill people whilst not doing so themselves. This should always make you suspicious. Also if 
they would like you to give them money that might not be such a good idea either (Money Can’t Buy you Love). 
The problem is that it's really nice to “belong” so many of us just love it when we join up with some group who 
all think like we do. It's great to go along and swop ideas, look at catalogues and then go out and buy stuff. This 
seems to be the fundamental culture of the USA right now, followed closely by many other Western countries. 
There are those in the East who also like to “belong”, so they go along, swop ideas, make bombs and blow 
themselves up, taking some of us with them. They think we are Heathens and we think they are Terrorists. Of 
course we are both wrong - (You're Right from your side, and I'm Right from mine). 

Belonging is key for all of us. Those wild-life channels really show us what happens when you don't belong - the 
Old Age homes are full of distressed people who no longer “belong” but once did. If intelligence truly is the result 
of nurturing then it is no small wonder that those who are stressed and oppressed beyond breaking point seek to 
belong to organisations that make it there business to promise radical reform. But these promises from Religious 
Leaders, Politicians and Terrorists are nearly always based on unrealisable and deluded aims. Just occasionally 
there are sound and good intentions and some of those have led to the better things in our societies. 

When Osama Bin Laden was actually asked what he actually wanted to achieve he came out with this:

We are confident, with the permission of God, praise and glory be to Him, that God's religion, praise and glory 
be to him, will prevail in this peninsular (Arabia). It is a great pride and a big hope that the revelation received 
by Mohammed, peace be upon him, will be resorted to for ruling. When we used to follow Mohammed’s 
revelation, peace be upon him, we were in great happiness and in great dignity.

This contains all the fictions one could possibly hope for to persuade you to drop God once and for all and grow 
up. This reply could equally well have come from a Fundamentalist Christian: just substitute the Guru. 

First you need ..permission from God. Well guess what, since God is not available, you always have to deal with 
someone who can "get in touchh." That would be someone in a Robe who might or might not have a beard. This 
person may or may not have e-mail and text messaging but whatever the method you can guarantee that when you 
apply for permission from God via this assistant, the permission that may or may not be forthcoming will, in fact, 
come from the deranged underling who somehow has convinced Himself that he is in touch with God. He is 
supported by a whole hierarchy or tens of thousands of people who have set themselves up in descending order 
from the Pope if you are a Roman Catholic or the Archbishop of Canterbury if you are a Christian. These guys get 
promotion, 3 weeks leave, a house with the job, state pension etc etc but uniquely they can speak for God and sort 
out your problems. Unfortunately over several thousand years they have actually managed to create more 
problems than they have sorted out. They pitted themselves against each other and sent millions of their followers 
into long and bloody battles with each other, all to seek further grace with their God and Kill the Heathen (and 
their God). They argue and debate endlessly with each other about the things written on pieces of paper and called 
things like The Bible: sometimes this is quite civilised and is broadcast on Newsnight and sometimes it means a 
massive bomb planted outside some building where hundreds of innocent men, women and children are 
slaughtered in the name of "Doing Right". Either way the mania of the Believers is a primitive, barbaric and old 
custom that has no place in a future world. 

Secondly How many times have I heard that in a Christian Hymn? What is with this Praise and Glory thing? It's 
clearly very attractive: lots of people do it now and lots of people through history. Before the One Masculine God 
there used to be lots of Gods and some of them were Girls, or do I mean Women. It must have been a whole lot 
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more fun when there was more than one God to choose from although people did have the habit of chopping bits 
off other people and hurling them down steps just to make their God happy. So maybe it wasn’t so good after all. 
Just imagine a life where every moment of every day, every thought and every action is devoted to Him, the One 
who Is Not There. That’s a great prescription for mass psychosis: by creating a Being who can't answer, respond 
or otherwise talk to you, if you devote your whole life to this Being then clearly you would go mad if you weren’t 
convinced that this Being talks back to you. So in all the prayers, the solitude, the mumbling and murmuring the 
Being does indeed talk back: small wonder because if there was only silence you might give up on him and Grow 
Up. Thousands of priests are out there to make sure you don't do this so try to look on them in a kind way 
(because they are deluded) but remember that they are the enemy. Some of them like to Kill their enemies but you 
won’t need to because when you have Grown Up you realise that there is no harm in allowing reasonable people 
to have their delusions. 

In Giving Up God, you might find that believers around you look at you as though you have lost something. 
Because all believers share a common delusion: I am Right and you are Wrong. But when you have Grown Up, 
you get to realise that you are Right and they are Wrong. Mm.. that doesn't seem right. Perhaps it is this: when 
you have Grown Up, you get to realise that it doesn't matter – except when the Believer is willing to blow you 
and your family into the dust to promote their own delusion. This unfortunately is the world we are living in right 
now: a certain minority of our mad and deluded “folk” are willing to sacrifice themselves to create a Perfect 
World. When you’ve Grown Up it's easy to see the insanity of this idea, but what makes it worse is that the 
Western Leaders are still trapped in pre-history and think that The Holy War is going on: actually the Holy War is 
still going on. 

When we used to follow Mohammed’s revelation, peace be upon him, we were in great happiness and in great 
dignity. 

Funny how people like to romanticize the Past. I wonder which period he was referring to. It's true that many 
places in the world for long periods of time enjoyed peace and prosperity, whilst all the people went about their 
business sharing some common delusion and erecting shrines and places of worship to Gather Together and 
Praise. Here is a secret: it's the Gathering Together than people like. the Praise is just an excuse to Gather 
Together. Recently, we haven’t been really good at Going to Church and Religion is falling away and people are 
Growing Up. The young get together and dance at Raves and all night Gatherings and a lot of fun they have too. 
Osama sees this as Heathen and The Bali Bombers killed several hundred youngsters for Gathering Together in 
their Place of Worship (a night club). Older people gather together in shared interest clubs and go about chatting 
to each other and being Intelligent: sometimes they get blown up too. 

Growing Up is realising that you don't need God to gather together. 

It is possible that some guys still reading this might feel like I am insulting them because I am making fun of 
religion. But this is not the case: I am deadly serious. Religion as practiced and organised throughout the world is 
a potentially psychotic activity and should be regarded with as much fear as one would Drug Addiction or 
Corruption in politics. But I have a major note here: Religion is not something that you can take away tomorrow – 
like any drug, the withdrawal process is long and tedious. I would reckon around another 2 hundred years – by 
which time we will have either Grown Up or have left our Planet in peace to continue without us. 

Now comes the hard part. Religion is also fine, and I really mean that. Religion as an expression of Spirit, a 
common and shared activity, is not, in itself, the problem. The problem is Psychotic Killers who use Religion to 
persuade people into murderous and bloody actions. These guys come in all shapes and sizes, with and without 
Uniforms and fancy titles. Robert Mugabe goes to meetings, steps out of expensive cars, shakes hands with 
leaders of other countries and then goes to his office and Kills People. He wears suits and talks into Microphones. 
His Religion is the Mugabe Religion and all the leaders around him are too scared to do anything about it - I 
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probably would be too. 

Osama has come to represent the idea that the Western World can be driven from the face of the Earth and the 
planet returned to the Garden of Mohammed. If you were a young Muslim whose family had been wiped out by a 
B52 flying at 35,000ft you might go along with this idea and take out as many people as possible before you get 
to sit with God and 37 Virgins. 

These Killers sometimes lead our nations and have done for a long time. But amongst these leaders are also 
people of great worth, character and depth: in nations across the world Political battles are fought with words and 
passion and many of the outcomes of these battles have led to the better things in our lives. Although I appeared 
to live in a peaceful society in the UK for the latter half of the Twentieth Century, it was an illusion. All around 
me at any given moment things were being done on my behalf with my tax money that I can only feel ashamed 
of. I spent seven years in South Africa living in White Society and whilst I knew that apartheid was a Bad Thing 
it was invisible because the Black People were “out of sight”. Our modern world is much the same. The Western 
world has managed to organise Trade in such a way that the people who make most of what we buy are “out of 
sight”. So they have no power and are underpaid and abused into what amounts to economic slavery. 

When people are born into hopeless situations they are in every sense "hopeless." There is a fashionable belief 
amongst affluent westerners that you “make your own destiny”. The "power of positive thinking.." etc etc . What 
we fail to realise is that a lot of people will never get to the point that they can think at all, because the struggle 
for survival is so intense that there is no time or money to ever get beyond that hopelessness. 

From our armchairs and dinner tables we just can’'t grasp the scale and magnitude of the problem. 

Two quotes:

"Television has made ghouls of us all" (Gore Vidal)

"40% of the world’s population will neither make a telephone call or see a telephone in their entire life." (Oxfam I 
think.)

Republicans amongst you might be starting to think they are reading the thoughts of one of those Liberals In 
Therapy that they so like to demonise. I am not in Therapy, and I don't know if I am a Liberal, but I do know that 
we are living in a World Gone Wrong. 

The opportunity to be Grown Ups happened on a large scale when the planes flew into the World Trade Centre. It 
was a crucial moment in history where the West had the unique opportunity to show it had Grown Up. As we all 
know, we resorted to the age old tradition of Battle and here we are 4 years later with no end in sight. At first we 
all thought the US had a small temporary aberration in following the mad leadership of George Bush but when 
they re-elected him with an even bigger majority it became apparent that the Christian Fundamentalists with 25% 
of the vote had swung US politics right back into the Stone Age. 

So how do you and I proceed in this World Gone Wrong?
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PART 2 

CUT THE CRAP 

I can't speak for the dispossessed. As a WWM (Wealthy White Male) it would be an insult to even begin to speak 
for those who inhabit the worlds I see on TV. Occasionally a Book or a Film comes to us with authenticity made 
by someone from the Other Side. It's often a sensation (for 15 minutes). These works are of supreme importance 
but are usually marginalised by our consumer controllers as they have more pressing concerns, like marketing the 
new Stephen King Novel or Spielberg movie. 

So as a WWM what am I to do about this World Gone Wrong? Right now in 2005 Bob Geldorf has arranged to 
new concert to Save Africa 20 years after the first one failed to Save Africa. Whilst I applaud him (great Singer, 
great Guy), I find his attempts to save the world kind of epitomise the jam that I am in, and no doubt lots of you 
reading this. After all, none of the 40% who are never going to see a telephone are likely to get on the internet or 
even be able to read so I am not addressing myself to them.

The problem is that we have set up a world wide trade system that screws poor people for the benefit of rich 
people. We subsidises our industries and farmers so that they prosper and because third world governments can't 
do the same (no money), their industries and farms can't compete.   So they get poorer and we get richer. It's so 
simple it's frightening. Our governments (particular the hysterical French) play on our own fears of “foreigners” 
to keep these systems in place. In the UK some wealthy landowners have sent the thousands of pounds they 
receive in subsidy from the Government to charities: it's embarrassing to receive money they don't need. 

One US Cotton Conglomerate received $40 Million last year in subsidies… It is estimated that if the US stopped 
subsidising US cotton, the price would rise 27%, enabling third world cotton to be economically viable….

We are stuck in a colonial mentality towards the “third world”. After the Tsunami many well-meaning westerners 
went there to “help”. One such couple from Australia who helped in a morgue for 2 days were surprised when 
they were politely asked to leave because they were not needed and couldn’t speak the language. The woman 
writing this story admitted that her motivation for going was, on reflection, “colonial”. She assumed that “Poor 
Thailand” would not be able to cope….

Our armchairs and TV’s, our streets and shopping malls are based on, stand on, a sea of inequality. Before we 
continue to watch Footballers Wives, we might pause to wonder how we manage to do this. How does it seem 
OK to be this world of Gismos and stuff when all around it's falling apart? 

If it's falling apart somewhere else, or on TV, then essentially the viewing experience is ghoulish: 

Gee that looks terrible .. Where’s the Pizza?

Until you are standing next to the World Trade Centre when it falls down, it's all happening somewhere else and 
what can we do about it anyway. 

In the late 80’s a movement sprung up in the UK to stop buying South African goods. It sent a message to the SA 
government that Apartheid had to go or else SA would not be able to export anything anymore. A lot of the 
people in SA who were affected were the Black wage earners who were lost their jobs in failed businesses 
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because of the boycott. However, the campaign proved remarkably effective and can be considered to have 
hastened the downfall of that appalling regime. 

So here is the clue to how you can effectively Cut the Crap in your own life. 

Ethical Shopping sounds like a silly idea until you start doing it and then it's a revelation. The idea that you 
should consider where and how a product got into your local store has been growing over the last few years. It 
started with food labelling but now is spreading to other products. Every time you ask in a store about where 
something comes from you contribute awareness to how the product got there. Mostly the person you ask won’t 
know either, but may take the trouble to find out after you leave the store. 

Simple example. When you buy Fair Trade coffee a lot more of your money goes to the grower. When you buy 
Starbucks Coffee and lot more of your money goes to Starbucks and its shareholders. Just extrapolate that to the 
rest of what you buy and you begin to get the idea. And if you are a Starbucks Shareholder there'’s nothing I can 
do for you. Sell? 

The real source of Crap is Advertising which has assumed a power that is truly frightening. Adverting used to be 
this thing that was kind of annoying but could be swotted away. Now it's a full blown locust swarm. It eats 
everything: whatever programs people make on commercial TV they are rendered ineffective and unwatchable by 
commercials. Whatever content is in your Sunday Magazine Section is so swamped with Advertising Imagery 
that you can barely read the content. Advertisements are made to look like Documentaries, Advertisements pose 
as Feature Articles. No wonder that our Extreme Islamic Brethren come over to our universities, learn how to 
make Bombs and our disgusted with our Culture. What they don't realise (because they are already long gone into 
being Revolutionaries) is that most Westerners take no notice (or try not to) of their apparent society.

Advertisements are based on research and economics. Every since the late 1960’s, corporations slowly managed 
to convince the population that wearing clothing with their brands on it is “cool”. Hopefully this trend is 
beginning to pass and it dawns on our hapless populations that they should be paid to be billboards for what they 
wear. This is an area that you can truly be affective in Cutting the Crap. Advertisers spend a huge amount of 
money on research and if an advertising campaign doesn't work they will soon get rid of it. So a good start is 
simply to not buy anything with a Corporate name on it. Soon they will go away if no-one buys them. 

If your entire neighbourhood is now Gap and Next and Starbucks, buy your shirts and your coffee somewhere 
else. These Corporate stores are the worst exploiters of third world labour (with exceptions of course ..) so you 
will be doing everyone a favour by going somewhere else. 

People who started eating Organic Food in the 1960’s were way ahead of their time. Now the supermarket giants 
are busy trying to make even more money by labelling everything in sight as “Natural” or “Organic”. It's a bit like 
Fair Trade Coffee: the more food you can buy where the money goes to the farmer, the less the power will be in 
the hands of the Giants. Farmers Markets are growing in popularity in Big Cities and Let's hope they don't get 
taken over by Giant Farmers Market Inc. 

It's quite hard to think about what you really want for yourself in this World Gone Wrong. You’ve seen literally 
millions of advertising images by the time you are 20, so to pretend you are “free” is quite sad really. I had 
argument years ago with an Ad executive as I was telling him that the next car I would buy had nothing to do with 
Advertising and would just be based on my considered and expert opinion of the merits or otherwise of the car. 
He just laughed and said that was impossible as my perception of what constitutes a Good Car is inextricably 
bound up with the image of the car, as put over by decades of “branding” the “marque”. I was convinced that was 
not true, but sadly years later I realised he was completely right. I cannot divorce my perception of a Jaguar, a 
Mercedes Benz, an Aston Martin from the advertised perception. Now I know that I can't buy a Jag without 
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altering my whole outlook on life whatever I think of the car itself. 

Being aware of the Branding then is a small step, and knowing you cannot Grow Up to a point where the Jag is 
just a car, is, at least, something. Helpful .. When I was young and not a WWM but a PWM, buying the next latest 
and greatest was an exciting and important part of my life and so it should be. 

I was excited when we bought a flat in London at the age of 37: I was excited about many things I have bought in 
my life. There's nothing wrong with Capitalism in principle (or maybe…), but the way it is applied is our 
responsibility because we are the Consumers and have the Economic Power over our leaders. Politicians make a 
big deal about who we vote for, but the reason most people don't vote is because they don't think it makes any 
difference: and to some extent I sympathise with this view. But the real vote is the Economic one and every time 
you buy something you are voting for whoever made the thing you bought and the system that brought it to you. 

Right now a Cappuccino in a major city costs around $3.00. That’s a profit of around $2.90 for whoever owns the 
store. Right now you can buy a 17 Function Stainless Steel Multi-Knife for around $3.00. I’d love someone to tell 
me how this happens. Let'sLet's assume the retailer buys it for $1.50. It's made somewhere in the East. You can't 
post a letter to the East for $1.50: let alone a heavy knife. What’s happening? Well I guess several million knives 
got “dumped” from a Bankrupt factory or something. However you look at it, you know that whoever made that 
knife, the people in the factory, did not get 10c of your $3.00. And if you start to think about the Environmental 
equation ie the cost of the steel etc then none of it makes sense.

I bought one of these knives. I use it a lot: it's not a Leatherman but then I could have 20 of them for the price if a 
Leatherman . Should I have bought it? Am I supporting Third World Exploitation? I have no idea, and who makes 
Leathermen and where does the $80 go? It's very confusing. 

It used to be that when you went in the store you could relate the price of an item to its manufacturing cost. Now 
the price is “market value” and often a lot more related to it's trendiness than its manufacturing cost. Does this 
matter? I think it does although I am not an Economist so can't tell you why. An Economist probably couldn’t tell 
you either. Market Forces have become their own Religion: inexplicable, weird and the source of much angst. 
The Stock market, the biggest market force of all, is basically a legitimised Gambling Establishment. 

Cutting the Crap is really just a catchy phrase for Common Sense. One of my great hopes for the future world is 
that the “common man” will win out in the end over the leaders and exploiters. People show a remarkable sense 
of reality given half a chance. Right now the opinions polls are showing that people outside of America have the 
lowest opinion of Americans that they have ever had. But what they really are expressing is an opinion about the 
American Government. We confuse people with their governments, except in our own Countries. When you 
spend time with the “people” as opposed to reading about their governments, you realise how wonderful people 
are from so many parts of the world. These are the people in the end who get to make up our sprawling societies 
and all the governments, journalists and experts in the world can never change the nature of people for ever. They 
might succeed for decades, even generations, but sooner or later a people comes to its senses and sorts itself out. 

Here’s another small but important tip for cutting the crap. If you are watching a program on a commercial TV 
station, keep the remote control and a good book next to you. When the commercials start, hit the mute button and 
pick up your book. It's amazing how ineffective commercials are without sound. 

GETTING ON WITH YOUR LIFE

I have no prescription for how you should get on with life, since I only have mine to lead and now that I have 
Grown Up I can see that I have no solutions for others. I used to think this was because I wasn't smart enough to 
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offer advice. Then I would listen to all those people who I considered smart telling me what to do. Slowly it 
dawned on me that the "experts" are just the same as me, but they think they "know". The truth seems to be that 
people who tell you that they "know" and spend time trying to convince you that "..if only you would..etc": these 
people so often are self-serving in their expertise and have a whole complex agenda invested in getting you to be 
part of what they believe in. This is one of the fundamental building blocks of relationship and it works on every 
level in human exchange. When the Supermarket wants you to "join" it's "customer program" so that you can 
"benefit", it appeals to exactly the same part of the Human Spirit as when Revolutionary ask you to "join" its 
"brotherhood" so that you can "benefit". The only difference is that joining the one might get you a free holiday in 
Puerto Rico after 5 years of buying vegetables, whilst the other might get you blown up next week. 

It might sound like I am suggesting that in order to get on with your life, you need to avoid all contact with 
groups and make your own sweet way solo in this world. This is definitely not a recommendation for most of us, 
since being the stray animal out in the wild is not generally a good way to live. Artists of all kinds sometimes do 
this because their fundamental relationship is between themselves and their Art: so much so that the "other half" 
walks away and leaves the person to make out with themselves and their Art. 

When I was working in Venice in 2005, the thousands of tourists who visited the city did so in small and large 
groups and exhibited one piece of behaviour in common. If they had a digi camera and a cell phone, the chances 
were that they would be looking at Venice on a 1 inch screen and talking to a friend in a another country about 
say... the New BMW? So here is one of the most spectacular and amazing Cities in the world and what do people 
do? Record it with a Video Camera and talk to friends who are not standing next to them. Why? Because it fulfils 
two fundamental human needs: One, to be with a Group, and Two, to avoid Relating too deeply by phoning 
someone else. 

The world of Experts has somehow lead us to distrust our own intelligence. When you walk around Venice with a 
friend, the silence may be related to the fact that neither wants to appear ignorant. In comparison to “the worlds 
experts” we are all ignorant. Before our modern marvels of technology, we only needed to compare ourselves to 
the few hundred people who constituted our real society - the community that you lived in. News from “afar” was 
a long, tedious and slow process which had the major advantage that you could live and die in your patch of this 
Good Earth without the constant reminder that your Brain was not as good as an Experts Brain. You also did not 
have in Giant Pictorial Form the “perfect world” rendered in the shape of heavily tarted-up Babes and 
Supermodels. These Pictorial Forms are also the Enemy as they twist and slant your perception of your own, no 
doubt, "imperfect body". 

So becoming aware of the Pictures than try to bend your view of the world towards whatever the Picture Maker 
has done, and the Experts who deliver “considered opinion” is a good first step to getting on with your life. 
There's a lot of books out there now that are written and marketed mostly by Americans to help you: Positive 
Thinking, The Power of Persuasion, Passionate Living, Get Involved, How to…. Etc etc . I’ve read some of these 
and occasionally they are really good (like Emotional Intelligence), and sometimes the author and publisher are 
“cashing in” on the self-help craze. 

Soon I guess books will appear with suitable natural remedies to be taken whilst reading each chapter. 

It's quite hard to Get on with your Life without appearing to be selfish. It means saying No quite a bit to friends 
who want you to participate in things that really excite them because they haven’t Grown Up. Like joining a 
Weekend Workshop (for $550) to Realise Your Potential. There's something quite endearing about a person who 
is really excited about their own “progress” after attending such a thing: it's fun to see how excited they are and 
sad when they are disappointed that you won’t give away your own hard earned money to The 7Th Day 
Adventure Program or whatever. You will, of course, find the right spiritual disciplines for yourself and this will 
involve a teacher: and maybe for many years. And if you find the word Spiritual frightening that is a good sign: 
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always be suspicious but never be cynical. 

The Teachers are everywhere and many are not human, or even alive. Your perceptions temporarily beguile you 
into believing that your view is “Reality”: your Pictures (ie your eyesight), your Audio (your ears) and all the 
others feel “solid” in the normal functioning human system. But they are not solid: they are a Bio/Mechanical 
construct that is quite fragile, as anyone who has taken any kind of Drug will tell you. The True Spirit lies within 
and around these perceptions: the reason it is so hard to see is that you can't examine a phenomenon without the 
examiner affecting the phenomenon: something the Scientists worked out at the beginning of the 20th century. It's 
like saying to a Map: Look at the Map. If a Map could speak, it would tell you to get lost. 

We Know we are Spiritual but we have trouble dealing with it so we came up with Religions and Gurus as a way 
to avoid the hard part: a way to avoid Growing Up. Now that the USA, lead by Bush the Christian and the UK, 
lead by Blair the Christian, have sent a message to the world that we will send Planes and Bombs and Tanks 
unless you “Submit to Freedom”, now that Bin Laden has created world where any kind of violent revolutionary 
activity is attributable to Al-Qaeda, we owe it ourselves more than ever to Take Note and Grow Up. 

For us Guys it's really difficult because we are driven by our urge to Screw everything - this sounds coarse but it 
is unfortunately true. Girls don't have this urge because Nature made the sexes different and the result has been 
way too successful in terms of the number of us on the Planet. The Girls have to become more persuasive with 
their Guys: employ whatever it takes to Get your Guy on the Right Path. Girls instinctively know how to get in 
touch with their “inner self”, because they are not driven by the urge to Screw. But they get lost in the Power of 
Guys - there is a kind of Certainty in Guys which women find attractive because women often take longer to think 
things through. It's not good enough, which Feminism was sometimes guilty of, to consider that Guys are the 
Problem and without them everything would be fine. Without Guys there would be no Human Race so that's not a 
solution. 

So it's up to all of us to figure it out before we wreck the rest of this Fine Blue Planet. Start Small , start at Home 
and start with your close Relationships. Concentrate on what is Immediate, in Your World and Touchable. Live 
everyday as though it is your last, because it's good practice. Think about what you will leave behind. Is there 
anything you would be happy with? If not, maybe it's time to embark on something Special. 

Our challenges are never the ones in the Newspaper. The planet had more Carbon in the atmosphere for 90% of 
its history etc etc . News is now a 24hr "Show", an Entertainment. That's doesn't mean it's not worth watching: it 
just means that you have to watch it carefully, and take what they say with a positve sense of scepticism. 

Get to Grips with the Real News: One Life - make the most of it.  
 
GUESTBOOK - Leave a comment here if you like.
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Mr Stapleton, I am a cinematography major and a couple of days  
ago I saw Roger Deakins' work on the film O'Brother Where Art Thou. The film  
used the new practice of scanning the film and then digitally color  
correcting instead of the traditional correction with chemicals. Roger  
Deakins stated that he can control every aspect of the colors in the movie  
and pretty much create any look he wanted on the spot which would not be as  
possible with traditional timing. Do you in the future intend to do your  
films in this form, as it looks like the wave of the future? 

This, along with Digital, is fast becoming the most popular topic amongst  
cinematographers.  On the upside is exactly what you have stated above - the  
control of inividual colours etc.  However, as Roger himself has said, the  
whole process is very lengthy and very painful.  Now of course he was one of  
the first to do this, so naturally it will get better and easier.  Cartier  
Bresson coined the phrase "the decisive moment", Ansel Adams came up with  
the idea of "pre-visualisation". Taken together, these two ideas represent  
for me the task of the Cinematographer.  If you get it right on the set  
there should be no need for all this adjustment afterwards, unless, like  
Deakins, you want a "non-naturalistic" look for certain parts of the movie.  
So, no I don't feel the need to do this on the movies I am shooting at the  
moment, as I am happy with the look(s) I have achieved through the  
traditional method.  Perhaps I won't catch the wave, and be left on my  
surfboard wallowing in the trough... 

Can you discuss the camera filters you use most frequently when you shoot?  
How much of the color effect in your films is accomplished by filters or  
lighting gels and how much by timing? Thanks, Rob 

Apart from an 85 filter (for converting tungsten film to daylight), I only  
use ND grads a lot.  This is for creating tone in the sky, and sometimes for  
darkening a side of the frame that I can’t adjust for some reason with  
lights.  I very occasionally use Tiffen SoftFX or Pro-mists for close-ups  
where the actress is in extreme close-up and has a not-so-great skin.  The  
most important use of filters (for me) is to control the stop for day  
exteriors: consistency of T-stop controls the depth and makes for cross cuts  
that match. I’ll use all sorts of devices for flashbacks and dreams, from  
spraying plain glass with anti-flare to nets and stockings etc. I used a lot  
of colour in lighting gels for Absolute Beginners and Earth Girls are Easy  
with Julien temple directing, as he liked the old technicolour 3-strip look,  
and this was a way of simulating the saturation of the dye transfer process.  
At the moment, I seem to be in a period of photographing more naturalistic  
films, so mostly use lighting gels to “correct” the colour of the artificial  
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light to match the natural light. Timing can only colour the scene overall,  
(redder, bluer etc) so the internal colours of a scene have to be achieved  
on the set.  Computer control of timing (as in Oh Brother Where Art Thou?),  
enables individual colours to be altered in tone and density which makes for  
a freedom that some would say is not necessarily an advantage! 

Hi Oliver,  
 Do you prefer to use filters (contrast, ND grads) while you are shooting or finalise the crucial "look" 
of the film during the grade?  
 Cheers,  
Darren 

I’m not quite sure what this question means, as a Grad filter and/or contrast change  can’t be added 
during the grade, unless you are grading electronically - like for a commercial.  I only shoot films 
now , so electronic grading is not an option for me so all decisions about contrast, grads etc are made 
in the shooting phase.  Commercial cameramen may gave you a different answer. 

I am preparing to shoot a short black and white film on super 16. I am considering shooting on color 
stock (for definition's sake). Do you think it is best to do this or to originate on black and white stock? 
Why? Also- what special considerations (if any) might I run into regarding the conversion of a color 
image to black and white?  
-Jordan Karr-Morse 

I am a bit out of touch with b/w stocks for 16mm.  In principle a modern colour stock will be sharper 
and less grainy than a b/w stock simply because there has been no r&d on b/w stocks as there is no 
demand.  There are, however, b/w sound stocks which are very slow (like 5ASA!) but can yield very 
high contrast and extraordinary images (I used it of a Mick Jagger video some time back).  If you use 
a colour stock try and test them through to the finished product as they will give quite different 
results.  You should look for something with good contrast, and maybe consider a reversal stock like 
Ektachrome.  
As far as the conversion is concerned, if it is for DVD release this is easy on a computer.  At the lab 
there are quite a few different routes you could take so you should talk to the lab about this.  
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Influences

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

PERSONAL INFLUENCES

What films would you recommend, from a cinematographer's point of view (not  
just films with great cinematography, but one's that would be educational  
for an aspiring DP)? And are there any directors of photography that you  
particularly admire? (unsigned) 

Quick list of what first comes to  
mind: 

Black and White films: Citizen Kane - classic depth  
A Touch of Evil - light and shadow  
39 Steps - framing  
Casablanca - storytelling 

Colour Films: Lawrence of Arabia - for it's use of scale  
The Conformist/Apocalyse Now - for it's use of colour  
 Godfather 1 & 2 - for it's lighting  
Three Kings - for it's boldness 

Cinematographers (restricted to living ones!)  
Vittorio Storaro - the most influential: his early work  totally inspiring.  
Gordon Willis - the most remarkable American DP  
Robert Richardson - the boldest American DP  
Roger Deakins - subtle appropriate Cinematography  
John Seale - “Witness” is a masterpiece.  
There'’s a long list of other cinematographers I admire, but I don’t have the space to name them all! 

Did you have a background in still photography before you got into the film business?  
--Jacqueline 

Yes.  I became interested in photography when I was about ten.  My parents took family snaps on a 
box brownie, as well a making 8mm family movies.  This got me started, or should I say obsessed, by 
all things to do with cameras, gadgets and machines.  I persuaded the gym teacher at my boys 
boarding school to set up a darkroom and teach us how to process and print film.  The appearance of 
an image on a sheet of photographic paper is as startling to me today as it was 40 years ago.  
I made a film called Shadowplay whilst I was at the NFTS in England, which was about - amongst 
other things - the relationship between still and moving images.  I never actually did a course in stills 
photography, but taught myself from the excellent series of books by Ansell Adams, The Negative, 
the Print etc.  B&W  photographs continue to fascinate me in a way that paintings never will.
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I am a budding photographer. I want to know if you, as a student, wandered around with your 35mm 
camera seeing the amazing shots you now capture on film? Did you follow your instincts when you 
saw a fleeting moment, and do you have a collection of your favorite photos? I loved The Shipping 
News, some of the shots of Newfoundland brought tears of joy to my eyes.??-Judee

Thanks for the compliment. I certainly would attribute my early years with a stills camera as 
completely responsible for my Cinematography. My favorite photographers were and still are: 
Edward Weston - for his attention to detail, tonality and dedication. 
Walker Evans - for his composition and humanity. 
Paul Strand - for making people take photography seriously. 
Ansel Adams - for technique and popularity!

Keen students will notice these are b/w images. I have always loved b/w and still consider myself a 
learner when it comes to colour. I have no feeling for colour prints but love slides and (obviously) 
films.

As far as my own photos are concerned, of the thousands I have shot I have a few that I really like. 
The same proportion could be applied to the movies.

Who would you name as your favourite DOP's of all time? Who would you point to right now in 
terms of style, storytelling brilliance and the true capacity for visual narrative?

First question: I hate this kind of question as it makes me conscious of how little I really think about 
the work of other DP's. Whilst I could sound off about the obvious ones: Toland, Metty, Storaro, etc I 
would be on safer ground discussing Still Photographers as that is where my influence lay back in the 
teenage days. Whilst we all continue to learn, the real learning I have done in the last 30 years has 
been from doing it myself.. I still continue to go to a movie if I saw certain cinematographers names 
attached - maybe: John Seale, Robbie Richardson (although I am getting tired of his "style" 
nowadays), Oliver Wood, Andrew Lesnie (my current favorite) but then this list could do on a long 
time and leave out lots of people who are not coming to mind this early Sunday morning in New York.

Second question: This is more entertaining as a question. Probably Andrew Lesnie, Roger Deakins, 
Oliver Wood, Tak Fujimoto.. and I am sure there are others. The truth is that I am not seeking 
"leaders" to emulate so I don't really see the relevance that my answers will bring to your question. 
Do you dash out and see films by these people? Should my opinion have any effect on what you 
perceive as answers to your questions? There are critics, intellectuals and commentators who spend 
their time airing their views about all these things. I am not one of them: I am a practitioner of the 
craft. (but thanks for the question.. it made me think!)

How would you describe your style of cinematography and what do you aspire for in your work? 
Ashli

Naturalistic in the tradition of Sven Nykvist and Nestor Almendros. I believe the cinematography 
should not overwhelm the narrative: I want the audience to "disappear" into the film and not notice 
that it is fabricated. My greatest moments as a member of the film audience are those where I am so 
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lost in the film that I fail to notice anything about the way it is made, or even that it is a film: it just 
"is".

Then I have to go back a second or third time and stand back to look at the "stitches" and "fabric" - 
then I might learn something about the craft of it. In my daily life on the set, I am looking at a scene 
rehearsed by the director and the actors and asking myself: how do I light and shoot this scene to 
make it believable on the screen? With a successful days work, the shots will be put together by the 
editor and the director and when it is working well, my work will "disappear" into the fabric of the 
whole. This aspiration is not really a conscious thing as I have made it sound: that's just a way of 
replying to the question. Most of what I do is based on instinct, not intellect. Jacques Rivette said that 
making a film is like uncovering an object in the sand with a teaspoon: that's the best description I 
ever heard. 

What are your favorite 10 best visual cinematography films in the last 10 years?

In no particular order, and many others that would occur on another day... 
La Vie en Rose; Labyrinth; Master and Commander; Road to Perdition; Thelma and Louise; Raise 
the Red Lantern; Children of Men; Sleepy Hollow; The Man Who Wasn't There; The Illusionist. 

As a cinematographer you have more than likely seen many, if not all, of the great films archived in 
filming history. What shots from what films strike you as the most truly artistic act of 
cinematography? 

Now this one makes me think... First that comes to mind is the opening shot of Touch of Evil, which 
inspired the opening shot we made for Absolute Beginners in 1985. Next would be any of the 
compositions from any Tarkovsky film - Solaris for example. Then there would be Eisenstein's "steps" 
sequence... I could go on forever (with trusty IMDB to help when the memory fails!), but I would 
have to mention Abel Ganz's Napoleon in "trptych": the hand held shots done in 1927.. what's new??
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Jobs

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

"JOBS".. CAREER CHANGES ETC..

Q&A'S PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

Dear Mr. Stapleton, Recently I moved to central London to embark on what will hopefully be a long 
and prosperous career in cinematography. I'm currently at university, studying for an unrelated 
degree, and I've found that the film industry over here is somewhat introvert and very difficult to 
penetrate. Aside from the my university film club (which happens to have fostered one-hit-wonder 
Christopher Nolan just a few years back), I'm finding it extremely difficult to get involved with *any* 
production whatsoever. As I understand that you're from this part of the world, I was hoping that you 
could shed some light on how you were able to navigate the business to such a successful extent! 
What is the best way to find out about productions coming to London, and smaller shoots such as 
commercials and music videos? Really, any tidbit of information you might have would be very 
genuinely appreciated. I think it's needless to say that this Q&A board is an amazing resource to the 
average Joe filmmaker, such as myself. Thanks very much for doing it, and I look forward to seeing 
some more of your work at Leicester Square very shortly! Sincerely, 
Alexander McKenzie 

First of all I suggest you read my site www.cineman.co.uk as this has some tips about how to 
penetrate the industry. There are a number of ways into the camera department.. here are some of 
them.  
1. Work at a camera rental house like Panavision, Arri etc.  
2. Become an official "trainee" through the Union (BECTU)  
3. Befriend a trainee who might use you to help when they move on to be a loader.  
4. Help with film school films and hope that you will join up with someone that you stick with.  
If you have no professional experience it is generally not helpful to contact working camera people, 
as they have a long list of people before you that they would employ.  
Right now the industry has laid off hundreds of people because of the recession, so it might be a good 
time to go travelling and come back in a year to look for work when (hopefully) things are better.

Dear Mr. Stapleton: I am a Technical director at a major visual effects facility. I have been 
fascinated since childhood with movies and creating images, I have previously shot video and some 
16mm but I got seduced and sidetracked by computer and special effects. I'm in my mid thirties and 
after a weekend shooting my daughter with some super 8 and projecting it in my living room. It 
suddenly dawn on me that holding that camera, composing a frame and getting an image is what I 
have always loved. So I have resolved, as I have everything in my life, to methodically and step by 
step get back to my first love. As I'm sure you know a Technical director is a person who does 
lighting in the computer and matches(in my case mainly characters, monster, animals etc.) those 
computer generated images to live background plates. I work, for good or ill, in major motion 
pictures, so I think I have somewhat of a leg up since I have an understanding how motion pictures of 
massive scale are shot and put together. I have been shooting things here and there but I want to 
create a good looking demo reel that will get my foot in the independent scene to begin with. My 
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interest is mainly in dramatic material but any type of fiction would be of interest to me. My desire is 
to shoot film not video and I have no desire to be a Director or screenwriter which is where my 
problem lies. How do I go about shooting material for a demo reel that would include people without 
the resources of a director or writer? I can't ask someone to put their faith in me since all I have is 
isolated shots of personal things and some landscapes. Is there some exercises that I can practice 
with a couple of actors that would yield imagery that could be put together as a reel?. Does a 
cinematography reel need to have audible dialog or is it possible to have a reel with just shots and 
appropriate background music and let the images stand on their own, akin to my current demo reel. 
As a matter of fact reels in the visual effects industry are routinely viewed with the sound off, since 
the image is all that matters. Is it so in Cinematography?, or is the context of the scene needed for a 
director to understand what he is seeing? I know these are a lot of questions but any wisdom would 
be appreciated. 

I think the first thing to understand about the hiring of cinematographers is that the demo reel is only 
an introduction - and that the reels you will be competing against are always going to contain 
"professional" material shot for commercials and movies.  So I wouldn't say that investing time and 
energy shooting material "on your own" is worthwhile. I've never had a demo reel in my life, because 
when I got started there was no VHS tape, so the making of demo reels had to be on film, so most 
cameramen just got hold of the original if someone wanted to see it.  Mostly you just worked with 
your friends, which in my case I met during my time at The National Film School (UK).  Of course 
all that has changed and I gather now that demo reels are very important, which is all the more reason 
why making one on the lines of what you are considering is not worth while.  Imagine turning in a 
"home reel" in your own world of visual effects: unlikely to compete against your company reel. The 
strongest card the cinematographer has is the relationship with the Director.  The Director decides 
who is going to shoot their film, so your best bet is to cultivate a relationship with a budding director: 
beg, buy borrow a camera, film and anything else you can persuade your friends in the industry to 
supply and make a short, doco, commercial... anything that gets work on the screen.  A budding 
Director needs a chum to get all that practical stuff sorted... and the more favours you do the more 
people respect you!  I keep seeing ads on websites for cinematographers to work (for free I expect!) 
and supply equipment (for free!).. This is where to start because one day one of those groups of 
filmmakers will make it through the fog, and when they go you may go with them. Good luck with 
the change..

Dear Mr. Oliver Stapleton: Hello. I know this is supposed to be an e mail address for people who are 
knowledgeable about movies to be writing to. However, I just finished reading your essay and I found 
it very informational and helpful. My name is Lindsay Dyer, I'm 17 and live in Michigan. I am 
obsessed with movies and can think of nothing more I would like to do with my life than to work with 
them. This is the point in my life when I need to decide what I'm going to do with my life and what I 
really want to do is become a casting director. I really believe that I would be good at this and find it 
very interesting. What I was wondering was if, since you are so experienced with working in the 
movies, is if you could give me any information on how I need to go about persuing this type of 
career. Is there some sort of special college I need to attend or do I just fill out and application? This 
is what I really want to do in life and anything at all that you could tell me would be GREATLY 
appreciated. I realize you are a busy man, but if you could just take a bit of time out of your schedule 
to write me back, I would be SO grateful. Thank you very much for your time, Mr. Stapleton. 
Sincerely, Lindsay Dyer
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Hi Lindsay, Good that you have focussed in on an area you are interested in.  There are only really 
two towns to head for in your country: LA and New York. 

At your age, your best bet is to get hold of one of the "recourses" publications like Hollywood 
Reporter, and look at the names of Casting Directors (or on IMDB).  Find out their addresses and 
write to them (preferably hand-writing), saying you would like to do a few weeks work experience, 
helping out etc.  If you are lucky someone will take you in. The more clear and positive you are about 
why you want to go to X (you like the movies etc) the more helpful that is. Quote dates/months when 
you are free.  Give any relevant details of anything you have done outside of normal schooling 
(theatre?). 

You will need to find somewhere to stay cheaply, so if you know anyone in either of these towns who 
will put you up for awhile, then head for that one! 

Good Luck,  
Oliver Stapleton.

I've been involved in video/TV production part-time since 1995 and full-time since late 2001.  My 
experience includes grip, cameraman, lighting designer and technician, floor manager, technical 
director, set designer, location scout, [NLE] editor, associate producer and line producer. How do I 
make the transition into the wonderful world of filmmaking? thanx, 
David 

Sounds fairly staightforward to me.  Choose whichever of the things you have done as the focus for 
yourself, then submit your resume to upcoming moves in pre-production  and  make clear  that you 
want to make a “transition” into film so are willing to work at  a lower rate for the first job or two.  
These are listed on IMDB pro or in Hollywood reporter.

2005

Aged 27, after much contemplation I have decided that I would like to work in movie editing. The 
problem is, I have no idea as to the best way of getting involved. I am considering taking a part time 
degree in film studies, but would like to know the opinion of someone who works in film. I have 
excellent IT skills, although none as yet in movie editing and am willing to learn. Could you offer me 
any advice? ??--Lisa

First of all, 27 is the perfect time to make changes. I was that age when I went to film school. This is 
one very good way of marking a transition in your life. I would recommend the NFTS if you are in 
the UK; in the US you'll have to do your own research. "Part-time" film studies may not provide you 
with the hands-on experience you will get in a full time course. 
Second, you could drag yourself around the editing suites of London, New York or Los Angeles 
trying to get a job as a trainee. It's generally a job for someone younger, but 27 year old girls often 
pass for 20 so you won?t have a problem here. You?ll earn no money and make a lot of tea and 
coffee but you'll be at the heart of the process, so you'll learn a lot. Lastly, make it known in your 

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/jobs.html (3 of 4)09/05/2009 11:08



Jobs

family/social/work circle that you want to edit. Learn what you can with Mac or PC editing programs 
like Final Cut Pro as these programs are very similar to the one's used professionally. I have a friend 
who was a carpenter, taught himself Final Cut Pro on a home computer, shot and edited a snow-
boarding movie with a chum and is now a successful editor for TV! He was around 30 when that 
happened. Good luck!  
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South Africa

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

JOURNEY TO SOUTH AFRICA (1966)

 
My mothers grandfather was one of the original 1820 settlers who docked at what became the 
Grahamstown district. They and their relatives became farmers in the eastern cape. My grandfather 
was a solicitor in the district and became mayor of Grahamstown bringing electricity to the town and 
surviving several major drinking scandals! I only met him briefly in retirement in Knysna.. My 
mother grew up with her sister and brother in Grahamstown in a thoroughly middle class colonial 
home and by all acounts had a wonderful time. She was dispatched to London for further education 
just before the second world war where she met my father - a RAF pilot at the time - married him and 
settled into life in bomb-blitzed London. By the time I was born in 1948 the presence of South Africa 
as an influence in my childhood was virtually zero. Because of my fathers job - he remained in the 
RAF after the war -we (my two brothers and I) were sent to boarding school because every two years 
our home changed place and my parents felt that at least school should remain the same. 

At the end of my education at 18, I was down for University (we think it would be a good idea) but 
although I was rather happy at school I had this itch to get out of the country. I had rather strange 
ideas of becoming a folk singer as I was adept at the guitar and felt that all I really needed in life was 
a guitar and a place to sleep - many felt that in 1966!! 

I discovered from my father that in order to travel on RAF cargo planes all I needed was a pass 
saying I was his son and I could travel on any RAF plane for 7s/6d (75p). The only direction that 
seemed to make sense to me was Africa. On reflection I can't quite imagine why this was. I had only 
met my grandparents once when I was about 7 and there was no-one else I knew although my mother 
did furnish me with addresses of distant relatives. There was an ex-girlfriend of my elder brother who 
I knew lived in Salisbury but she seemed so beautiful and exotic and old at the time - she must have 
been 21 - that I couldn't seriously have thought that I would see her , or that she would want to see 
me. And anyhow the planes that flew from the RAF base where we lived only went as far as Libya, 
collecting oil I think (the planes were full of oil drums anyhow), and for reasons best known to 
themselves my parents seemed quite happy to cast me adrift with my guitar and £50.00 in my pocket 
and my RAF pass. Perhaps like me they thought it was just for a month or two and that soon I would 
be home, helping with the washing up and waiting to go to some English university. I was away for 8 
years. 

I think the flight to Libya was the most terrifying moment of my life. It started badly when just after 
my parents had left me sitting alone and breathless in the RAF departure lounge, a steward called my 
name: Would Master Oliver come this way please. This was the way in which a child was referred to 
in the age gone by and since I was feeling so tentative about being an adult at all and faced with the 
prospect of a plane to Libya and nothing thereafter, this virtually reduced me to tears. With enormous 
embarrassment, me and my long hair got up and sauntered over the tarmac towards the place. My 
mother had made me a special soft case for my guitar which was slung across my back: a sight that 
would conjure up a certain amount of respect today but in 1966 on an RAF base this was exotic in 
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extremis. 

Because of the extreme sociability of my childhood life, the absolute sense of aloneness sitting on 
that plane was overwhelming. From my cocoon and my English Public School I found myself sitting 
next to an ageing French gauloise smoker. His sheer size and aroma terrified me: perhaps it was the 
first time I had ever sat next to such a beast: certainly the first recollection I have of being absolutely 
vulnerable. 

My father and mother both smoked (Rothmans), and it had rather put me off the whole idea. I 
remember a rare walk I took with my father in the fields of Yorkshire on a glorious summers day. 
After half and hour or so he stopped and lit a cigarette; I complained bitterly - the sheer absurdity of 
it- but he just shrugged. So when this vast frenchman revolved his huge bulk towards me and amidst 
the folds of his ageing face uttered: Vous voulez un Gauloise? my instinct was to say NO but my 
terror got the better of me and I cooly replied Oui, mercy. 

Faced with the prospect of smoking the most disgusting cigarette in the world, I sat puffing away and 
trying to fight the nausea of the fumes, my terror and the plane taking off into the vast blue sky. Little 
did my companion know that it was my first smoke apart from the odd attempt at school, and as he 
shovelled his brandy flask at me I found myself soon blissfully unaware of anything that was going 
on. 

The RAF base in Libya was situated at a place called El Adem which is surrounded completely by 
absolutely nothing. The plane landed and as I stumbled to the gangway I was assaulted by a furnace 
of heat and light. It was completely outside of my experience - I shut my eyes tight but still the 
blinding white shone through - I could see no detail at-all and the heat seemed to just microwave me 
into a thousand pieces. By the time I reached the lounge I was virtually in a state of collapse; smoke 
booze, heat and light had all worked their way through my tender system to find virtually no defences 
left. Somebody made me drink a lot of water and I slowly resurrected. I took a walk around the small 
building perched on the edge of the airstrip, having bought a very heavy pair of sunglasses. There 
was a flat expanse of pure white boiling sand stretching to infinity on all sides, relieved by absolutely 
nothing. My visual sense was reeling from incomprehension; a lifetime of shapes and corners and 
lines and colour. This introduction to Africa was to embed itself forever deep into my psyche. There 
was the knowledge too that the flight stopped here and from now on my journey was a matter of 
speculation - where the next planes went and whether I could get on them with my Master Oliver 
Stapleton pass in my hand. 

I went back inside the hut and asked the sweating ex Brit where the next plane out was going as this 
didn't seem like too great a place to be. Lusaka, she said and perceiving my blank look she added In 
Zambia. OK, I replied. So I found myself once again in an RAF plane but this time with no 
passengers and no seats; just cargo and drums to sit on. From extreme heat I found myself huddled 
against the cold and dark with the comets engines whistling next to my ears. I dozed off and awoke 
much later to find myself covered in a blanket and a navigator telling me we had landed. I stumbled 
into what passed for the Lusaka airport terminal in the middle of the night and in a complete stupor. 
The officials seemed totally disinterested in me except my long hair caused a certain amount of 
amusement. I asked if there was a hotel I could stay in and they told me it was full because a dancing 
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troop from Peking was visiting and the one hotel was full. I toyed with the idea of going into town 
but at 3.30am there didnt seem much point. I asked the RAF pilot where he was going next; he said 
Salisbury and that seemed like a better idea. Lusaka seemed like the diametric opposite of Libya; 
dark gloomy and foreboding. But I was half asleep anyway - the hangover of the Frenchman's brandy 
and gauloise was having a big effect. I hadn't spoken to anyone by now for about two days - probably 
the longest I had remained silent in my whole life. They bundled me back on the aircraft and as the 
dawn lighted in the sky we set off for Salisbury. 

As I gazed down at the African landscape I began to realise the absolute vastness of the territory. We 
seemed to fly endlessly over every imaginable landscape, rarely seeing signs of life and habitation. 
This time as I descended into the shimmering heat I was more prepared, and the terminal seemed to 
contain Europeans people I thought I might understand. The officials looked in absolute disgust at my 
brand new passport; it was 1966 and UDI had just been declared. I knew nothing of this but the 
officials deeply distrusted me. Where had I come from? Where was my ticket? How much money had 
I got? I seemed to fail on all counts: limply I gave the address of my brothers girl friend and her 
phone number. They checked it out but she didn't live there anymore. For hours I sat on the hard 
benches of the terminal; I kept myself amused playing the guitar. Eventually they told me I couldn't 
enter the country as I didn't have sufficient funds nor a return ticket; they told me I was on the next 
plane out. As it happened the next plane went to Durban; as they seemed prepared to buy the ticket I 
didn't object. After a sticky start where I halted the plane because the officials had kept my passport, I 
flew uneventfully to Durban and promptly got involved in a similar problem with the South African 
officials. But this time I had the number of Uncle Carl; they phoned him and told me that they were 
keeping my passport and if I got a job within a month I could collect it- otherwise I was out. Well 
Uncle Carl was racing his pigeons but said he would come and get me when he'd finished. By now 
the humidity was making my clothes stick to my skin and my discomfort from the long journey began 
to really bug me. Friendly Uncle Carl seemed like a real blessing, even though he did turn up two 
hours later. He obviously was shocked when he saw my hair but didn't flinch; a staunch lower middle 
class English South African, Carl had two terrorised daughters and a small detached house in a row 
of small detached houses on a very steep hill with a maid and a gardener living in every garden. I 
arrived in his house and met his confused wife and his two daughters. His eldest Carolyn I thought 
was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen and I'd only seen about three; I fell asleep in the guest 
room a very tired and young person. 

I walked a lot in Durban for the next couple of weeks. I just couldn't believe the streets, the thousands 
of pitch black african faces, the glaring sun and the sticky heat. I was entering - although I didn't 
know it - a long period of intense alienation and silence. My English public school values were being 
shattered by witnessing the treatment of the maids and gardeners at my Uncles house; my Aunt 
always telling me how you couldn't trust them, how they cheated you, how they came and went, how 
they'd murder you in your bed given the chance. And Carolyn kept telling me how much she hated 
her father, how he used to parade her in the middle of the night to his drunken friends, forcing her to 
dance and perform ballet - his pride and joy. Her boyfriends were fantastically jealous of this Roineck 
who had turned up from the hated England to live in her house. We'd go out to drive-in movies in the 
evening and she would kiss her boyfriend in the front seat and her cool hand would reach down and 
stroke my legs as I sat in the back. She would tell me of all her exploits long into the night - me by 
now chain smoking Rothmans in my frantic efforts to be grown up. The rows that would go on in the 
home were unbelievable - the hatred in the family was terrifying; there seemed to be some semblance 
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of love between my Aunt and the younger sister Jane who was about 13, but almost every meal ended 
in a slanging match and someone exiting and slamming the door. And the servants got the worst of it 
- whether they went into the kitchen and kicked the dog I never noticed. I sneaked a look into their 
rooms in a shack at the back of the garden; just empty nothingness. Working hours were 6am to 
10pm seven days a week: and nothing has changed since then - this situation is still exactly the same 
in South Africa today. No security, no pension, no rights, no mercy. This perception of the 
enslavement of one Human being by another was quite foreign to me and source of great depression. 
At the the cause of my ennui was not so linear - I was reading a lot of Camus and listening and 
singing Bob Dylan - and I hadn't discovered Marijuana. I was just continually hot and confused. 

Well I needed a job and my Uncle got in touch with a private boys prep school he knew about in 
Pietermaritzberg. I went to see the head master and to my amazement landed a job as a junior 
housemaster. With great glee I went to the authorities in Durban and reclaimed my passport after 
showing them my contract. My Uncle and Aunt had grown quite fond of me and they helped me to 
buy my first car: a battered open MGA which was my pride and joy for the next five years - I spent as 
much time underneath it as I did driving it. Uncle Carl took me on night-time cruises round the used 
car lots and it was in one these that I spotted it for £75. Naturally he thought I was mad but I had to 
have it. Carolyn would sit beside me -meet my English cousin- and favour me with the occasional 
kiss. 

So the day came when I loaded by guitar into the passenger seat, waved goodbye to my cousins and 
set off for my job at Cowan House in Pietermaritzberg. The school was built entirely of wood in a 
very beautiful hillside. As I drove in and switched off my car engine I was greeted by the most 
beautiful singing in the world. The girls who worked in the kitchens were Zulus and they were 
preparing dinner and singing the most melodious and enchanting song. I sat in my car mesmerised. I 
began to realise that somehow somewhere Id known about this country all along: as though deep in 
my genes lay the knowledge and experience of my ancestors - I felt profoundly at home in one sense 
and deeply alienated in another. The life at the school served to deepen this chasm. I was teaching the 
children of the wealthy, some of whom were only 4 years younger than I, in a school serviced 
exclusively by Zulus who had the happiest and most buoyant natures of any people I have ever met. 
Working long hours for little money, living in shared accommodation often hundreds of miles from 
their families and children, they made the best of it all with little complaint. In retrospect I am more 
impressed that I was at the time. It was so new to me, so foreign yet so familiar that I scarcely had 
time, nor the political insight, to reflect. 

I had to teach scripture, a subject about which I knew very little, and I remember dividing the first 
class I taught by announcing that those who believed in God should sit on one side of the room and 
those that didn't should sit on the other. As a profound disbeliever myself I was thoroughly partisan, 
but we had some great debates with occasional frantic searching of the bible for some forgotten 
regulation. I don't remember much about the boys themselves except one who turned up one day in 
the pouring rain with a large bowl full of snakes. I asked him why he had them with him and he told 
me he had been collecting them in a field when hailstones the size of cricket balls started thundering 
to the ground. As he was miles away from the nearest cover he sat down in the field, turned his bowl 
full of snakes into his lap and put the bowl on his head, protecting himself and his friends from the 
fiendish hailstones! The snakes were uniformly deadly and I politely suggested that he could put 
them somewhere else during the lesson to which he replied But they'll be afraid on their own sir! 
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To get away from the deadly atmosphere of the staff common room and the other members of staff 
all of whom I loathed intensely, I took to singing Dylan songs in a Greek bar in Pietermaritzberg 
under the name David Oliver. In due course I met a girl called Anne Partridge who was one of two 
singing sisters. We teamed up and soon were playing and singing around the area and in Durban. The 
luminaries of the school turned a blind eye to my exploits and anyway they knew I would be leaving 
to go back to university in England. Annes father ran a security firm and during the summer holiday 
(I was still 18), he handed me a shotgun and gave me a job guarding money pick-ups from Banks! 

I had been corresponding with my mother and she had informed me that the results of all my best 
efforts at school had gained me a place at either Trinity college Dublin or Kent university, both to 
study Maths. Well I wasn't too interested in studying maths, I wanted to be an actor! I had a done a 
great deal of acting and directing at school and fancied myself on the stage - and with my ass firmly 
planted on the little stool in my wooden room I wrote back and said that I had no intention of going to 
either of those universities but that I would like to study drama at the University of Cape Town where 
I heard there was a very good theatre called the Little Theatre.. 

I had saved some money during my spell as a teacher and with my parents paying the fees, I slung my 
guitar in the passenger seat of the MGA and set off on the 1200 mile journey to Cape Town. The 
journey is an impressive one down through the Transkei and along the garden route on the southern 
coast of the country. I began to appreciate the vastness of the place. My journey took me through 
Knysna where my Grandparents were in retirement and after writing them a letter warning them of 
my arrival I tentatively knocked on their door late one afternoon. My long hair was tangled from the 
constant blowing about in the scorching dry wind: my 90 year old grandmother gave a squeal of 
shock when she opened the door and it was only after a great deal of shouting that I convinced her 
that I was her grandson. She eventually let me in with a certain amount of trepidation: she seated me 
in the sitting room and excused herself to have the tea made. Sir Cuthbert was nowhere to be seen 
and after some time grandma - Lady Whiteside - returned with a maid bearing tea. After some 
enquiries about the family she eventually summoned up the courage to say what was on her mind. Im 
not sure how Cuthbert is going to react to your er .. hair? Well Cuthbert did not react very well at-all: 
after the first evening he threw me out of the house informing me that I would be welcome to return 
if I got a haircut! On the one dinner we had together on that occasion, my Grandmother, who was 
rather deaf and forgetful, would keep interrupting the meal to remind Grandfather that he hadn't said 
Grace; he would say it again, sometimes as many as five or six times - either to humour her or else 
because he had forgotten himself. So my conversation with them was rather limited; as I knew 
nothing of the stock-market and any political discussion could only lead to violence, my short stay 
was probably a blessing! 

I had an address of an Aunt in Cape Town; I put my things back in the car and set off. As I drove into 
the town in the evening light, my guitar in its customary position on the passengers seat, I looked up 
as I rounded a corner in Rondebosch and their on a rickety old balcony were a group of people who 
seemed much like myself, a guitar and banjo were spelling out an old Josh White song in the evening 
twilight; we waved to each other. That house was to play host to many of us during my days at 
university. I found my Aunts house and this very frail old woman welcomed me with open arms - she 
didn't seem in the least perturbed by my appearance - and showed me a tiny room in her modest 
house; later introducing me to her son and husband. I stayed with her for a few months while I 
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registered at University and found a room to live in. 

I felt rather alone and foolish at University. First of all I registered for the wrong course; meaning to 
do a performer diploma at the theatre I inadvertently registered for a BA Drama which meant less 
acting and more academics. Unfortunately I didn't realise this until the end of my first year when it 
was already too late. I made few friends at UCT: everyone seemed to come from high school and all 
know each other so I was very much an outsider. I never joined in any of the sports and anyway I 
instantly dived into the folk clubs and thereby got into GRASS!! This fact alone meant that all the 
clean cut University kids were way out of court for me. For me and my new found actor/singer 
weirdos anything to do with sport or pubs was right out; definitely not kosher. In the world of Frank 
Zappa, Bob Dylan, Dyango Rheinhart and Captain Beefheart there was no space for rugby matches 
and sailing clubs. 

My introduction to this world mainly came about through being introduced one night to a certain man 
called Ian Halcett - a tall stringy fellow whose hunched shoulders earned him the the nickname 
Coathanger. I had no idea about marijuana and such vices, finding my new found habit of cigarettes 
quite enough to cope with. A singer down at the club told me that there was this man at the top of the 
stairs waiting to see me and when I went up to the top and he offered me a smoke despite the fact that 
I had a cigarette in my mouth, it took me some moments to realise what he meant. Fortunately my 
shades must have covered my panic, so I cooly replied yeah and he suggested I might might to come 
round to Tonys after the club closed. Sure I said and returned down to the club for my set. When Ian 
took me round to the little room that was to become a regular place for me, I remember very clearly 
the moment that door opened as it was indeed a door opening to a whole world that I knew nothing 
about whatsoever. My mother would have been happier if that door had never been opened, but in I 
went to the smoky haven lit by a single table lamp on the floor with an orange red scarf thrown over 
the top. In the room were a circle of people dressed in assorted psychedelic/eastern costume and on 
the record player Jimmy Hendrixs Red Hill was coming over loud and clear. Nobody was saying 
much but the occasional low volume remark seemed to lead often to initially subdued then 
thunderous laughter. On the other side of the circle someone was rolling a joint and I sat hypnotised 
watching his fingers deftly rolling the three blader. As it made its way round the circle, I watched 
carefully how people took a few deep drags and then passed it on. With fear and trembling I took it to 
my lips when it reached me, though outwardly I maintained an air of done-it-all-before! After a few 
drags and a monumental effort of will not to burst into a fit of coughing, I passed it on mumbling the 
appropriate words. It didnt take a moment before I realised the enormous power of the drug - Durban 
Poison as I later discovered - the colours of the room and the power of the music seemed to miss the 
analytic filter of my brain and just go straight to the emotional centre. People who'd never met each 
other before were looking straight into each others eyes and erupting in sudden fits of knowing: 
Okay, right, okay seemed often to be all that was appropriate as Jimmy Hendrix took us deeper into 
the night. 

These people became my friends as I shied further and further away from life on campus. But I did 
meet my first Cape Town girl who also gave me my first taste of Jewish society. A rather beautiful 
green eyed little girl from Seapoint - home of Jewish society: she was terribly upset for the simple 
reason that she was terrified of introducing me to her Jewish parents - a non Jew! It was a very 
innocent relationship, never developing beyond the cuddling in the drive-in eats places. Her parents 
house was a revelation, the first house I have ever seen designed entirely for show. I wasn't allowed 
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to sit in the sitting room as all the chairs and sofas were covered in plastic to keep them clean; they 
didn't really want me in the house at-all. I hadn't come across this kind of prejudice before and it only 
added to my sense of despair in seeing the way that blacks were treated: even the white population is 
hopelessly divided into their separate groups. 

There is a kind of haze over the three years I spent at university. I cant really separate what happened 
in the different years. I moved into a terrible room a few months after staying with my Aunt. When I 
moved in I was greeted by a large and mostly naked sweating Afrikaner with a wood axe in his hand. 
He was standing in the passage and after threatening me with instant dispatch he sullenly showed me 
my room. I asked him what he was doing and he said he had been cutting wood but for what purpose 
I do not know. Meals were prepared elsewhere and brought round to the boarding house by a little old 
lady in a Morris Minor. A coloured servant would take the meal out of the boot and serve it in a little 
kitchen at the back of the house. There were three other men staying there who would appear for 
meals in their jock straps, sweating and cursing the boy and his horrible food. They mostly threw the 
food at the walls or on the floor then with loud belches and grunts would swill beer and go off and 
throw furniture around. My neighbour with the axe was a keen diver and he would periodically haul 
his spear-gun out and practice firing at the back of the room doors down the passage: this meant 
entering the building with extreme caution. 

But their favourite Saturday afternoon activity was sitting on the front wall swigging beer and 
throwing paint at passing Kaffir cars. They thought this was very funny indeed and it was even better 
if the car stopped as they could go over and beat up whoever the unfortunate person was sitting 
inside. 

Im not sure quite how they viewed me; obviously the fact that I was at university was a big mystery 
and a man who sang guitar songs was definitely not to be trusted, and a Roineck to boot. But they left 
me alone as long as I didn't bother them. My friends refused to visit me there; the occasional one who 
did would climb through my window rather than risk going down the passage and meeting one of my 
fellow house-mates. I learned the true meaning of racism from those people; the coloured house-boy 
lived in mortal terror of them; putting down black people seemed to be their only source of 
amusement outside of drinking. I seemed to remember one of them had a girlfriend but that was only 
occasional. During the day they all worked in a bank - bank tellers. I think that was what really 
shocked me, I thought bank tellers were respectable people: to find these people coming back to their 
rooms in suits and then stripping off and turning into beer swilling animals, that I found hard to take. 
I began to wonder about all those smart people who had responsibility for my education. 

It was a very lonely period in that room. I remember one Easter holidays when my new girlfriend 
Lorna had gone back to Rhodesia to visit her parents and I was alone with my MGA. I knew nobody 
else except at club times and I stayed in this forlorn rooming house in the middle of this broken down 
industrial area, contemplating the antics of these people and smoking a lot of joints. I read a 
tremendous amount of science fiction (no television in SA then), and listened to a lot of music on my 
home made record player. I didn't miss England as I had no idea of any life in England outside of 
school, I had no desire to spend time with any of the relatives I had met so I just plunged myself into 
music and books. I felt brave but slightly foolish in the streets, my long hair being the source of 
taunts and amusement. I also dressed rather flamboyantly in capes and strange clothing, despite my 
realisation that acting was not going to be a career for me, I still fancied myself as a performer. I had 
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had my camera stolen from my room at my Aunts house so I didn't take any pictures during those 
years. But I was very much in love with Lorna and when me moved into a little cottage together 
during my second year. I think the desolation that I felt in my soul was effectively disguised for a 
while. Whether I was very unhappy or whether I just remember myself as being unhappy I'm not 
quite sure; the photographs that I was eventually to start taking are very alienated: photographs full of 
concrete and buildings - as though I couldn't really face looking at the people. 

The political scene on Campus at that time was quite hot. The university had prevented at African 
lecturer from being appointed to a post and this led to an escalation in protests. During the Mafeje 
Affair as it was called, the students took over the university administration block in a sit-in. This was 
unprecedented in the history of the university and left the authorities bewildered and unsure what to 
do. We all slept on mattresses on the floor and nervously encouraged each other. It wasn't an action 
taken by all the students - probably a small minority - but those of us that were there felt we were 
participating in something that was really going to change things. I shot an 8mm film of the event 
which ends with the police and some vigilantes destroying our protest outside the cathedral in Cape 
Town. During the sit-in, Afrikaners would circle the admin block in hotted up Capris and Beetles, 
shouting abuse and calling us commie bastards. A memorable occasion was one night when a man 
staggered drunkenly out of his car and roared out: You guys think you're right, you think you're 
clever but when you're older with a family and kids to think about, you'll change your mind, you'll 
think different.. I wonder where he is now. 

My first experience in the townships was nearly my last. I had been invited out with some friends to 
go to a party in Gugulettu, a large township about a half hour drive from Cape Town. It was illegal 
but everyone knew that to go into the townships at night was no particular problem, as far as the 
police were concerned anyhow. So we went in an old VW van and parked near to the party. There 
was about 4 or five of us whites as I recall, and naturally we attracted a certain amount of curiosity as 
we entered the party. The situation was friendly in rather a strained sort of way; dancing with African 
girls who felt determined to make us feel at home but suffering the strain of tense young guys looking 
towards us with hatred. At some point someone asked me to write down my address. I didn't have a 
paper on me or a pen and since none were to be found, I went out to the van to get some. As I reached 
into the glove box, I turned back to find three guys blocking me in, shoving the door closed and 
wedging me firmly in the middle. They asked me what I was doing: as one of them was cleaning his 
fingernails with a rather long knife I thought Id better play it straight. I desperately tried to recall the 
name of the host of the party, fortunately I did and replied that I was at Nelsons place over the road. 
The violence suddenly turned to friendliness and they escorted me into the party - checking my 
credibility with Nelson as I entered. Phew! 

The problem with visits to Gugulettu is that they always felt false to me; in the context of South 
Africa it is impossible for a relationship across the colour line to be free of implication: so long as 
apartheid existed, the whole basis of social life was poisoned. The white liberal was in the position of 
being in sympathy with blacks and by the very whiteness of his skin he was part of the oppressive 
group whether he liked it or not; rather like the problem of being German but not Nazi in the second 
world war. 

When I graduated - a ceremony I did not attend - I decided to go back to England as I had not seen 
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my family for four years and it seemed like a good thing to do - especially as my parents offered to 
pay the fare. I flew back with some friends who sensibly decided to stop off at Istanbul when the 
plane was diverted; I returned home like a good boy for Christmas. My brother Bruce picked me up 
from Victoria station as I landed at Gatwick; he had a Rolls Royce (my two brothers were in the car 
business) and I felt foolish and poor - also somehow I had a degree and it seemed to open some 
inseparable chasm, made worse by their enormous material success and my complete poverty. He 
dumped me off at my mothers flat in Putney and that was really the last I saw of him. It was 
December 1970 and very cold and I had no friends or contacts or people I knew in London at-all. I 
made a couple of attempts to see old school-friends but after the first disaster - a dinner party - I made 
no more effort. I vainly tried to get some sort of job in Photography but that's what everyone seemed 
to be doing in 1970: life in Mums flat was very miserable indeed. Meanwhile a university friend was 
begging me to return to Cape Town to start a photographic studio and sent me long letters explaining 
how wonderful our studio was going to be and that we had another partner (Jano from Mauritius - a 
lover of water beds and beaches) and how could I refuse such an offer? Putz as we called him 
persuaded me back so I returned to start Associated Photographers (pty) Ltd - a name we thought 
would give us international appeal. We spent months building this studio - and sleeping in it - and 
then months trying to get enough work to pay for it. We were very snobbish about our work - forever 
taking photographs in the style of Edward Weston, or Alfred Steiglitz, or Robert Frank. Books piled 
in from Europe; Creative Camera was religiously read and exhibitions of our work and that of David 
Goldblatt and Dimitri Nicolas Fanourakis was held on campuses and the Space Theatre. 

The Space was Cape Towns Alternative theatre where the works of Athol Fugard and suchlike were 
paraded before an aghast and astonished public. Cape Town had its own small but lively arts 
community and life was stimulating though poverty stricken. I developed a market for alternative 
wedding photographs (!) and family collages for the wealthy - whilst struggling to document the 
more painful side of South African life. But we didn't see ourselves as journalists but artists so our 
photographs would more likely be of a chair leaning against a telegraph pole in the desert, 
accompanied by the music of Stockhausen or Berio. We would hold concerts of electronic music in 
the desert at night, or parcel Cape Town up in string at the weekend. Of course long periods of time 
would pass in between these strange events - periods of intense depression and boredom. I would 
make a camera carrier for my bicycle only to find the roads too rough anyway; or a device for 
photographing people coming in and out of lifts but then find I didn't like the idea anyway. In short I 
was a craftsman without an idea: something that I have now found is ideal for the job of work I am 
doing. Not that I don't have ideas quite to the contrary - but that the central idea, the source and 
origination is better coming from another because I am best at putting that original inspiration into 
practice - translating it into terms that people will understand and appreciate. 

Our studio didn't last very long; Putz went back to teaching philosophy at university - his favourite 
photograph remained on my wall for while - two brackhunds (bush dogs) fucking in a garbage dump. 
Jano went to Mauritius to lie on the beach and I moved into the basement of a film studio on my own. 
I was mainly taking photographs for the theatre at the time - trying to redefine the art naturally - and 
at the studio I started doing stills for feature films; films such as Die Spook von Donkerhat - 
Afrikaans and strictly for the drive-in circuit. The films were so appalling that none of us who 
worked on them would ever go and see them. But it enabled to me to see the process of making 
features and to travel extensively in South Africa. This was really the beginning of the end for me as 
the more successful I became and the more films I was offered to do the stills, the more I realised that 
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I was 26 years old and heading straight into the jaws of death. I had a beautiful cottage on a beach, a 
lovely actress girl-friend, a old Mercedes Benz and all I could see stretching ahead was a repetition of 
the same. I was employed to work on a documentary Land Apart being made by a commercials 
director Sven Persson; during the making of this film the walls began to close in, the security police 
got closer and closer and I realised that time for me was fast running out. I had no residents permit in 
SA and the number of official looking envelopes landing on my doorstep was getting out of control. 
In 1974 I packed up my things and caught a ship to England - I thought if I returned slowly it would 
help ease the pain, and anyhow I intended to go to Canada. I left my closest friends in SA: it would 
be another 4 years before I began to feel at home in England. 

It may not be obvious from reading this rather undramatic account of a rather ordinary life, that I 
really loved South Africa although I was very unhappy when I was there - but I suspect that may have 
been the case wherever I might have been. I never set out to save the black man from the Afrikaner: I 
never saw myself as a man who would show up the injustices of the world, I was too busy trying to 
figure out which was which. All I knew was that the country held a peculiar spell over me, and still 
does. I still feel kind of guilty that I'm not there, that Im doing something that has nothing to do with 
the place, that I have made a life that in no way contributes towards the country in any way. If I hear 
music from Soweto, it makes me cry. When I read of the murders and the chaos it makes my soul 
ache for the people whose fate seems so certain to end in catastophe. 

I went to London to visit my family - now its 1974 - and stumbled across the National Film School. 
This was the answer to my prayers and started a whole new chapter of my life. 

Towards the end of my stay at the National Film School, I wrote and directed a film called 
SHADOWPLAY, which concerned the fate of a group of South Africans living in London, one of 
whom was an escaped political detainee, another was a rather eccentric photographer; the film 
centered around an exploration of the nature of the photographic process as well as a thriller about the 
SA Bureau of State Security (BOSS). This might seem a rather strange combination of themes which 
indeed it was - but it did really reflect in some sort of honest way the nature of my concerns at the 
time. It summarised a period of my life and in a way the rather muddled quality of the film is a true 
reflection of the imprecise view I had both of myself and the politics of South Africa. The faults of 
the film were my faults, but at least it supplied no glib answer, no solutions.  
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Learning

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

FILM TECHNIQUES - LEARNING AND PHYSICAL

I'm a cameraman. I normally work in betacam, DV, etc. [but] now  
I'm planning to work in film. How much difference is there between a cine  
camera and a video camera? Will I be able to learn it from the industry by  
assisting a cinematographer? 

best regards, BP 

The scary thing for people in your position is that whilst you regard  
yourself as a "cameraman", you are in reality a video cameraperson.  This as  
far as I am concerned has a marginal relationship with Cinematography.  The  
good news is that your lighting skills that you have already developed will  
only have to be modified: the tough news is that you have to learn  
Photography. 

I am glad you are considering assisting a Cinematographer, as I would  
consider this essential as a first step: the other possibility is to go to a  
film school where they still shoot on film (a diminishing number!).  To  
become a Cinematographer you have to learn about the following topics in  
detail, and this will take some years.  
1. Film emulsion: it's chemistry and characteristics.  You don't have to know about this in detail (like 
a  
chemist) but you have to understand it in principle, otherwise the processes  
at the lab will be a mystery to you, as well as how to figure out the  
exposure.  
2. Film cameras: types and uses.  Different film cameras do  
different jobs: you are the one hiring the camera, so you have to know what  
you need.  
3. Lenses for film: how to make a 60ft wide image look good.  
Lenses on a video camera have little demand made on them optically as the  
resolution of the system is so low they don't show up the bad lenses so  
acutely.  This is why video cameras have 20x zoom lenses and get away with  
it.  
4. Lighting.  This is different for film than video, though the chances  
are that it's an easier transition than the first three things as film is  
more forgiving than video.  Having said that, lighting is the key to all  
movie image making, whatever the recording format. 

Another good learning tool is Super 8mm and Stills: anything that teaches  
you about what film does, and makes you better acquainted with the idea of  
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not seeing the result until tomorrow (or next week). 

Mr.Stapleton,  
My most agonizing problem with cinematography is understanding  
completely the scientific and chemical aspects of light and film. As  
a videographer I do pretty well, but when it comes to film, I rarely  
hit the mark. Would you suggest any particular books, publications,  
courses, or exercises that concentrate on these issues? Thanks a  
bunch,  
Doug 

There’s several ways to learn about film.  
1. Books. For technical matters involving exposure, chemistry and film there’s nothing better than the 
Ansel Adams series of books for stills photographers.  There’s several complex books published on 
Cinematography but I couldn’t recomend any of them because I tried to read a couple of them years 
ago and found them very dull.  
2. Courses.  The country is littered with courses both long and short: start with the AFI if you are in 
LA or NYC is you are in NY. Their websites probably have lots of links.  
3. Take b/w Photographs and develop and print them in a darkroom.  This will teach you everything 
you need to know. (use a separate exposure meter).  
Why? Because you learn about the relationship between exposure and the print, and about contrast.  
Colour can come later, and is quite easy to master once you’ve sorted the basics out. 

I’m from Malaysia. I want to know that if there is any foundation that offers a scholarship or 
provides financial aid to students that are having financial difficulties but are intend to choose film 
as their future career? 

-Steven 

Each college has it’s own scholarships and financial aid packages.  After trawling through the 
internet and deciding on places you might like to apply to, you can e-mail them and ask them.  There 
may be places like the Ford Foundation that have more general help, but I think asking the relevant 
institutions is your best bet. 

I'm 26 and I plan on directing and shooting a film myself in the near future. I read on your site that 
you started learning cinematography at age 27 and 5 years later eventually became a professional. 
How long did it actually take you to become confident as a d.p.? Did it take you those 5 years to 
learn all your essential skills or did you already learn everything you needed to know during school 
and it took a couple of years before you found steady work?  
-Bill 

There isn't really a point at which you say "Now I am a DP and know what I'm doing!" It's a 
continuous learning process (which sounds a bit hippy when you write it down), but...it?s a 
continuous learning process. I didn't actually start learning Cinematography when I was 27 (did I say 
that?), I went to film school when I was 27, but I had learnt a great deal photography/cinematography 
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by teaching myself more or less continuously from the age of 10. Having confidence is not essential: 
as long as it looks like you know what you are doing! I guess I just gained confidence as I went 
along: but even now sometimes a particularly difficult set will cause a few moments panic ? I'm just 
good at hiding it. As for finding steady work, I was one of those lucky people who just started being 
asked to work by my fellow graduates the moment I left the film school. I initially spent 6 months 
trying to be a director, but kept shooting docs and videos for film school friends to pay the bills. 
Directors have to go through a lot more hellish meetings than I have the patience for, so I opted for 
shooting in the interests of a sane life. 

I'm currently doing a video project as a part of my film degree. The piece is based mainly upon a key 
sequence in which a fight takes place. Myself and the production crew have had loads of trouble 
covering the fight, and I was wondering if you had any handy tips or sites I could visit. (I've searched 
high and low!!!) It needs to be gritty and dirty street fighting. So far we've mainly been using 
handheld shots, but unfortunately we're having big problems with making the punches look realistic. 
Any advice would be greatly appreciated!??-David

Unfortunately I'm sure you finished your fight scene a long time ago but here is some advice for 
anyone else doing the same thing. 
The trick is to shoot angles that don't show the relationship between the fist and the contact point: in 
other words don?t show that it missed! The hardest angle to achieve would be the classic profile shot 
where the person punching hits the other person in the face. The person being punched has to react at 
exactly the right time and person throwing the punch has to do it "very close". This is why you have 
stunt men because they train for a long time to make this stuff look good and then advise you on 
angle to make it look good. When an actor in a film does a fight scene they take them away and 
practice a great deal until it looks authentic. If you shoot behind the person being hit it is easier to 
disguise the fact they weren't hit and the use of longer lenses also helps this by compressing the 
space. A realistic "hit" is always a combination of the actors timing it right and the angle of the lens: 
remember also that until the sound is added it will always look pathetic!

I've read every one of your columns, and you've really been an inspiration; if I ever make anything of 
myself in this industry I'll definitely owe part of that result to you. Quick question: I know you're of 
the school that shooting film is the best, if not only way to learn the craft, but if you had to pick a few 
texts that are helpful to one's apprenticeship what would they be? 
Akai

I studied still photography so would recommend the series of books by Ansel Adams, titled The 
Negative, The Print, etc. I don't seem to be able to derive anything from looking at lighting diagrams 
in books about lighting -- but that may not be the same for everyone. I would encourage you above 
all to take photographs and learn Tai-Chi. Photographs will teach you about framing and chemistry, 
and Tai-Chi will teach you how to move in balance -- an essential requirement for hand-held 
cinematography and operating. Video cameras are obviously another good tool, but beware the "ease" 
with which they make an image.

The technical side of Digital cameras is a real "bog" and the detail of it is probably only of interest to 
technicians.. having said that, the "artist Cinematographer" can certainly scratch the surface by 
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subscribing to the numberous blogs and chat rooms where the uber-geeks get their thrills discussing 
the latest 4:4:4 workflow idea. I have devoted considerable amounts of time and energy trying to get 
to grips with this world, only to realise that, like a slippery eel, the moment you think you have it, it is 
gone: replaced by the next big thing. For those of us more interested in focussing on the business of 
making the film and lighting it, it becomes really important to hire assistants who really understand 
the camera and how to set it up as this makes all the difference to the manipulation of the image in 
post. I am yet to shoot my first Digital Film: however I can feel the ugly chill of it creeping over the 
horizon! 

I was wondering: What are some good cinematography schools to look into? 
JP

In the UK there is the National Film and TV school. This is now a 2yr MA course, but is still 
probably considered the best "hands-on" school in the UK. For the US, I asked cinematographer Cris 
Lombardi to reply and this is what he wrote:

The idea of having a Film Studies or Media major has become a very popular idea at many colleges 
and universities here. However there is still a short list of "big names".. UCLA, USC, AFI, and NYU. 
This is the "Ivy League" of film schools. Nearly as prestigious are Cal Arts and Art Center College of 
Design. Another school dedicated to film studies was recently founded, Los Angeles Film School, 
which might be worth looking into. An internet search will get you more info on any of these 
programs. Like any scholastic pursuit, all of these programs come with a big pricetag. 
It's worth noting that, unlike many other professions, a college degree is not a prerequisite for getting 
hired in this business. Before committing yourself to the time and expense of going to film school, 
you should take a long hard look at what the potential benefits of such a pursuit would be. It could be 
argued that the best education in this field is a practical one. Start by going to work at a camera rental 
house. Get trained to be a prep tech. There's a dual benefit to this; you get familiar with the tools of 
the trade, and you'll meet and establish relationships with camera people who work in the business 
when they come in to check out gear. These are the people who will be in a position to hire you.

At film school, chances are that you won't get a chance to get your hands on state-of-the-art camera 
gear, and you won't be meeting people who are in a position to hire you. So what's the upside of film 
school? If you're really talented, and you can step up to the plate and hit a home run on your first try, 
this may be the route for you. A really well-shot student film coming out of a reputable film school 
can make enough of a splash to get you hired to shoot more films. Thus, you can skip the process of 
working your way up through the camera department, and proceed directly to the top. The caveat; 
you'd better be ready when you get there! There's a lot of savvy and politics involved in running a big 
crew which a student film might not prepare you for.

It's up to you to decide which route to take, but don't just assume that film school is the best way to 
go. 
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Lighting

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

All aspects of Lighting

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

I was watching a recent episode of Project Greenlight, and a big  
deal was made over the time the DP took to light some relatively small  
rooms. I can't remember exactly how long it took, but expectations were  
rather high that lighting an interior on a relatively low budge production  
would not be so intensive. Is lighting a scene typically the most time  
consuming aspect of cinematography, and what time saving practices would you  
implement, so the Director actually has time to work with his actors? 

- Jsimmons 

A Director once said to me: "I'll give you the time to light the scene well,  
even though it is taking away my time with the actors."  So you are right:  
time taken lighting is time taken from the Director.  However, like all  
things in filmmaking, a good Cinematographer will adapt himself to the  
situation at hand.  For State and Maine shot in 29 days I would not have  
given myself the same time to light as in, say, Shipping News, shot in 65  
days.  Also in the first film, the lighting is  not as important as in the  
second, so I would keep this in mind. The best way to save time lighting is  
to have a pre-light crew do as much of the work as possible before you get  
there.  Not possible of course on ultra low-budget, but in every other  
circumstance it's a big timesaver which makes it a money saver also. 

I'm a 20-year-old film student at Temple University. I just want  
to know the best way to light a suspense/horror scene that is taking place  
in a short, narrow hallway and a small bathroom ( measures about 8x8). I  
have two DP lights and one OMNI light and I am very concerned with getting  
the mood right. 

Suspense and horror is traditionally lit from below with single shadows  
running up walls etc behind the actor.  Keep the contrast high (little or no  
fill) and find out which of your lights makes a nice clean shadow.  A "bar"  
bulb won't do this so you need a lamp with a "point" source to make a clean  
edged shadow.  Get the light as far away as possible, and it if still  
doesn't give a decent shadow, try making a small hole for it to shine  
through, or removing the reflector and/or condensor.  Good luck! Don't  
forget you can hang bare light bulbs in shot which always looks stark -  
especially when they swing about after the actor bumps into them!  If you  
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can, do a little test with your lens/stock combination to figure out what  
the maximum wattage is before it starts flaring the lens. 

I watch some films and it looks like every shot in a scene  
outdoors is back lit even if the actors are directly facing one another.  
Doesn't this defy the logic of realism? Would you shoot one actor's close-up  
in the morning sun and the turn around and get the other actor's close-up in  
the afternoon or are you actually relying on studio lights and diffusion to  
block the sun? 

Thanks, Rob 

This is an old chesnut as they say (where does that phrase come from??).  
Some DP's like to turn the actors, or re-light them, so that they are always  
"back-lit".. This, as you point out, is not realistic, though it may be  
logical if it's a romantic comedy.  The decision is usually made on the  
"realism versus romance" scale (that's not official...): I would use the one  
technique (ie realism) in a dramatic film (such as The Hi-Lo Country) and  
the other (back-lit) in a romantic comedy (such as One Fine Day).  If you  
enjoy watching movies, it's best not to get too obsessed about this, as you  
will soon find you are watching for this and nothing else!  My inclination  
is to start off with the natural, but modify it for the genre, if necessary. 

I recently came across your "ask a cinematographer" column at the imdb, and  
as I hope to be a director someday, something you said caught my eye. I  
quote: 

"Many a time I have arrived on a location in the morning and thought: it  
should look just like it does now." 

My question is, very simply, why can't it look that way without added  
lighting? Isn't there a camera and/or a stock out there that can make  
natural light look like the way we see it? 

Thanks for your time, Basil Revelas 

There's two problems here: one is photographic, the other practical. 

The human eye is a truly wonderful instrument, that has taken many millions  
of years to develop, in contrast to photography that is not even two  
centuries old.  For the purpose of brevity, let us consider the differences  
of just three aspects of sight: Resolution, Sensitivity and Contrast. 

1. Resolution.  Lenses are getting close to achieving comparison with the human  
eye.  Binoculars, for instance, enable us to see what the eye cannot.  So  
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what we see with our eyes is broadly comparable to what the camera sees, as  
far as resolution is concerned.  This is because the lens is the easy bit! 

2. Sensitivity.  This is the ASA of the eye - the "film speed".  Here we  
start to notice a big difference.  The eye has a tremendous range of  
sensitivity (from 1 ASA to 20000 ASA if you like), and, more importantly,  
can use all these speeds at once. So when you look from at a black man lying  
on a heap of coal to the snow outside the window, your eye/brain will  
perform a miracle of iris adjustment, as well as "sensitivity" adjustment  
that will render detail in both the man and the snow.  This process happens  
in the iris, in the rods and cones (in the retina) and in the brain.  As  
much as one fifth of the human brain is taken up with processing visual  
data, so that gives you an idea of just how complicated that process is. 

3. Contrast.  This is part of the above, and in the eye is continuously  
variable, whereas in film it is fixed (with a nod to telecine transfers!).  
So film has a "scale" (like a piano), so you have to fit the light and dark  
into that scale, otherwise you won't see the man lying on the coal, and the  
snow outside the window.  So when I turn up in the morning and think it  
should "look just like it does now", I have to re-interpret the tonal scale  
into something that fits film (or video), so that when it is rendered into a  
picture, it looks something like what I saw through my eye. 

The other "practical" problem, is that real light changes all the time so if you are  
shooting a scene for a day or two, you need to be able to maintain the light  
for each shot to match.  So what nature provides is for demonstration  
purposes only.. we have to do the rest. 

I am new to your column and must say it's very inspiring to see that  
professional cinematographers have the same problems that we low budget  
filmmakers have! And now on to my question: 

How do you suggest to light a scene (for video) with high contrast (about  
1:2, 1:4) with only a couple of lamps, like six of them? (redheads 650/800W  
and sometimes a Arri spot 300W). The scene shoud also have enough exposure  
and different colors, red and blue, to create depth... 

And I also wonder why american cinematographers don't hold the camera like  
here in Sweden. Sven Nyqvist, Sweden's most notorius cinematographer, didn't  
like "ordering" people to do a pan and stuff like that. I mean, in the US  
(and Hollywood...) you have assistant assistants that assist the  
assistants... 

Hope you understand my question and that I didn't bring any spelling  
misstakes with me, though I am a swede :-) 
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Peter Dahlgren 

Hi Peter,  
About the lighting question : with limited lights make the scheme  
simple: choose backgrounds carefully, try and use practicals (for night int)  
and daylight (mirrors? Reflectors?) if it’s day. Complimentary colours will  
increase apparent depth. I don’t really know what you mean about “holding  
the camera”: I think you mean: why don’t US Cinematographers operate the  
camera? The reason for this is mostly historical.  The very large size of  
the cameras when “talkies” first came in meant that a whole team of people  
was required to move it about.  Then the “operator” job became a union grade  
and wouldn’t go away when the cameras became smaller and lighter.  It’s  
still a Union requirement in the US to employ an Operator, and a number of  
cinematographers (me included!) have had grief when operating and lighting a  
film in  the US. 

Mr Stapleton,  
Can you tell me something about this new way of lighting everything on stage with halogens? 
Flooding every square inch with quartz lights in bundled cans? I've been working on several recent 
projects with Janus Kaminski, and the amount of wattage is incredible! Is this a new type of film 
stock issue? Or is it the digital high definition arena? 

--V.P. 

Hmm.. very strange. Best bet here is to ask Janus what he is up to.  Every DP lights in their own way 
so it sounds like he’s trying something out.  It won’t be anything to do with stocks or high def.. 
lighting is it’s own thing independent of the image gathering medium. 

 I am currently working on a student film at Penn State.  About  
50% of what we are shooting is outdoors at night, and with limited resources  
(mainly in the way of places to draw power). I was wondering if you could  
offer any advice on how to get the most out of what I have to work with  
while keeping it as simple and efficient as possible.  We have a decent  
selection of lights from 200W peppers to 2K softlights at our disposal.  The  
shots are mainly going to be a mix of static and dynamic movement from the  
actors but not necessarily the camera. 

Thanks Casey McHugh 

Hi Casey, Here’s a few tips.  
1. A couple of wide shots can be shot “dusk (ordawn) for night”.  This uses the fading post-sundown 
light as a fill light  
in the shadow.  Remember this light is very blue (relative to tungsten film) so you may or may not 
want this.  You can get rid of it by using daylight stock (but then your 2ks etc will look very orange 
unless you filter them),  
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by using an 85 or by just adding 1/4 blue to your tungsten lights. When the daylight has disappeared, 
you can match the close up’s by bouncing an HMI light (or a blue gelled 2k) off a white reflector.  
2. Kodak make an 800 ASA stock - use it, and your lights will spread further: but remember not to  
overwhelm the natural light from people’s windows etc by making your lights too bright, or too 
“white”.  
3. A T1.4 lens is a whole stop faster than a T2 lens, though not as sharp (usually).  
4. Distant lights from camera can be plugged in to people’s homes, or run from a small garden 
generator.  
5. Use existing poles - street lights etc - to secure your lights above frame.  
Good luck! 

I am shooting a short on HI-8 for my application to NYU. What are some techniques to light my 
subjects?  
--Jack, NJ 

Hi Jack,  
I am assuming that you don’t have much in the way of Big Gun lighting units, so I’ll make my 
comments based on this.  
1. If you’re shooting outside, make careful note of where the sun might be on any given location day, 
and where it goes during the day.  If you’re in Manhatten, then tall buildings make big shadows - 
especially in winter - so work out where they are going.  There’s plently of software programs that do 
this, but a compass will tell you a lot.  
Decide whether you want a back-lit (softer, kinder), cross- lit (3 dimensional, contrasty) or Front Lit  
(saturated, brilliant). This will determine the  “Look” and plan accordingly.  A couple of bounce 
boards for faces (maybe one white, one off-white), is all you really need lighting wise.  
2. Indoor Day: try and find rooms with really good natural light and think about the sun and windows 
and what will happen during the day.  If you have access to window gels, you might be able to get 
detail outside that way, otherwise you have to put a lit of HMI type light (daylight balanced) into the 
room.  Generally Hi-8 can’t deal with much contrast, but you might decide you like the “blown-out” 
window look, and use a soft filter some kind on the lens to make it creep around the window edges 
(an oft use commercial look).  If it’s sunny you can do a lot with 4x4 mirrors throwing the sun 
through the windows.  
3. Indoor Night: Practical lights can more of less light a scene for you, with just a small number of 
low power film lights, or just spotlights you can hide around the set.  
4. Outdoor Night.  Just choose somewhere that more or less lights itself, so you need only a little 
foreground light for your actors.  The beauty of choosing a location on video is that you just take a 
walk with your camera, shoot it, then go home and look at it on a monitor! 

Good luck with your application! 

You mentioned in your previous column that it has been known to take  
several days to light a shot. What's the longest you've ever taken to  
light a shot and did the end result justify the time? 

James 
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The opening sequence of Absolute Beginners (Temple 1985) is an early example of a long tracking 
steadicam shot that went on and off a crane.  (It actually is mentioned in the dialogue of Altman’s 
The Player).  In effect the shot took three weeks to light, although that three weeks was also devoted 
to lighting the whole set which was a section of Soho streets, built on the very large H stage in 
Shepperton Studios.  It’s a rather wonderful shot in a film spoiled by it’s casting.  
There is a shot in Hero (Frears 1992) which took a very long time to light and after we saw it (it took 
most of a day to shoot), I said to Stephen I thought I could make it look better.  The fact that we re-
shot it (and it did look much better) is a testament to the kind of trust that goes on in a long term 
collaboration.  
Re-shooting is always an expensive option, so it pays to take the time in the first place to get it right.  
Many starting-out cinematographers are afraid to take the time, but if you don’t, your work will never 
compete with those who do. 

I'm currently shooting a student film on 16mm. In one particular indoor  
scene, the primary light source is supposed to be coming from a flashing  
neon street sign from across the street. I was wondering what would be  
the easiest way to achieve this look of a bright flashing light coming  
through an apartment window. 

-Nat 

Kino-Flo make special tubes that can be switched on and off without flicker.  You could wrap a 
colour gel round one of these, or more than one, and then put it behind a curtain or shear to make a 
“neon”.  With it you could synch up another light in the room with the same colour that goes in time 
to the one outside.  Remember that if you want a colour to register on a see-through curtain, don’t 
make it too bright otherwise it will wash the colour out.  That is why you use another light inside to 
“mimic” the one outside.  If you place the light low it will make the apartment seem high up and vice-
versa. 

I am preparing to shoot a short film (10 minutes) and wondering what advice  
a seasoned Cin might have. Takes place at the mouth of a filthy alley in  
S.F. It’s B&W shot on miniDV @ night, comic book feel. I want the alley to  
be even darker than the street, dolly shots to reveal what characters  
miss.  My goal is to get ideas on how to keep the alley looking scary, the  
main antag looking very evil. As if the camera was a person hiding watching  
all this happen in each shot. Thank you very much for your time and I  
apologize if I rambled too long. -Alex 

Single source lighting sounds like a good idea for you, and keep it contrasty.  Keep the light low and 
throw long shadows of your characters on the walls and pavement.  A small bulb will give a sharper 
shadow than a large one, and the further away the light is the sharper the shadow will be.  Silhouette 
also works will in this situation.  Take a look at some early b&w films like Touch of Evil for other 
ideas.  
On the camera side, handheld usually works well here (more like a person than a tripod shot).  
Remember that people can “enter” their own POV’s, and for some shots you might want to move 
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from the character to the POV of the character. 

March 1 2003  
I'm a student currently involved in the pre-production of a film that would involve a single camera in 
the middle of a room that would only be allowed to pan for most of the shots.  Do you have any 
advice on how to light such a room such that I might be able to pan 360 degrees without inconsistent 
shadows cropping up everywhere?  
-Jordan 

You haven’t mentioned what kind of mood this  is, but let’s assume it is night.  If it was day then you 
would be lighting through the window and putting some bounce light in the ceiling out of the top of 
shot ? and making sure the colour is correct.  For night, concentrate on the practical lights in the set.  
If there aren’t any you might consider putting one or two in.  The things to consider are: 

●     What kind of shade does the light have ? colour and luminosity.
●     Can you hide another bulb behind or in the shade.
●     Can you place the lamps where the actors will be lit by them?

If you put the practical and it’s “hidden” bulb in separate in-line dimmers that will give you more 
control over them.  Another trick is to gel the inside of the shade that is towards the camera, so the 
colour does not “burn out”, but you can have the rest of light at a higher level.  
In the ceiling you could rig some small lights (like peppers) which can light certain parts of the room 
where you need it ? using the practicals as a guide: or just where you need the actors to be lit.  Bear in 
mind that a direct light will cast  a shadow which you may or may not want depending on the mood.  
If you don’t, then a “chinese lantern” may be the way to go (a simple paper shade with a bulb inside) 
or “bounce” a light off a white card in the ceiling.  
Lastly, if you feel the light is too “toppy”, you can put a small light on the camera itself, with some 
diffusion in front of it, and again put this on a dimmer.  This can be a “fill’ so that eye shadows are 
not too deep ? though this form of lighting is coming back into fashion I notice! 

I don't know if you've seen them but GE has a new line of lights called reveal.  They have a bluish tint 
when the light is off but when on the light seems really white.  I was absolutely amazed at the 
difference between these and other lights in my house that were really yellow in comparison.  This 
was the first time it occurred to me how important lights must be.  Do you know if these lights would 
be appropriate for filming?  I know you are going to tell me to just test them but there are so many 
lights that are available that it seems counterproductive if it has already been shown that there is a 
list of lights that are totally unacceptable.  Also do you have any suggestions for other cheap lighting 
alternatives or a book that may discuss this?  
-Tyrone 

Books can’t keep up with the changes in lighting fixtures so forget about them in relation to what you 
are talking about.  I don’t know these particular units, but there is a lot of development with LED 
lighting at the moment, though mostly only at very low levels.  12v lighting is generally much 
“whiter” than tungsten.  When approaching any “new” kind of light the things to watch out for are: 
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●     Is the light “continuous”? Ie normal Tungsten bulbs (the “yellow” kind) are continuous.  If a 
bulb has a “ballast”, which may or may not be attached to the bulb, then the chances  are that 
it is not “continous”.

●     In this case, such as flourescent light, “eco’ lighting and street lighting, film may or may not 
have a problem with it.  These problems are:

●     The light may flicker because the 24fps shutter sees differing amounts of the light each time it 
takes it’s 1/48th sec “slice’ of light.

●     The colour of the light may look very different on film to how your eye sees it.  This is 
because the “motion blur” aspect of your eye smooths out what in real life is a series of 
flashes, like the projection of a movie.

●     The movie lights known as HMI (daylight colour) used to have this problem before they made 
the ballasts “flicker free”.

In principal, if the bulb is just a bulb with no other electronics, then then chances are it will not 
flicker and will look the same colour on film that it looks to the eye.  If any “box” is attached to the 
light then it is probably “discontinous” and may or may not be a problem on film.  With DV just take 
a look ? this may also be helpful in trying to figure out what colour a discontinous light source will 
come out on film, if you put a “reference” light next to it.    The only “unacceptable” light is one that 
flickers in a way that is unnatural and distracting.  All other lights are just lights and as such, waiting 
for you to try them out. 

I've scraped some cash together and am currently in pre-production on a no budget feature. I've 
already decided that I'm not shooting on DV, seeing as how I want to be a FILMMAKER, and not a 
kid with a camcorder.  Only problem is, I live in a very secluded area so there are zero DP's 
available.  Someone has recommended that I just shoot with a high-speed stock like 800 ASA, then 
point and shoot with no lighting at all.  What'd you think?  Can you give me any tips on lighting a no 
budget with...well, no budget?  
-Jason 

Lightbulbs are cheap and some of them are quite bright ? especially with 800ASA film.  Use practical 
lights on tables, desks etc and choose the shades carefully so a decent amount of light comes out from 
the shade.  You can make up some bare bulb sockets and tape them to the back of the shade to add 
light where the hidden bulb won’t be seen.  When Gordon Willis lit The Godfather he apparently had 
a suitcase full of lightbulbs that he would hang here and there on the set!  
By the way, you don’t have to be a Kid with a Camcorder, you could be a Genius with a Camcorder... 

This may sound daft. How would you light a scene that involves the camera moving a full 360 
degrees? Second part: How would you light a scene in a flo-mo style 360*?  
If you could shed some light on this I would be grateful.  
-Chris 

Having dimmer control is important if it is a night scene.  This is so that you can dim the light a little 
as it becomes frontal: front light (key light) tends to be unimpressive when seen from the opposite 
direction, so if you imagine a 360 degree scene then as you go around all the smaller lights you may 
have in the ceiling should in an ideal world be individually controllable on a dimmer board.  The 
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“dimmer man” has a small monitor so that he can see the shot, and adjusts the lights as you go around 
to pre-set levels.  These levels are set by  eye so that the transitions are not noticeable.  With Kino-
flo’s (is that flo-mo style??) the light is much softer so dimming should not be necessary.  Generally 
Kino’s will be suited to dayight scenes. 

I want to shoot a scene in a darkroom, which obviously is only lit by red safelights. I really wany to 
emphasize a saturated contrast between red and black. A very recent example is Rodrigo Prieta's 
scene in the club in the 25th hour. What kind of lights, gels, etc. do you recommend? thanks a lot. 

-andy 

I am glad you have noticed Rodrigo’s work as I really loved what he did in Frieda as well as 25th 
Hour.  The “red light” problem is an old one, and is caused by the fact that the red layer of the film is 
the “third” layer and the least sharp.  So if you light with only red gels the image tends to look soft 
and only get worse when transferred.  One way round this is to not use too saturated a red filter in the 
first place, and then time the extra red in afterwards.  Another way in a darkroom set is to use yellow 
also (some safelights are deep yellow for b/w developing) which will make for a better colour 
contrast.  You can also use 2 different kinds of red quite legitimately, when the red light bounces off 
any coloured surface it will change colour anyhow. 

I am a graduating film student (cinematography) here in San Francisco. I will be shooting a 
commercial next weekend, interior "party scene". I love art directing, and have decided to place 14 
different colors and sizes of "china balls" all over the ceiling of the sound stage. it is not a huge 
room. Will it be okay for me to just use the balls as practicals and fill and sometimes key? not all the 
lights will lit. I have a few lights on standby (2 x 300w Moles) as key for the leads. Will be shooting 
500asa , 35mm, but will just transferred and released to video. I am worried about this brave move 
that I am doing in putting this much balls int he interior. What do you think about this lighting set 
up? and what shooting stop do you usually find yourself using? Thanks!  
Mark 

I guess this answer will be too late for your shoot so I hope it went well. My comment would be that 
if you want the colour of a lit “ball” to be saturated then you can’t make it too bright.  If it is, say, red, 
then you can make it brighter than, say, blue, without it “de-saturating”.  Ideally you would test this 
as it is a hard judgement to make by eye, and would depend on many factors including the stock and 
the lenses.  Naturally a dimmer light which may render a better colour in the light itself if it is in shot, 
will not cast as much light, so you may need to take this same colour and put it on a separate “movie 
light” which is out of shot and then will cast the colour on the actors.  
In the “disco’ sequence in Buffalo Soldiers which some of you may have seen recently, I used a 
special “sliding diffuser” during the disco dancing to give the idea of dancing on ecstasy.  This 
diffuser was clear at one end and quite dense at the other.  It’s about 2 feet long and was slid back and 
forth across the lens as I shot the sequence with a hand held camera.  
The amount of colour and flare in the disco lights when varied as the shot progressed.  
It is important with dance lighting not to take much notice of the meter in terms of exposure range as 
you will want to go long way off the boundaries of the film scale to make it realistic. Set up the 
lighting so it looks good by eye and then choose a “mid scale” exposure for the faces.  Film has a 
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way of dealing with extreme flare and overexposure that is very beautiful.  Check out Chicago as an 
example of this. 

What is the most inexpensive way to achieve good lighting for a night scene outside?  
-Jason 

Make use of dusk for night.  This will result in a dark sky tone which adds a lot of atmosphere to a 
night shoot.  Of course if the sky is not in the shot then don’t bother... on the other hand, maybe you 
can use all that free blue fill light that happens during dawn and dusk for not very long.  If your night 
shoot is in the countryside, then it is even more important to think of Dusk for Night as an option - 
lighting large expanses of countryside is very expensive!  If you are in the City, then go with the 
Director and Designer at night to look for locations.. Choose somewhere that is already lit by the 
good citizens of the area.. This usually is not the leafy suburbs but more likely the grot downtown  - 
Taxi Driver land. 

Choose your lenses carefully.  Get a set of Super Speeds so you can use T1.4 and 500ASA stock.  If 
you are using Digi try the various settings until it looks as good as you can make it. 

Lighting wise, it’s amazing what a small key light on the actor can achieve in a downtown area.. 
Keep it moving and don’t overwhelm the natural light.  Think about the color - chances are you don’t 
want a “white” (3200K) light, but match it to the surroundings.  Next time you see a newscast think 
about why the journalist looks “lit”.  This is what you want to avoid for drama lighting.  
  

I am shooting a scene in which the two characters are outdoors at night around a camp fire. What is 
the best way to light this, so it looks like the only light is coming from the campfire, with the 
flickering of the flames and such? ??--Daniel

A "flicker box" is almost a must although many key grips like to wave their special home-made 
flicker-stick in front of the lights to simulate the fire. There?s 3 things to watch. Is your light the right 
colour? If your light the right intensity? Does it flicker just like the fire? Once you've put some 
boulders and things around the fire you can hide your small lights behind then adjust each one 
individually, make sure the actors don't "collide" with one of your lights and that's about it. Good 
luck. 

2005

I had the good fortune to be Director of Photography on a 16mm short while I was at film school. At 
the school the only lights available ran from 300 to 1000 watts. As a result we'd usually be keeping 
the lights as close to the subjects as possible to get the levels we were looking for and manipulate 
them for the desired effect. How would it be done on a show with a larger lighting package? Would 
you be more inclined to put a big light behind the window and shoot through the curtains (creating a 
little world of light)? Or would you still be taking a light on the inside and put some kind of diffusion 
on it (making it work for the specific shot and making sure it matches with the rest)? Or would you be 
doing a bit of both? As a side note to this question, is this part of achieving the fabled 'Hollywood 
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movie' look? Or would looking into more time in timing and 35mm be closer? ??--Norman

Wish someone would tell me what the "Hollywood movie" look is! "A bit of both" is probably the 
best answer to your question - certainly lighting is the "key" to any look you are after in a film. 
Timing and 35mm are part of it too, but controlling what is in front of the camera is the major part of 
the work. The "look" of a film comes through many factors, not the least of which are art direction 
and costume: daylight is lighting too and needs to be thought about and controlled just like any other 
kind of light. Interesting lighting always comes about through conscious choices, made carefully and 
in conjunction with all the other things going on with the movie. In terms of specific set-ups, think 
about there the sources of the light would be if you want something to look "natural". If there is a 
window and it's daytime it's obviously going to come from there, so any lighting you might do should 
look and feel as though it is coming from the window?.

I've scraped some cash together and am currently in pre-production on a no budget feature. I've 
already decided that I'm not shooting on DV, seeing as how I want to be a FILMMAKER, and not a 
kid with a camcorder. Only problem is, I live in a very secluded area so there are zero DP's 
available. Someone has recommended that I just shoot with a high-speed stock like 800 ASA, then 
point and shoot with no lighting at all. What'd you think? Can you give me any tips on lighting a no 
budget with...well, no budget???--Jason

Lightbulbs are cheap and some of them are quite bright ? especially with 800ASA film. Use practical 
lights on tables, desks, etc. and choose the shades carefully so a decent amount of light comes out 
from the shade. You can make up some bare bulb sockets and tape them to the back of the shade to 
add light where the hidden bulb won?t be seen. When Gordon Willis lit The Godfather he apparently 
had a suitcase full of lightbulbs that he would hang here and there on the set! By the way, you don?t 
have to be a Kid with a Camcorder, you could be a Genius with a Camcorder...

When lighting a traditional night time interior on a stock with pretty good latitude, what is your 
favorite contrast ratio between the highlights and shadows? For example, let's say that moonlight 
spilling in through an open window is the main light source.??--Nat

The honest answer is that I don't know! Some DP's are very technical and light in the way you 
describe: I tend to light by eye and measure the exposure almost as an afterthought. 
But knowing the stock is the key as (for instance) in The Shipping News the ratio would be maybe 
3:1 because of the bleach by-pass print, whereas in a "normal" movie it might be 7:1. The most 
important process for me is in testing where I decide on the lens/stock/printstock combination and 
then tune the lighting to that combination. For instance, right now I am using the new Kodak 500 
ASA 5218 which has an extreme latitude so windows can go 3 stops overexposed and you still see 
detail. This stock allows lighting to be "by eye" in a way that say the Vision 200 stock would not. On 
the downside, if the lighting is too flat the image looks "muddy".

When lighting a set and artistes, how do you decide what intensity of light each lamp should be 
adjusted to? I read many years ago that foot-candles are the basis. But for a close-up, for example, 
how on earth do you arrive at just what intensity of light should be emitted from each lamp? And 
also, would you use more than a couple of lights for a close-up? ?-Maurice
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Some cinematographers are quite technical in their lighting and use concepts like 3:1 fill ratio etc. 
This means that the key light (the strongest light that hits the front of the subject) is 3 times as strong 
as the "fill" light which is the light that fills in the shadows. In the "old days" when cinematographers 
had to use lights directly because of the high levels of illumination required, both the key and fill 
lights would be directed at the actor without bouncing them. The Key would usually be somewhere 
like 45 degrees one side of the camera or the other, and the fill might be very near the lens axis. A 
classic portrait would have 3 basic lights: the Key, the Fill and the Back light (used to separate the 
subject from the background in b/w photography). This basis idea still makes sense today, although 
much less use of direct lights is involved for many reasons: the stock and lenses are much sharper and 
less forgiving so the light has to be much softer. The use of backlights is mostly unnecessary as color 
makes the separation for you. What I have said above is about the relationship between the lights. 
The overall intensity of the light is just a function of understanding how much light you need for any 
given scene. This is a product of the ASA of the film stock (its sensitivity) and the speed of the lens: 
T2, T2.8 etc. The amount of light used to be measured in foot candles, but this has tended to die out 
as many cinematographers now use other methods. It's a bit like pounds or tons or inches and metres: 
just different ways of doing the same thing. In the end the best thing to do is just light it until you like 
the look of it. The rest of it is easy to learn.

2006

What tips can you offer regarding filming 16mm on a white background, while retaining a good 
depth of contrast? The location in question has white walls (or close enough to white for the purpose 
of film), some of which support colourful paintings or will have dark wooden pillars in the 
foreground. 
Are there any filters that you recommend? Is it advisable to use specific lights and lighting 
composition to reduce reflection off the white background? Is it possible to reduce the background 
"whiteness" that impairs contrast by using a coloured backlight, such as a soft orange???-Oscar

The big question here is whether you want the walls to be white. In a gallery you might think that is a 
good idea, but in a moody late-night situation in a living room it might not be so hot. Yes, you can 
colour a white wall any colour you like using filters on the lights, but remember that if it hits an actor, 
or a painting it will go that colour too. In principle, if you light a colour with it?s own colour you will 
increase its colour saturation. I used to use this a lot in music videos and in the musical Absolute 
Beginners and also Earth Girls are Easy. Green plants in a room will look much richer if you light 
them with green light.

Whiteness does not "impair contrast", it just sets the upper level of where you can go with the 
contrast. It's worth remembering that once white is white, it doesn't matter any more how bright it is, 
until it starts flaring. Sometimes an operator will worry about some highlight that is very hot in the 
viewfinder, but film takes care of these things very nicely - especially with the miracle coatings on 
modern lenses.

Filters can control contrast to some extent, like fog and diffusion filters, but they aren't so much a 
lighting tool as a lens tool: of course they are intimately related. Always think about the walls that are 
off camera; if they are white they will create their own "bounce" and fill light: if they are dark they 
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will not and you might want to add some white if you need less contrast, or black out a white wall if 
you need more contrast. For this reason I use both white and black tracking boards, so I can select the 
ones I want for a specific lighting situation.

I would like to know what it's your procedure when facing a night exterior: what do you use to (if you 
do) justify the sources? What gear and angles do you prefer? What gels are your favorites for 
moonlight and no-light? How do you match the exposure between close up's and open shots.? 
I've found myself lately solving all these situations with the same old style moonlight with high soft 
sources, with CTB's or Moonlights, some fog... and I'm getting a bit bored with using always the 
same scheme. I'll be shooting a short soon and I'll be in the middle of a deep forest, no moonlight, no 
houses near, no light at all to justify sources, so, I'm a bit clueless with how to achieve good 
results.??-Jose

The man-in-a-coffin is always a problem and completely undoes the whole notion of source lighting. 
I have never had to shoot someone in a closed coffin but if I did I think I would approach it as a non-
source very dark overall ambient light. This would be achieved by creating a soft overall light (which 
might involve some cheating by taking bits off the coffin), underexposing it and printing it dark, and 
probably cool in tone or blueish depending on the context. I did a big forest job for A Midsummer 
Night's Dream but that was comedy/fantasy so it was appropriate to light it with magical light, which 
was chiefly in the form of direct light punching in beams through the trees.

The trouble with a forest if you opt for no moonlight is that trees and particularly leaves have a 
tendency to go very dark. It is a situation in which your eye can really fool you into thinking it is 
much brighter than it is. Trust the spotmeter in this situation: if it says "E" then increase the light 
level! Balloons can be very handy in the forest as long as there is enough space in the canopy. You 
have to be really careful in accepting forest locations otherwise you can get into big trouble with the 
lighting. A road nearby is almost essential for a crane to provide beams (with fog if that is what you 
want) and if you are not after the beamy look, then you need enough space to float balloons out of the 
top of frame without them overlighting whatever they are closest to.

I think your boredom may stem from the idea of the blueish back ¾ light on a crane which is 
employed so often. I hardly ever use this in cities as I think it looks so unrealistic. I go for sources 
such as street lights, buildings etc. When you are in the desert or the country then you can always go 
for a dark soft look (used very effectively in Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon). An effective way of 
doing this is to light soft put "print" hard either through a DI process or through bleach by-pass.

Colour choices are very personal: adding some green is sometimes effective, going very blue tends to 
be more of a TV look so I would opt for "grey" but it's very much a matter of context. The 
convention for very dark is that you need something bright, even very small, to make the dark look 
dark. This is true in some ways as the screen often looks "milky" if there is absolutely nothing on it 
that is above midtone. But this is just a starting point: the main thing is to do what interests you and 
get a result that you and the Director like.

2006
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My question regards lighting. I understand that three point lighting is very common, but was at first 
very sceptical about the backlight. After some tests, I found that it really did make the actor "pop" out 
from the rest of the image. However, I still don't know how to place the backlight anywhere but 
directly behind the actor so that it he obstructs the camera's view of the light. Obviously, this cannot 
work in every scene because of movement, position, whatever. Where should the backlight be placed? 
Is there an alternative to hanging it over the actor, because I cannot think of practical way to do this 
on my modest budgets.??-Daniel

A backlight that the actor shields from the lens is a common technique is music videos or anytime 
that you want a very "showbiz" effect. A backlight above the actor, or directly behind, may or may 
not convey a "Hollywood" lighting style, depending on it's intensity, directness and colour.

In principle, a backlight that is not "natural" (like a day interior in a window-lit room) will make the 
image more "stagey". What you say is true, the actor will "pop out" from the background, but then an 
actor (who is Caucasian) will naturally pop out from a wall that is slightly blue or green, or a very 
different colour from the actors face and clothing. So, in colour, the separation of an actor from the 
BG is achieved both through colour, lighting and choice of lens. This separation is a choice to be 
made about the style of the film you are shooting. If you look at some movies you like, see if the 
Cinematographer has used much backlight. You will see it a lot more in TV than features: this might 
be because it's an easy way of making things look glamorous, or it might be because more TV 
Cinematographers like it.

Night lighting is a different thing as there is plenty of backlight in a city that is natural, so you might 
not be consistent in when you use backlight. How you light a film is completely up to you. 3 point 
lighting is common because I guess it is one way to get an OK image. Personally I don't think it is a 
useful idea or a good way to approach lighting: one thing is for sure: your work will not stand out if 
you do what it says in the manual! Much better to play around with lights until you like what you see: 
if it looks good to your eye it will look better on film!

Decide where the main source is going to come from and build everything around that. What else you 
need apart from the main source depends very much on the environment and the contrast range of the 
image gathering medium, be it film or Digi. You can make very soft lighting look very contrasty and 
quite contrasty lighting look quite soft, depending on what you do with the negative or the Digi 
settings.

Lighting is part of a process that includes all the other elements, so it's good to think of them all 
together.

I'm a DOP for a short film in pre-production which will be shot on 16mm. The film is set in one room 
where six people are having a candlelight dinner. My problem is lighting everybody without creating 
lots of multiple shadows. Is there anyway of lighting the set to make sure each character has a back, 
fill and key, or if not, what is the best way to make the group look well lit? Also would candlelights on 
the table be a sufficient fill, as I have never filmed on 16mm and don't know its latitude with exposure.

Are there any good films you know with well lit dinner scenes I could look at for ideas? 
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Richard

You'd better learn the latitude of the film before you start shooting with candlelight or you might be 
in for a bad day! Do some tests with the film stock you intend to use and work out how many stops 
you can under and overexpose before you loose detail. If you are short of stock, you can just do a few 
frames and then put them in slides and use a slide projector to see what happened with the tones. I 
always did this when I started in 16mm to get used to what the stocks were doing without spending 
much money on stock and processing.

Fanny and Alexander has some wonderful candlelight, as indeed does Kubrick's famous Barry 
Lyndon - rumoured to have been actually shot with candlelight and special lenses he commissioned 
for the film. In essence there are two approaches with candlelight: source light as though it comes 
from a particular candle and then soft overall warm light as though it comes from many candles. The 
main thing to get right is the colour and direction. Forget about "back, fill and key" as this is very bad 
way to think about lighting. Just start with the references in the room and light it naturally, using 
those references and increasing the intensity to obtain exposure whilst maintaining the contrast.

Candles cast very little light (hence the scale "1 ft. candle" etc), so you will need a lot of them, or 
have your actors close to them, if you intend to use them as lighting.

I'm trying to experiment and build my own lights from scratch to suit my various needs. So far I have 
a few good ones. What were some lights that you created? Do you have any ideas for ways to built 
soft and/or practical lights that will work well on a location set? 
Nogen

Along with various gaffers, we have created and built many lights over the years to fulfill various 
needs. Frieder Hocheim, who started KinoFlo, actually did his last job as a gaffer with me on Earth 
Girls are Easy, where we used various fluorescents as "prototypes" for the very successful company 
that he founded just after that. He had developed them on Barfly which was shot by Robby Mueller 
just before Earth Girls.

On most shoots we wind up making lights for various applications. As I write this, we have just 
finished shooting water sequences for the forthcoming The Waterhorse. For this we made a large 
water barge with a big generator on it and 2 x 12'x12' frames with par cans and HMI's on it that we 
floated about for various shots. When the wind came up it had a habit of acting like a large sailing 
barge and tended to take off down the loch at times! For Casanova we had 5 x 18K's on a large truss 
that was hauled up 2 floors from the Grand Canal on cranes floating on large barges. This worked 
very well until a large boat came past and then the "sun" in the interior would suddenly move about 
and we'd have to wait until they settled down.

Par cans (as used in the rock and roll industry) are a cheap and powerful way to make all sorts of 
lights from the very soft to the very hard. So there's really no single answer to your question: each 
shoot demands its own special tricks and good gaffers and key grips always lend their many years of 
experience to building one-off lights.

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/lighting.html (15 of 22)09/05/2009 11:08



Lighting

I've been working on a documentary about substance abuse and most of the interviews are 
"anonymous" in silhouette. I'm shooting on DV and on location with mostly practical/natural light. 
It's tricky to film someone and not show his or her face and make it look good. Do you have any tips 
on shooting in silhouette or other techniques on filming "anonymous" subjects?  
Johnathan

Most of my subjects go a bit mad if you can't see them but here goes anyway?! 
The "anonymous" technique has certainly started to move in many other directions apart from 
silhouettes and each of them has something to recommend them depending on the context. My least 
favorite is when the editor blurs the face out, although I know this is the only way when the film shot 
is clandestine. I saw the material turned negative on one occasion but then the bad guys could use 
pretty simple techniques to turn this around and see what they want to see - so I wouldn't recommend 
that technique.

From an ethical point of view it seems to be essential that you do indeed shoot the material so that 
there can be no identification afterwards no matter what "processing" might take place. Personally I 
wouldn't listen to a "fix-it-later" attitude in a situation where a subject has only consented to an 
interview based on the fact that you won't see their face. I like the over-shoulder and back-shot 
technique to add to the silhouette idea: I saw an interview recently in a very harrowing film about the 
gross situation that is Burma today, which consisted of pointing the camera at the persons shirt and 
occasionally seeing a bit of mouth - enough I thought for a keen general to make an identification so I 
didn't think much of that. When lives are at stake it seems paramount to make sure there is zero 
chance of identification - I would also be keen to use an actors voice as voice recognition is 
becoming a cheap piece of software.

"Looking good" is a relative term in these situations - looking dramatic, nasty, scary is all good: 
looking pretty I wouldn't have thought has a lot of value.

I read recently in the "American Cinematographer" that one of the challenges for the filmmakers 
while making Memoirs of a Geisha, were the difference in the type of sunlight in Kyoto ("And how do 
you render the flat light of Kyoto on a sunny backlot in California?"). Could you shed some "light" 
on this challenge? How is Kyoto's light "flat"? How does one judge what type of light is at a 
particular location? 
Sam

There are stories of LA producers flying in European cinematographers and then wondering why 
their work doesn't look as good!

Sunlight is the beginning and end of lighting: all knowledge of light stems from the study of sunlight. 
Even city light (a recent phenomenon) behaves like sunlight in the sense that it is all light. Light 
always comes from a "source": the sun and them maybe a mixture of other sources (firelight, bulbs, 
torches etc.)

To start at the source, the light then has: 
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1. Size,  
2. Intensity and  
3. Colour.

1. The size is relative to where the light is falling: the sun appears quite small in the sky but is 
actually very large. A torch held 2 ft from a surface is large in relation to the surface but actually 
quite small. As the size of a light becomes relatively smaller in relation to where it is falling it gets 
"sharper". You can find this out quite easily by moving a bare light bulb away from an object in an 
otherwise dark room. As you move away from the object its shadow will become sharper. 
2. Intensity. The intensity of a light has an absolute and a relative quantity that can be measured with 
an exposure meter. 
3. Colour. The light source has a colour (3200K is "tungsten")

After the source comes the medium that the light is in: this is where it starts to relate to your question. 
The sun shines down on Earth and then, depending which part of the planet you happen to be in, the 
Sun renders very different results in terms of the quality and feel of the light. This is partly because it 
shines at many different angles from very high to very low and because the source changes colour 
depending on the kind of atmosphere it is shining through. Then, to confuse things even further, it 
arrives and then reflects off whatever you are standing near and creates a colour of shadow; this 
colour is not just the colour of the reflective surface but also the colour of the sky (blue/cloudy/ semi-
cloudy etc). So when they say that the light in Kyoto is flat then they probably mean filtered through 
cloud and haze. California has plenty of haze but also has a very high and fierce sun with a lot of blue 
sky which is quite different.

Sunpath and similar programs will tell you the height of the sun in any given location/time and 
together with weather charts of the time of year you are going there, it is possible to get a general idea 
of the kind of sunlight you are in for on any given shoot.

I always notice a certain "twinkle" in the eye of performing artists in numerous films. (Oceans 
Eleven, George Clooney & the gang/indoor/day). Is that lighting or make-up? If lighting, how does 
one create the effect without spilling over on a softly lit mid-close? 
BionicFilms

"Eye light", "catch light", etc - it's had quite a number of names of the years. The accepted wisdom 
used to be that ALL close-ups had an "Obie light" or similar just above the lens to make a twinkle in 
the eye. It was regarded as bad practice to not have this light: so much so that when Gordon Willis 
broke the convention in The Godfather and The Godfather II, he not only created two of the most 
photographically influential movies of all time, but was rewarded with exactly no nominations from 
anyone. This generally seems to have been his punishment for creating dark moody top light that was 
not approved of by the then members of the ASC and the Academy.

The trick that you have to employ to have a "twinkle" without it becoming a key light which might 
look very flat, is to use a small hard light near the lens that is not as strong as the key light which 
might be softer and might be more off axis. There are various lights made by Panavision and Arriflex 
to achieve this and they are able to be dimmed and some have shutters so that you can dim the light 
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without making it warmer. Some cameramen (like those who shot Lord of the Rings) use Kinoflo 
"wands" that are handheld near the camera as it moves about. Incidentally, George Clooney has very 
dark, deep-set eyes, so the cinematographer has to make an effort to get some light in there for a 
comedy -- otherwise the mood of the piece might turn out like The Godfather!

A cheap version is to put a small light (or bicycle light!) right above the lens and then adjust it's 
intensity with a dimmer or some gel..

2007

Being a documentary cameraman, I don't have the privilege of having full gear & enough time to set-
up a shot, which will look great on screen. I have to count everything mostly the time and situation 
where you can't direct the person in front of camera. In one of my shoots, I was shooting a children's 
school in a remote village with no electricity. To show the sunlight is the only option they have, I took 
a shot where only light was coming from the window and to compensate the interior, I opened my 
aperture a bit, which made my window a bit over- exposed. Now the production person/on location 
director is not happy with me. I tried to explain her but that went in vain. Suggest me for the future. 
Virenda

Tricky situation! Sounds like you are in India where I would imagine the light can be quite intense. 
Here are your choices when it comes to bright windows and dark interiors.

1. Don't put them in the same shot! If you do, either use a static shot and expose once for the interior 
(say an interview) and then once more for the exterior - but only if the person is not against the 
window. It would then be quite straightforward to matt the exterior shot onto the interview - if they 
can do this in post. Of course if you move the camera or zoom it becomes a lot more complicated. 

2. Carry some Gel like ND9 or alternatively some black net, which can reduce the exposure of the 
window. You can use mirrors to reflect the sun strongly onto white boards, which could help you to 
fill the level of the interior to help with the balance.

It sounds like your only mistake was not to explain at the time what the problem was. It is always 
better to keep a director in the loop about photographic problems rather than have them be surprised 
later on. Cameras are just tools that can only cope with a certain light range: make sure you explain 
that to anyone who you are working for when they ask you to shoot a shot that it beyond the range of 
the camera involved. If you are coming into a room where you know there is going to be an 
Interview, work out for yourself where the natural light works the best and then suggest the position 
to the Director. If he or she insists on a place that makes no sense light-wise, then just point out 
clearly what they will get and make it their decision!

I come from shooting 16mm, but now I am shooting Mini DV. A lot of times, I shoot scenes involving 
people of different skin complexions (white and black) really close together. What is the best way to 
light this and be flattering to both persons? 
Alex
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Obviously, (and I know you know this) you try to get more light on the black person than the white 
person. The trouble is, they move about and swap positions. This is where you reach for your dimmer 
controls. In the barn of The Cider House Rules there were a number of night scenes where Charlize 
Theron and Toby Maguire kept trading places with Delroy Lindo. He is very tall and very dark. 
Charlize is tall and bright, Toby is short and er.. not so bright. (I'm referring to his skin, not his brain). 
Once you've plotted the scene with the director, you need to make sure that the appropriate amount of 
light falls on each actor in each position. As Charlize leaves a spot and is replaced by Delroy, the 
light level can be brought up to its new mark in the moment of empty space.

"What about color?", you might ask. Don't worry about it. If the light is too low then put a wire in it, 
or a gel, and bring it back up in level to make it cooler (bluer). Small changes like the ones I am 
talking about will be fine for color, as the skin tones that are walking into the light are very different 
anyway.

Remember that lighting is not always about being flattering: it's about creating the right atmoshpere 
for the story.

How much say does the cinematographer have in the lighting that's used during a shoot? 
Kelly

The most important job that a Cinematographer has is the lighting, and it's completely his or her 
decision. If a Director doesn't like the lighting, they hired the wrong person. If a Director wants to do 
the lighting, suggest he or she uses the gaffer directly, so that you can go home.

I'm at film school now, and a lot of lecturers are of the opinion that there is a tendency in Hollywood 
feature films to overlight scenes, and to overdo camera techniques, just for the hell of it. Would you 
agree with this? 
Scout

Yes I would. "Toys for Boys" is definitely a growing trend in the camera department, and as most 
directors and cinematographers are male, there's a lot of money, time and effort going into the most 
next most kinetic movie, with a hefty dose of CGI to add to the mix. Editors and computerized 
editing also have a part in this. I went to the Bourne Supremacy last night as I admired the first two 
and this one was "more of the same" but nevertheless very entertaining and superbly crafted. So I 
wouldn't criticize the techniques of this film as the lighting is very minimal and the hand-held camera 
serves the story in an entirely appropriate way. However there were five or so "trailers" for 
forthcoming movies and the audience laughed and scoffed at the sheer ridiculousness of each ensuing 
trailer where the level of bass and sheer "cuttiness" of the images just left one longing for the feature 
to start! Where the script is weak and the director useless, you will often find a frantic effort to 
overcome the mediocre story with visual effects, flashy camera and lighting but this will never make 
a good film from a poor script. Like a solid building, it's all about the foundation.

Oliver, 
I shoot most of my films on a Canon ZR500, which is a very low budget camera. However, if I light 
my INT scenes with three 1000 watt workplace yellow lights (the kind you would find in Wal-Mart for 
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less than $50.00) I get a very desirable image. But herein lies the problem, the lights need to 
obviously be plugged in and I'm not about to go out and drop over $1500.00 on a noisy generator. 
Have you heard of any other low budget lighting techniques?

I am probably not the person to ask! However, I can offer the following thoughts. 
Carrying a variety of brighter light-bulbs: existing practicals can be boosted to help light level. Look 
at the shades and use those that allow the light to escape in a suitable colour. Bicycle lights have 
become surprisingly bright and long lasting. These are small and convenient and can be used to pick 
up a small area or bounced off card.  
Lastly, your question seems to imply a 3 Kilowatt limit to most households and your need for a 
genny. You could also consider trading a couple of the 1000K lights for 6 x 300W lights. These 
would give you a lot more control, increase the areas you can light and still keep you off a generator. 
Modern cameras can deal with quite low light level, so use more units to make better control at a 
lower exposure level. This will also help with the seeing through windows as outside night lighting 
will still make some impact. 

Dear Mr. Stapleton, 
I have a question concerning the character of lighting in Hollywood films made in the 1940s, 
especially film-noir. A couple weeks back you said that back then film stocks were so slow that hard 
light was the only option. If so, why didn't they at least use soft lighting or bounce lighting for their 
fill lights since fill-lighting does not require as much wattage as key lighting? It would certainly make 
their fill lighting more seamless. I live in Poland and also recently had the privilege of working for 
Krzysztof Pakulski as a camera assistant. He told me that in the Polish film industry they had similar 
problems in the 1970s! According to him they only had hard lights and lighting anything soft was 
royal pain in the neck. I understand they didn't have kinoflo, but is bouncing a light off a white wall, 
ceiling or piece of Styrofoam that difficult? When was bounce lighting invented and why so late?

When was bounce lighting invented and when was "soft light" first used?  
--Jan

From Wikipedia: David Watkin is an influential British cinematographer who was among the first 
directors of photography to experiment heavily with the usage of bounce light as a soft light source. 
He has worked with such noted directors as Richard Lester, Peter Brook, Tony Richardson, Mike 
Nichols, Ken Russell, Franco Zeffirelli, Sidney Lumet, and Sydney Pollack.

I am sure David was not the first as, like all things in Cinematography, someone, somewhere has 
used each and every technique, probably without anyone noticing. However, that period in the 60's 
and 70's saw a move away from direct Fresnell lighting for a variety of reasons. One would be that 
film speeds increased making less light a possibility. Bounce lighting is very wasteful and needs a lot 
of light.

In the case of the film of Marat/Sade (1967), problems of a tight shooting schedule and restricted set 
space were innovatively resolved through the usage of one single lighting set-up for the entirety of 
the film - a translucent wall lit by twenty-six 10 kW lamps as the sole source of light. This is a bit 
extreme by todays standards, but the current use of 12K and 18K PAR lamps no doubt outgens the 26 
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10K's. 

Another reason is that direct light suits B/W more than colour.. Colours create their own separation 
and lighting can be much softer and still give a lot of dimension to the image. Also, as lenses have 
got sharper and with the increasing use of HD, softer light is more and more "de rigeur". 

There will always be changes in lighting fashions as each generation of Cinematographers and 
Directors strive to be "different". When I started in 1980, I hated soft light and dismissed it as 
"boring" because it was everywhere, so everything I lit everything between 1980 and 1985 was with 
direct light, usually with a variety of colours on the lights! Nowadays I am a bit more balanced in my 
approach, using what is appropriate to the particular movie. 

I am 15, and am interested in being a filmmaker someday. A friend and I are hoping to make a film 
noir spoof this summer, and I'm not sure what to do about lighting. Are there any techniques for 
getting this unique visual style? 
Will I need to purchase any special equipment? 
Thanks, I really enjoy reading your column.

Might be an idea to make your images black and white.. Always helps the mood and gets away from 
that "DV" look! Use low and wide camera angles as well as top shots: try not to just have "normal" 
shots but always think about how the shot will cut with more power and expression. Your normal DV 
camera should be fine, although you could think about getting a w/a lens adapter. For lighting try and 
avoid flat daylight as this is the least "noir-like" lighting. Front and back-lit sunlight is fine and carry 
come black cloths about to reduce the fill-light and increase the contrast. For lighting night and 
interiors remember that ordinary practical lights placed in the right place can create good effects. But 
for those hard shadows you will need a reasonably strong light with a single source to get the sharp 
shadow. Even a 500W bulb can achieve this if it is a reasonable distance. If the shadow is too soft, 
cut a smaller hole in something like baking foil (not paper!) and this will sharpen he shadow although 
with some loss of light. Low light with strong shadows and no fill is the basic idea of noir lighting. If 
you hang a single unshaded bulb in the middle of a room that always gets that low-down-mean-
bluesy feeling! Have Fun! 
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

THE "LOOK" - FILTERS/FILM STOCKS/FORMATS/LENSES etc.. 

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

In many films today, there is almost a cross process richness to the colors  
in the picture and the whites get blown out. There is also a very grainy  
texture and sharpness to the picture. Certain examples come to mind like  
U-turn by Oliver Stone it seems to be the DP Robert Richardson's personal  
style.  Other examples are Traffic and Mexico. My question is, is this  
usually done in post production, digitally or in developing the film? Is  
there a certain film you need to use or lighting technique to get this  
effect? Can you fake this digitally without looking too cheesy. 

I understand that in these examples it was done to portray the heat (desert,  
Mexico, South America etc...) and for stylistic reasons, but are there other  
reasons for which it is done? Such as, a good way to cover up low quality  
film formats or cheaper production processes?  
--Keith (Boston) 

Of the examples you mention, Traffic was shot digitally, using a high-end  
camera, and shot by the director with no DP involved.  He did this  
deliberately to get the "rough" look that he was after.  Much of the colour  
was graded afterwards.  Richardson loves to use many cameras, formats and  
techniques to obtain some of the wild imagery In U-Turn and other Stone  
movies.  Richardson is one of the most stimulating DP's working today as he  
is never afraid to try anything.  I would definitely put his work in the  
"pre-visualised" category.  Others may play about afterwards and alter the  
images digitally, but as far as I know he has not done this.  
Sometimes these "techniques" are used to cover up low quality work, but in  
the end "fake" is fake and audiences always sense this.  
There are many influences in achieving "the look", and whatever journalists  
and writers may analyse about a movie afterwards, each movie's "tone" comes  
about through a unique and temporary juxtaposition of circumstances, never  
to be repeated.  
This is why sequels rarely work. 

In movies such as American Beauty and Under Suspicion where consumer  
camcorders are used, are the images we see actualy video, and are they from  
that camcorder, or are these film which have been treated to look live  
video. If these bits were shot on video what format was used, mini-dv,  
dvcam, digibeta? 
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Thanks,  
Ed Macey - MacLeod 

The answer to this is yes, maybe, probably and no, but not necessarily in  
that order! Each cinematographer will have differing views as to how to  
shoot that type of material.  One might want the actor to use the DV cam  
then actually use the footage, whatever it's like (for "authenticity").  
Another might want more control and shoot on Digibeta or film and then  
"degrade" it afterwards.  It's a lot easier to degrade and image than  
"enhance" an image.  My preference is to shoot it "for real": if the actor  
is holding a miniDV then shoot with the actual camera.  Have him shoot it,  
look at it and if it needs something different shoot it yourself when he's  
gone out the room! 

Is there, nowadays, a fundamental difference in lighting a European film  
compared to a Hollywood film? When working on a Hollywood production with a  
director like Lasse Hallstrom, do you have to adapt to another (American?)  
style of working/lighting/using the camera? 

Thanks and regards, DC 

It's curious how often versions of this question come up.   Film making does  
not have a nationality -  and quite why a film directed by Lasse Hallstrom  
(who is Swedish), shot in Nova Scotia and Newfoundland, edited in New York  
with visual effects done in London,  qualifies as a "Hollywood" film I don't  
know - is it because Miramax (part of Disney) produced it? If a fella from  
Hollywood paid you to build a house in Newfoundland does than make it a  
Hollywood house?  If you drove by it and it looked like a Hollywood house,  
then the answer might be yes, but hopefully the house would blend in with  
its surroundings and then you would assume it was local. "Hollywood" (a  
place like Notting Hill is a place) is somewhere that a lot of cheques get  
issued for making films - what the film makers do with the films, and the  
style they shoot them in is another matter entirely. 

There are differences in the way the crew operates in different countries  
(like having Key Grips everywhere except the UK), but the crew adapts to the  
DP and Director rather than the other way round. All scripts suggest a  
style, and this style comes from the Drama, not from the nationality. 

Dear Mr. Stapleton, 

I am interested to know your views on using filtration in the camera to  
create colour effects or if you would always avoid this and make alterations  
in your lighting instead. Also what are your experiences of digital  
intermediate grading (such as Roger Deakins used for "O Brother," ) and do  
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you feel that the new technology will inform the way you shoot. Regards, *  
Simon Vickery 

Colour filters on the lens effect the whole of the frame, so you have a  
saturated filter to achieve something that you couldn’t achieve afterwards  
in grading/timing.  If you put a deep red filter on the lens you get a deep  
red picture which you couldn’t achieve in the lab, though you could on a  
computer. If you look at Shrek, or one of the other movies using  
animation/computer graphics you can see just how far “photo-realism” has  
come the last few years.  At the moment they are being used for fantasy and  
sci-fi subjects, but just around the corner someone will generate the first  
“street -look doco-hard-case-violence-confusion movie”.   Already the media  
is battling with all the traditional boundaries of “look” being broken, so  
the future is clearly a free-for-all based on all the new toys.  Once the  
toys aren’t new anymore things will settle down into a new standard.  In  
that sense the “new technology” informs the way I shoot ? though I shoot in  
a very traditional way compared to what is going on today. That’s because I  
work on films that are telling a story rather than making a couple of hours  
of razzle-dazzle.  The restraint shown by the animators in Shrek, and their  
concentration on story-telling is what makes the film so successful.  By  
going for a consistent  reality ? albeit a non-photographic one -  their  
characters come to life in an extraordinary way. 

 Dear Mr. Stapleton, 

I was wondering, I've seen documentaries on the making of films, and the  
lighting on the set looks completely different from what the film actually  
looks like. Is it because of lens, film stock, or am I not getting the whole  
picture, for example I'm only seeing the set for a few seconds. 

Sincerely, Tallman Boyd 

What you are seeing, Tallman, is essentially the difference between film and  
video.  The reason the set looks terrible, overlit and devoid of atmosphere  
is that there is a videographer at work, and not a cinematographer: and that  
unfortunate individual may be able to create very good work when he or she  
has the control of the light and is able to balance it correctly for video,  
but when you point a “news gathering” type camera at a film set you are  
going to get a “news gathering” look.  You have done us all a favour by  
pointing this out, because it actually is a wonderful illustration of the  
craft of the Cinematographer: the lighting is designed for the  
lens/stock/lab process that has been carefully thought out by the  
Cinematographer to achieve “the look”.   This means that when you point a  
different device at the same set, the “magic” disappears and you just have a  
recording rather than a crafted image. Viva Film! 
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I know the look of films can (especially, it seems, nowadays) vary a lot,  
down to the discretion of the cinematographer, but it's clear that the look  
of most Hollywood films has changed gradually and clearly over the decades.  
What exactly is it that has changed in cinematography (and cameras and  
stock) to create this evolution in look? 

--James 

To answer the question backwards, the cameras and lenses have influenced the  
change in "look" the least.  The cameras have got smaller and lighter (and  
some "specials" like the Eyemo specially small for stunt work etc): this has  
made the "trick" shot more possible, but you only have to look at Abel  
Ganz's Napolean to realise that wild camera work has been around a very long  
time. Modern lenses are an enormous "improvement" on old lenses: but it is  
surprising how many cinematographers don't like clean/sharp lenses and will  
either use old ones, or filter the new ones heavily. The most gains have  
been made in providing a T2 stop that has almost as high a resolution as a  
T5.6: and all this with little flare.  Sharpness is a double-edged sword -  
some digital videographers have found the artificial sharpness created in  
the digi world reveals the make-up in a way that is far from flattering.  
Lighting units are pretty much what they always have been, except that they  
are brighter, smaller, lighter.  Stocks are less grainy, sharper, faster. So  
all in all, it is more a change in sensibility than a change in technology.  
What is regarded as "slick" in cinematography today was looked at as a sin  
even 30 years ago.  A classic cinematographer would regard many of today's  
films as looking over-lit and "electric". Massive beams of light penetrating  
smoke through every window would be a case in point: the world only had one  
sun when I last looked. MTV and commercials have influenced modern movies  
and cinematography styles: The conundrum for today's cinematographer is that  
you want your work to be noticed, so make it loud - to be seen above the  
din. But brash cinematography works well on MTV and commercials, but isn't  
always the right answer for a feature... They'll always be change, and some  
of it will be for the better.. But Fake is Fake and an audience will always  
feel it even if they can't put a finger on why. One of the most bizarre  
things about today’s “natural colour” is that it is a far cry from the  
“natural colour” of 20 years ago, which shows that we learn what is natural  
in the world of photographic reproduction: and that perception is made in  
the context of a changing society. When we subject colour reproduction to  
the influences of a materialist view of life, the notion that colour  
reproduction will continue to become “better” is fraught with problems: what  
does “better” mean in relation to photographic reproduction: does it mean  
“brighter”, “sharper”, more “real” (whatever that is). The only improvement  
I can see that makes sense is for faster stocks (5000ASA and more) to have  
similar resolution and colour fidelity as today’s “slower” stocks. The  
constant criticism levelled at Digi reproduction is that it is “too sharp”,  
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“lacks life”, doesn’t have the “film look”.  As film-makers divide either  
side of the Digi line over the next decade, it will be no doubt the greatest  
change yet in what looks “normal” on our cinema screens.  Just as virtually  
every still image you see in a magazine these days is a photoshop  
manipulation, so more and more shots in any given film are computer  
manipulated.  Whether this constitutes a weakening of the Art of Film is the  
subject of the debate. 

I recently completed a low-budget short film, on 16mm. I lit the  
film very simply as I only had a few lights at my disposal. Still, I feel  
that with what I did have, I could've come up with better results. Now, this  
was my first film, and I did it to learn, but the main question I have going  
into my next project is this: Is there any particular setup that you or  
"most cinematographers" use that gets an initial "Hollywood Look" that you  
then alter or add to as needed for the scene? For instance, I've always read  
about three-point setups, with Key, Fill, and Back lights, but when I  
studied some films recently, like JURASSIC PARK, I found something a little  
different. It was pretty consistently lit throughout the film, inside and  
outside: Three (or Four) main sources. First a fairly soft Key light,  
usually at a pretty hard angle from one side. Two kickers from both left and  
right and almost directly behind the subject for rimlighting on both sides,  
and a hairlight for rimming the top of the head. In addition to these main  
sources, there was little else except for the obvious background lighting  
and soft fills here and there. (I like the way Dean Cundey used background  
practicals to justify rim lighting.) 

So, to repeat my question after all that gibberish: Is there any particular  
setup that you or "most cinematographers" use that gets an initial  
"Hollywood Look" that you then alter or add to as needed for the scene? 

Thank you for your attention in this matter. 

-Will Nicholson 

Hello Will, I don't really know what the "Hollywood Look" is but my advice  
would be to avoid it, assuming you manage to identify it.  I've never found  
copying anything to be either stimulating or satisfying: best to work from  
what is there, and if it isn't there, have a word with the designer!  There  
is a "look" attached to, say, Romantic Comedies (soft, no shadows) and  
Action films (blue, smoke etc) but it's very easy to find examples that  
don't conform to the norm, and they'll usually be the better for it. As well  
as studying the light used by cinematographers, look at the light provided  
for you every day in the world around you. Many a time I have arrived on a  
location in the morning and thought: it should look just like it does now  
(ie the natural light). Learning how to do that takes a while and it never  
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seems to be complete: but the journeys the thing. 

 How did Stanley Kubrick manage to give his films a distinctive  
look? The shots seem to capture the certain dimensions of a room or even a  
person's face. I heard he used to apply photographic lenses to the cameras  
he shot with but I'm still puzzled as his films look unlike any others I  
have ever seen. 

Andrew, Sydney. 

Thank you for a stimulating question. Kubrick had a background in  
photo-journalism and his first movies were documentaries which he shot  
himself: viz Day of the Fight (1951) Flying Padre (1951) Seafarers, The  
(1952) Fear and Desire (1953) He also shot his first feature film - Killer's  
Kiss (1955), which shows a strong sense of composition and tone which would  
continue throughout his work, even when he employed other cinematographers.  
His later films never used the same cinematographer twice, with the notable  
exception of John Alcott. Here’s the list: Lucien Ballard - The Killing  
(1956) George Kraus - Paths of Glory (1957) Russell Metty - Spartacus (1960)  
Ossie Morris (Lolita 1962) Gil Taylor - Strangelove (1964) Geoff Unsworth ?  
2001, A Space Odessy (1968) John Alcott - Barry Lyndon(1975), Clockwork  
Orange(1971). Doug Milsome - Full Metal Jacket (1987) Larry Smith ? Eyes  
Wide Shut (1999) 

I spoke to Jo Dunton, who provided equipment and gismo’s for some of  
Kubricks films, who said that Kubrick had a strong hand in both the  
composition and lighting of his films.  He would always “polaroid” each  
scene, and have the lab print a lighter and a darker “one light” print of  
each set-up.  No-one would ever see anything he shot until he handed it in  
at the end: not even the lab! Kubrick really understood cinematography, and  
experimented a great deal for each film, often lighting scenes entirely with  
practicals and virtually no “movie” lights.  He used wide-angle lenses a  
lot, and was not afraid to shoot very close with wide angle lenses. With his  
passing, we have lost one of the great eccentric genius’s of film: a man who  
knew exactly what he wanted and wasn’t afraid to make the demands of people  
that would enable him to get it. 

I just wrote a screenplay for a short film I will direct myself. It's about  
a woman (alcoholic) who leaves a bar (her psychological 'home') where only a  
few men still are. It's late at night. Once she's on the streets, which are  
deserted, she becomes insecure and she thinks that somebody's following her. 

Focusing on her and her state of mind, she ultimately panics and starts  
running. All the time the viewers must think that somebody is really  
following her. There is no dialogue, only her breathing, footsteps and her  
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heartbeat. At the end of the film the viewers know that it's all  
metaphorical for her state of mind. 

My question: How can I get [the] most pace in the film and make it a  
thriller, focusing on her and knowing that I must mislead the viewers till  
the end? The bar must be warm, so warm colours (red, yellow) I think are  
evident, but what to do on the streets (colors etc)?  And the final, in the  
field, is a questionmark. I want the viewers to say 'ohhhhh'. 

--Rene 

“.. the final, in the field, is a questionmark.” I’m not sure I understand  
the above sentence, so I’ll leave out any comments about the end.. remember  
that a directors intentions have to be “translated” by those he or she is  
working with, so clarity is a good start! The most obvious device is to have  
the camera follow your subject down the street handheld, this will  
immediately give the impression that there is someone following.  The  
“thriller” aspect is very much a lighting choice - use hard light with  
shadows, silhouette etc. if the streetlights are sodium use a suitable gel  
on the lights so the light feels like it’s coming from the streetlight.  
You could devise an Orson Welles moment with a shadow apparantly belonging  
to your leading actor but turns out to part company from her.  Using  
alleyways etc for the camera to peek around walls to see your actor will  
create tension.. If she’s running you might want to use a wheelchair or a  
car to hand hold the camera..  After all this you might want to devise an  
ending that doesn’t leave your audience suspended in mid-air! 

Dear Oliver, I am a no-budget filmer and want to take shots in  
the woods with fog and mist. We won't have power supply for an electrical  
fog machine, though. What other options do you know of? Do you have any  
advice for taking shots in the fog? Cheers, Andre 

There are so called fog filters made by Tiffen and Harrison which can help  
in your situation.  They come in different densities, and you can even get  
them graduated so just the top of frame in fogged.  However these filters  
don’t really make a wood look foggy for the simple reason that real fog in  
less dense in the foreground and more dense in the background - something  
you can’t do with a filter.  Also light interacts with mist/fog in the ways  
that make it special. Don’t forget that a simple 1K Honda garden generator  
would power a fog machine and give you a much better result. If the noise is  
a problem, dig a hole! 

 How do you decide the shade, mood and texture (Basic visual theme  
of a film) to shoot a film or scene? --yAzZ. 
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I’ll try to answer the question in relation to a film, rather than a scene,  
as to some extent the one follows from the other. The key decisions are made  
in pre-production. The elements involved are: 1. The Script: read, absorb,  
think, imagine then do it all again. 2. The Director. What  
films/books/plays/art or anything does the Director think relate to the work  
at hand.  Some Directors will volunteer this information - some you have to  
squeeze out of them. 3. The Production Designer. Talk, go to lunch, hang  
out.  Look at anything from location photos to Paintings/Films etc. Talk  
about the script, the director anything that relates. 4. The Costume  
Designer. Same as above and, most important, make sure they’re talking to  
each other and avoid the red dress on the red sofa. 5. Make-Up - this might  
have special requirements - does the leading actress have skin trouble etc!  
The above is the practical stuff that leads to film tests, which for me are  
the most important part of pre-production.  This is where you try things out  
and the feedback from the Director is crucial here.  This is a chance to put  
something on the screen that is related to the film and discuss it.  It’s a  
good time to be extreme, take risks and screw up if necessary: subsequent  
chats with the Director will start to guide the “look”. It’s important not  
to involve anyone except the creative people in this process. Once you’ve  
shot the first few days, the rest of the film should fall into place,  
because you’ve got a strong sense by then of what’s appropriate to any given  
scene within the film. These are just a few notes about what is a very long  
topic! 

 I've noticed many films, music videos and commercial these days  
employ a very stylistic "look" to their films, often with very deep  
contrast, saturated colors, etc. This look (most evident in the films  
produced by Jerry Bruckheimer and most music videos) differs quite a bit  
from traditional filmmaking. my question is, how is this done? do DPs expose  
normally and change the colors during the telecine, or is it done during the  
development process (like skip bleaching), or during production with gels,  
filters, etc? how do you get the colors the way they are in a film like "The  
Cell"? I'm a film student and they don't teach you that in film school.  
Thanks a lot. 

MJ Woo 

This is another lengthy topic, but here are some facts: 1. Overexposure and  
“printing down” increases colour saturation. 2. Some stocks are more  
“colourful” than others. 3. Skip bleach increases contrast and de-saturates  
colour. 4. Digital grading (not available normally in the feature film  
process) allows adjustment of contrast and treatment of individual colours  
in terms of saturation, hue and brightness. 5. Lighting a colour with it’s  
own colour ie a green gell on a light that is lighting green leaves, will  
increase colour saturation and the reverse is also true. 6. Production  
design is the single most important factor in the colour of a film. 

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/look.html (8 of 29)09/05/2009 11:08



Look

I am a beginning filmmaker and am looking to shoot a low-budget short film (less then 1 hour, but 
not a short) on 16mm film. After it's shot, we're going to have the film transferred to DV for editing 
on a computer. The final output format is tape/DVD. My question is: what are some things I can do to 
make the final film look as close to a 35mm color-corrected big-budget feature as possible? -Joel 

First of all, Shoot is Super 16mm both for the ratio which is 16:9 ish and for the extra quality from 
the increased use of the negative.  The remember that the depth of 16mm is greater than that of 
35mm, so if you want the “35mm” look then use wide apertures and longer lenses to create less depth 
of field.  The transfer is the crucial part of the process.  Make sure you are there supervising every 
shot as it comes off the negative.  Colour corrections can be made later, but the initial transfer defines 
the parameters within which you can make later changes so it is important to have that transfer match 
exactly what you intended when you shot it.  Don’t forget that the post-production house where you 
do the work is investing time and effort in making relationships with aspiring producers and DP’s, so 
if you beg for the extra half hour or whatever it takes to get it right, the good ones will give it to you.  
Having said that, the answer to quality is always not in the format but in the lighting.  Lighting is the 
key to mood and atmosphere ? so that’s where your concentration should go.  “Big Budget” is mostly 
“Big” for a few people like Film Stars ? the rest of us make do with whatever we can lay our hands 
on! 

I noticed that in the action and fight scenes in films such as Gladiator, the Patriot,  Mission 
Impossible II, and Saving Private Ryan, the images looked very "edgy", "contrasty", and 
"fast"(especially when the actors where in constant motion). At first I thought that the scenes were 
shot on digital video, but I could tell that they had grain. Also on the beginning of the film Catch Me 
If You Can, in the scene when Tom Hanks was talking to the French policemen in the rain, the same 
look was there, but it wasn't an action scene. I would be very glad if you can explain how 
cinematographers create this sort of " hard', "edgy", "fast", look. 

Thank you,  
Josh 

Chances are that all these examples were created in different ways. “edgy” images are a combination 
of choices that may or may not include the following techniques:  
1. Hand-held camera work  
2. Wide angle lenses and very long lenses  
3. Bleach by-pass processing (increases the contrast and de-saturates the colour)  
4. Shallow depth of focus (wide open apertures)  
5. small shutter angle creating “strobing”  
6. slow-motion combined (or not) with narrow shutter  
7. CGI enhancement (a lot of this in Gladiator).  
8. Rapid editing techniques 

And so on…! 

Currently I'm shooting a short film on minidv.  When I  
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started shooting we were indoors and I decided that I  
liked the way that the outdoor setting looked indoors.  
 Of course it gave it more of an orange/yellow glow  
and things looked softer.  I just got done watching  
Amelie shot on film of course and noticed that it also  
has an orange/yellow glow.  How did they achieve that  
on film?  Also I will soon be shooting outdoors and I  
want to keep the orange/yellow look, what should I do  
because I know the outdoor light will neutralize it. 

--Tom 

Grading (or timing in the USA) is one way to create an overall tone to a scene.   This also can be 
achieved on a computer quite easily. But this will be “overall” and will not differentiate say a warm 
face from a cool background.  If you want to keep the orange glow for outdoors you could “fool” you 
minidv camera if it has manual colour balance.  If you did a manual balance on a blue card outside (ie 
turn the blue card white) then when you film in daylight the image would go very warm.  The amount 
of blue you balanced with would control the amount of warmth.  Alternatively you could add this 
afterwards, though the effect will be slightly different.  If you have automatic colour balance there in 
nothing you can do in the camera, as the camera will just neutralize any colour filters you try to put 
on the front. 

Amelia, like all films, achieves it’s “look” through a combination of Art Department, Costume 
Department and the Cinematographer all working towards creating it’s brilliant colour and tone. (and 
a digigrade!). 

I am a film student who has fallen in love with the deep, saturated colors in two specific films: 
George Washington and Jesus' Son. Despite my best efforts to get a detailed explanation of exactly 
how the DP's achieved this affect, I've been given a myriad of answers from film stock to timing in 
post. I'm holding out that since both of these films were on modest budgets it might be possible for me 
to replicate the look for an upcoming production.  Do I have a chance? 

Thanks  
Daniel 

I haven’t seen either of these films, but there are several ways to achieve this.  You haven’t said 
whether you are projecting this film, but this makes a difference to how you might achieve what you 
want.  Let’s assume you are projecting and are not digi grading.  
Colour saturation in a print is a result of: 

●     Choice of film stock
●     Exposure level
●     Print stock.
●     Other “outside” factors that will contribute:
●     Wardrobe
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●     Art Department
●     Lighting

 
Film stock. In general (but not always) slower stocks are more colour saturated.  Over exposure (up 
to a point) will result in greater colour saturation.  “Premier” print stock (Kodak) is more colour 
saturated than “normal” stock. “Reversal” stocks such as Kodachrome and Ektachrome have a 
completely different “lool” to negative stocks.  These are used quite a bit in commercials and pop 
videos for that reason.  They have a lot less tolerance for under and over exposure so beware! 

Outside factors.  It is obvious that a if someone wears a bright yellow shirt and stands against a red 
background that will have a very zippy colour. In a city in the street using real people you won’t have 
much control over this, but you do have control over…  
Lighting. In general the more “front-lit” the more colour saturated. For example, in Earth Girls Are 
Easy (very colour saturated), I shot LA always in front sunlight and used polar filters to deepen the 
colour of the sky.  In The Grifters (also shot in LA) I did the reverse ? only shot in back light, and 
when sky’s were in shot I would use grad filters the wrong way up to lighten the sky and turn it 
white.  Colour rendition is de-saturated when it is very overexposed in the neg (like a hot sky), and 
make the most saturated when it is somewhere near mid-tone.  
When lighting interiors, the same rules apply, with the added bonus that is you light a colour with it’s 
own colour it will become much more saturated (but watch those faces!). 

If you are digi grading then you have a whole other level of control available (see Amelie).  This has 
to be assessed with a careful series of tests with the specific post houses involved. 

I'm a big fan of movies from the '80s. A large number of films from that decade had a specific, almost 
dreamlike quality to them. Night exteriors seemed cool and fluorescent, while day interiors seemed 
warm and smoky. I think Adam Greenberg was best at creating that atmosphere. To get a better sense 
of what I mean, take a look at the first couple minutes of both Wisdom and Near Dark. My question 
is, how was this look achieved? Are we talking film stock, lighting, color timing, or all of the above? 
I'm dying to know the dynamics behind such a process. Can it be done today, or am I just seeing 
things, and you've no idea what I'm babbling about? You have full permission to laugh at me. Thank 
you.??--John

It's always hard to know what 'dates' a style. I look at some of the films I shot in the '80s and I can see 
they have an '80s look. I think it is a combination of colour, art direction, costume and camera 
movement. The stocks and lighting have changed in subtle ways, but the use of the camera has 
changed enormously. Adam shot quite a number of action films, which would be characterized by the 
fact that nearly all of it was shot 'live' with very little 'optical' work (now called CGI because it is 
done on a computer). So there is an 'authentic' look there, which is because it's not animation. It's not 
over-the-top computer game style film making. The remake of The Italian Job which came out 
recently was a reminder of 'real' film making, and I thought benefited enormously from its lack of 
'visible' CGI work. The most obvious change is that all sorts of very sophisticated gismos have come 
out in the last ten years to make cameras move about in a way that they never could before, so 
'dynamic camera movement' is almost de rigueur in today's movies.
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What do you think of the new Kodak Vision film stock, and have you used it on your current work? 
I've heard the 16mm version looks great also. ??--Rob

The Vision 2 stock is quite amazing as the 500ASA film has the grain of around a 200ASA film. It is 
quite low contrast (which I like). I used it a lot in a recent film called An Unfinished Life which 
Lasse Hallstrom directed (released later this year). Stocks get better all the time which is fun because 
it means that the digi camp is constantly trying to catch up a moving target!

How is the aspect ratio decided for a film? Most are 2.35, others are 1.85.??--Charles

It's a decision led by the director or the cinematographer, or both. Production designers and producers 
also have their opinions, so the actual decision might be made by any combination of these people. 
2.35 used to be reserved for action films and 'epics' but this has changed slowly in the last twenty 
years. Now films like The Hairdresser's Husband are shot in 2.35 where the action take place almost 
entirely in a hair salon. Some multiplexes are made in such a way that the screen actually gets smaller 
for 'widescreen' by losing height and depth. This contributes to the fact that the ratio is now chosen 
solely for aesthetic reasons, and not by 'genre'. There are also practical considerations - if there are 
small children in the film who spend a lot of time with their parents walking about, then 2.35 may not 
be a wise choice. Guys on horses generally work well in 2.35 because you can spread them along the 
frame. Sergio Leone used 2.35 exclusively to make the kind of frames that became his trademark. 

I drove by a beautiful lake the other day. The light outside was a gorgeous, light, melancholy blue. I 
wanted to photograph it, but I didn't have my camera. I went back a day later, and the light simply 
wasn't that beautiful, sad blue. It occurred to me, though, that I could take the picture on a certain 
film stock with a certain lens, and put it through certain manipulations in a lab, or digitally alter it, 
to make it look somewhat like the scene I saw the day before that I so loved. But this seemed fake, 
false to me. Does it not bother you putting film stocks through certain processes to get a certain 'look' 
that wasn't really there? Wouldn't you rather capture the space as it actually was, or wait for that 
melancholy blue rather than faking it? How do you reconcile getting the artistic effect you want with 
the fact that photographs are supposed to be 'realistic'? Art?

It's a problem I have as an aspiring photographic artist.--David

I think you have a "reality" crisis that is false. Edward Weston's diaries talk a lot about this subject, as 
did the whole F64 group in the 1930's. Cartier-Bresson had a lot to say about not manipulating 
pictures. I think it comes from a misunderstanding of the nature of photography as opposed to the 
nature of reality - using it in the sense of "what was there". As a cinematographer you have very little 
power: very few directors (although there are some) will wait to come back the next day because the 
light is wrong. So you have to continuously create the best you can from the available circumstances. 
Is this a manipulation to make a "look" that wasn't really there?

Sticking to cinematography (which I think has different moral and ethical considerations to 
photographs), I would maintain that all cinematography is a manipulation a-priori. So why fuss about 
this or that manipulation being acceptable or not? The reason why people like the work of say Roger 
Deakins, is because it has coherence to it, a certain way of presenting images that people sense is 
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powerful. Some images are digitally manipulated, some of them are straight from storyboards, but 
what they add up to is a sequence of moving pictures that feel 'true'. It is this truth that I think is 
important. Only the cinematographer and the crew know what was there in the first place. Sunsets are 
a good challenge: they can look amazing and people will stand awestruck in front of them. Render 
them on film and suddenly it looks banal and ordinary. So what something feels like at the time, 
sensed through all our senses, has to be 'translated' to have power as an image, moving or otherwise. 

In the film Saving Private Ryan, the footage had a distinctive grade which has similarly been used for 
HBO's "Band of Brothers". Is this mainly a question of grading the film or was it achieved thru "in 
camera" techniques or lighting? ??--Simon

Without commenting on your specific comparison, the "look" of a film is a combination of many 
many factors. Some of these will be stock and processing, some are from timing (grading) - was it 
Digi or not? - and some will be lighting, location and design. "In-Camera" techniques would include 
choice of lenses and filters and now the choice of whether it is a film or digital camera. Lighting 
techniques are fast becoming the only area where the word "modern" is relatively meaningless. The 
lighting units have become smaller and lighter and more intense, but the business of where the lights 
are placed has stayed true to the principles established a very long time ago. If you think the "look" of 
these two pieces of work are similar, it could come from any of the above factors. 

I am making a music video and looking for a particular look of overexposure/high key /with saturated 
colours. Should I am be using 16mm Kodak or Fuji? ??--Michelle

Highest saturation would be achieved with reversal stock: but this carries with it a sacrifice in film 
speed and also exposure range ? get the exposure wrong and you will suffer! As you say, 
overexposure and "printing down" will also increase colour saturation. Your greatest tools now are in 
the Telecine suite where you will be able to isolate each colour and "saturate" that colour without 
affecting the others. For stock choice, stay away from Kodak's "Expression" range as these are 
designed for low contrast and de-saturated colours. The question of Fuji or Kodak is really a matter 
of taste: any generalizations are not really worth the sentence. Test if you can, and if you can't then 
follow your instincts as they already seem on the right path. 

Why does it appear that most recent movies have lost their sense of artistic visual style? There seems 
to be no real texture to the images. Depth of field is little used resulting in flat, two dimensional 
images. What about light and color. Emphasis is on fast moving cameras,CGI and over-editing. Are 
time and expense the reasons? Where are the likes of Haskel Wexler, Gordon Willis, Nestor 
Almendros, Vittorio Storaro, Alex Thompson, Philippe Rousselot, Bill Butler, John Alcot and Gilbert 
Taylor? (I enjoyed your work on Restoration!) ??--Michael

Haskell Wexler: Just finished shooting Silver City with John Sayles 
Gordon Willis: semi-retired? 
Nestor Almendros: Died 1992 
Vittorio Storaro: Shooting Exorcist: The Beginning 
Alex Thompson: Looking for a job. 
Philippe Rousselot: Shooting Charlie and the Chocolate Factory 
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Bill Butler: Working in TV 
John Alcott: Died 1986 
Gilbert Taylor: Retired ? he is 90!

Glad you like one thing I shot. Guess you could have looked these guys up instead of me, but I did 
enjoy it. I disagree that "recent movies have lost their sense of visual style." Maybe you've been 
watching too many action movies, or perhaps not the right ones. Just a short list of current films that I 
consider have tremendous visual style (in no particular order): 
Lord of the Rings 
Northfork 
Frida 
Kill Bill 
Anything Eduardo Serra shoots. 
Big Fish 
Elephant Man and so on.

Time and expense are rarely the reasons for uninspiring movies. It's really really hard to make a 
movie that isn't forgotten in a short space of time. It relies on all the elements being there in the right 
moment: if it were common it wouldn't be special. 

2005

If you wanted a film with a '70's feel (ie the lower film quality featured in films such as Dog Day 
Afternoon), what is the cheapest way to do so? ??--Alex

Don't know how to answer this - cheap is not often good (though it is sometimes), so what is the 
question for? If you are asking if can you make a film look like Dog Day Afternoon without spending 
much money, the answer is no. Can you make it look like that using a DVCam? No. Can you make a 
film look like that using Digi images very carefully? yes -ish. 

Remember that the nature of an image is the sum of all things. The art direction, the actors, make-up, 
costume, and only then lighting, lenses and cinematography. So the look isn?t any one thing. A "70?s 
feel" will mean many things to many people. If you want a look for a film, I say: start with the script, 
discuss with the director and designer and figure out the look from scratch. 

Note: I went on to make "The Hoax" with a 70's look, shot in 2006. The technique I used was to use 
fast film stock (for the grain), Tiffen FX filters to soften the image, then - and this is the clever part! - 
I electronically sharpened the image in the DI process. This further enhanced the grain, whilst 
restoring the sharpness I lost with the filters. Neat! 

First off let me say that your work on The Shipping News and The Cider House Rules was great. I am 
a big fan of the darker side of filmmaking, I enjoy the grittier, desaturated look with high contrast. If 
I am going to use a double fog will that limit me to what I can do to get the look I want???--Ken

Thanks for the compliment. I rarely use fx filters as I like a "clean" image. Having said that, fog 
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filters used subtly can be quite effective in making highlights "bleed" and makes lenses look more 
like older uncoated lenses. If you are planning to use this filter throughout a film, try and test it in all 
the possible lighting situations you may encounter. You might use it on a lit person in a room at night 
and think: I like what this is doing to the fire and the light bulb in the practical. I like what she looks 
like with that slightly softer skin tone. But then you might take it outside and shoot with that same 
person with a bright sky in the BG and find that the skylight floods the image and makes it "milky". 
So then you end up with a box of fog filters of different grades that you use in different lighting 
conditions and with different lenses. (The longer the lens, the more it will emphasize the 
characteristics of a diffusion filter).

2005

I was wondering if cinematographers ever use different film formats frequently within the same 
project, like using footage shot on Super 35 or in anamporphic for a film being distributed in a 
matted format. If so, what sort of difficulties does that type of operation entail? ??--Sam

I'm not sure what a "matted" format is, but it is possible to originate films in many different formats 
now as long as the result is via a DI (Digital Interneg), as the various formats can be "welded" into 
one in the computer. What is not possible is to change projection format during the film.. so you still 
have to decide on one "frame" (either 1:1.235 or 1:185) for the movie. Robert Richardson (winner of 
the Oscar this year for The Aviator) is fond of using different cameras and film formats for the 
different looks within his films: he seems to know what he is doing.. (2007 - Now that DI is almost 
normal for a feature, the mixing of formats and even Digital & Film is much more common.)

I noticed that in the action and fight scenes in films such as Gladiator, The Patriot, Mission 
Impossible II, and Saving Private Ryan, the images looked very "edgy", "contrasty", and 
"fast" (especially when the actors where in constant motion). At first I thought that the scenes were 
shot on digital video, but I could tell that they had grain. Also on the beginning of the film Catch Me 
If You Can, in the scene when Tom Hanks was talking to the French policemen in the rain, the same 
look was there, but it wasn't an action scene. I would be very glad if you can explain how 
cinematographers create this sort of " hard', "edgy", "fast", look. ??--Josh

Chances are that all these examples were created in different ways. "Edgy" images are a combination 
of choices that may or may not include the following techniques: 
Hand-held camera work 
Wide angle lenses and very long lenses 
Bleach by-pass processing (increases the contrast and de-saturates the colour) 
Shallow depth of focus (wide open apertures) 
Small shutter angle creating "strobing" 
Slow-motion combined (or not) with narrow shutter 
CGI enhancement (a lot of this in Gladiator). 
Rapid editing techniques

I once heard someone talking about putting pantyhose over the camera lens. What kind of effect does 
this have??--Ashley
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The first effect is a string of rude jokes from the camera crew. The second is that it "softens" the 
image by a factor that depends on the size of the mesh. Silk Stockings used to come (maybe they still 
do but I haven't tried them for awhile) in mesh sizes: I seem to remember that Dior 10 was very 
popular -- a London Filter company bought out all the remaining stock when Dior discontinued them 
and then sold them to Cinematographers at a great profit! You can put them on the front or the back 
of the lens, which makes a difference in the result. It's a useful device for commercials: the range of 
Tiffen and other soft filters is now so great that it may be dropping out of fashion. Try it out for 
yourself on a video camera with a removable lens: it'll give you an idea of what does what.

I love Citizen Kane, especially because of the great cinematography. I think the use of "universal 
perspective" was wonderfully used throughout the movie. However, I have never seen any other 
movies that have used this technique. Why aren?t movies made with this technique? And are there 
any other movies that employ it???--Nate

I haven't come across the term "universal perspective" but I guess it must be in some book describing 
the movie. The more general term for the technique used in this movie is "deep focus". This means 
the use of large amounts of light to get focus in both the background and the foreground by using a 
small T-stop. In this particular film, the striking images were a result of the use of careful design in 
both the photography and the sets. Many other movies have used similar techniques, though never, 
perhaps, to such great effect. The B/W also contributes to the graphic nature of the images. There is 
also a device called a "split focus dioptre" which goes in front of the lens to render very close focus 
on both foreground and background. It needs some sort of "line" like a bedpost to loose the transition 
on, as essentially it gets the lens to focus close where the filter is, and then at it?s scale distance 
where the filter isn?t. A modern technique seen in many pop videos and commercials is the use of 
"tilt and shift" lenses which alter the plane of focus. In a sense this is the opposite effect, giving very 
shallow selective focus. "Deep focus" became very fashionable for a while after the release of Citizen 
Kane and many other directors/cameramen tried it in their B/W films: Citizen Kane still remains the 
supreme example.

I've noted in the past that several Verhoeven sci-fi films (Robocop, Total Recall, and Starship 
Troopers) have, to my untrained eye, a similar look & feel to them - a kind of matt, cartoony, but 
super-real look, if that makes sense. I've just looked on IMDB and found cinematographer Jost 
Vacano worked on all of them, and production designer William Sandell worked on the first two.

Q1) If you've seen these movies, could you explain in basic terms what the common factors are, that 
give the films the look they have? (I mentioned the production designer earlier, because it seems the 
set design may have something to do with it.)

Q2) This "look" seems rare - would you say that the director or cinematographer in these films has 
had the greater impact on "the look"? (After reading your columns, I'm starting to think I should be 
grabbing movies by cinematographers of movies I like, rather than directors!)

Q3) Incidentally, does it make you angry that IMDb lists directors and writers at the top and hide 
DPs under a separate link???-Nick
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1. The common factors you have pointed out yourself. Jost Vacano worked with Verhoeven before 
they came to the USA so there was a long and solid relationship behind them when they made these 
films. The "cartoon" look would have been more production design than cinematography: the "super-
real" look more about lighting than production design. There is a lot of interface between these two 
things - something rarely understood by critics and commentators, who naturally want to identify 
exactly who did what. Film is a communal art: only animators can make films on their own.

2. Without knowing the individuals involved this is impossible to judge. Some directors are more 
visually aware than others: if you look at Verhoeven's later work after these films does the look 
continue? If so then it is safe to say the choice was his and the DP and designer were led by his 
vision. Some cinematographers have a "look" (eg "Hot" highlights would be Robbie Richardson), but 
most "adapt" to the project at hand, so only after many movies would you start to see the character of 
the DP.

3.There's no reason to worry about such a trivial thing as a credit listing: that's something that 
producers and agents like to fight about. Writing is the architect, the director is the captain: they both 
deserve the credit. If you add the DP then there at least four others you have to add also.

I know why the color in today's movies looks so poor compared to films made in the 50's and 60's (I 
saw the documentary about what happened to the Technicolor process, though I still can't understand 
why no one can re-create it using current technology), but what about black and white? Why do 
black and white films made from the 30's through 60's look so much better than, say, a film like 'The 
General' or 'The Man Who Wasn't There'? These are really pitiful attempts to use black and white 
effectively. Is it the film stock (as it is with color) or is it just that today's photographers are 
incapable of recreating the type of images created for the great black and white films? ?-Erik

This is, I think, a somewhat harsh observation although with some truth to it. I am not very technical 
(you might get a more detailed reply by posting on Cinematography.net), but I can give you a kind of 
rundown. Like Richardson on The Aviator, I looked into 3 strip in the 1980's for a film called 
Absolute Beginners. As we couldn?t process in China (which is only place running that bath) we 
couldn't do it. Many cinematographers have tried to achieve this look since and it wasn't until the DI 
world came along that a technical route became achievable. The Aviator seems to have as many 
detractors as it does admirers: it certainly had an interesting enough look to win the Oscar, bit it also 
didn't look as good as it would have done if it was shot in 3 strip!

Ecology has had a bit impact on stock development over the last 20 years and a whole bunch of 
damaging chemicals have been removed both from the film and the processes involved. The amount 
of silver in the emulsion, to name just one factor, has decreased significantly. The amount of apparent 
grain has decreased significantly. Most B/W is now made by turning color into b/w and this just 
doesn?t have the look and feel of shooting and printing on b/w. You cannot release print a film on b/
w stock (I think!) because it would be just too expensive to change the workflow of print production 
(when hundreds or thousands are involved).

I think the best of today's cinematographers are the equal of their departed colleagues, but the tools 
available are very different. Like all progress things get lost: one of my most memorable experiences 
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was seeing Napoleon with a live orchestra in London. Director Abel Gance was worried that the 
images wouldn't have the proper impact by being confined to a small screen. Gance thought of 
expanding it by using three cameras next to each other. For the first time, cinema utilized a 
rectangular image (approx. 4.00:1 aspect ratio). It wouldn't be until later that the widescreen lens 
would be made and it wouldn't be until the American Cinemascope that this process goes 
mainstream. (from IMDB). I came out of that screening feeling what a tragedy it has been that Silent 
Cinema ended. I have the same feelings about the future departure of film as an origination medium. 
Viewing a movie is as complex as any other process in the brain: when you watch Casablanca it's not 
just the nature of the lighting and the cinematography but the whole damn thing - impossible to 
reproduce so don't try!

A rather specific question...Last night I rented a video copy of Fassbinder's The Marriage of Maria 
Braun. The shots seemed oddly disjointed and incoherent. Do you feel Fassbinder intended this as a 
visual metaphor for the post-war discombobulation or was he just working with a shitty cameraman? 
I know he was a genius and all, rah rah rah, but whats going on here? ?-Scott

If you care to look up the cinematographer of this film, I think you might agree that Michael Ballhaus 
is not a "shitty cameraman". I certainly have never found this film anything but fascinating, so I 
would imagine your strange reaction to its visual imagery must be born of some modern taste for 
MTV style cinematography. Alternatively it's quite possible that your video copy was horrible: 
something that hopefully will get better as the work gets transferred properly to DVD.

What kinds of filters are used while shooting black & white film and does costume color selection 
play an important part in the process before shooting? ?-Imran

First of all please understand that using colour filters for shooting black and white negative film does 
not work when you shoot Colour film and turn it to black and white later. In essence a filter will 
lighten its own colour. In other words if you use a blue filter on a blue sky it will turn white: if you 
use a red filter it will turn black, or very dark. A red filter makes for impressive contrast and tends to 
lighten skin tones and make both foliage and sky very dark. Obviously reds costumes will become 
light in tone and green or blue costumes will turn dark. 
If you are after a special look on a face, then you can experiment with colour filters and different 
kinds of make up and lipstick colours. These techniques were used to great effect in the old days of 
silent film and film noir. Yellow, Orange and red are the most commonly used filters. Each one will 
have its own exposure compensation - some requiring as much as 3 stops. 
The above means that choice of costume and background colours are of great importance as you need 
to separate by tone and light and not by colour. This is why there tends to be more use of backlight 
when shooting in B/W. Black and White is to me the most beautiful use of film and it saddens me 
that there is so little opportunity to use it.

In Fear and Loathing In Las Vegas there are a bunch of scenes, like in the hotel room, where there 
are wide shots with a lot of variation in the lighting. A spot here will be dark, and somewhere else 
will be light, and often different shades of color. How do you light a large area with this kind of look? 
Are the lights all hung above the frame???-Austin
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Yes and No. If it is a set then of course the ceiling will not be there (unless it is in frame), so you 
have the opportunity to hang lights above the frame. Sometimes you can cheat by putting the lights in 
the shot and then removing them afterwards in CGI, but this costs a lot. 
An important part of preparing for a shoot is to work with the designer is putting beams, wall returns 
and furniture for you to hide lights behind. There is the window too. Sometimes what appears to be a 
different color of light is in the art direction: and shade is created by a lack of light, but also by darker 
colors. 
Fear and Loathing has a very stylized "look", so you can be a lot more non-naturalistic with the 
lighting in those types of films. You can generally see lighting that is hung above by looking at the 
shadows cast on the actors as they move about the room: also if smoke or "atmos" is used, top 
lighting is not really possible without the beams showing up in the atmos.

When we watch films (mainstream), TV shows (dramas or sitcoms), and normal home videos (with 
camcorders), we can clearly see the difference in their pictures. Just by looking at a brief clip, we 
could probably tell if it?s a film, TV show, or home video (due to the certain look/feel each has). 
My question is what makes them look different from each other? Is it simply because films use much 
more expensive cameras to shoot? Or is it because they adjust the picture after shooting? Or are 
there other reasons???-Peter

First of all there is cost, which affects several elements that affect the look of a picture. If it is shot on 
film, then it will have the look and feel of film which has a grain structure (now barely visible) and a 
more shallow depth if it is 35mm (more expensive, bigger cameras) or 16mm (less expensive, smaller 
cameras). Ironically, US TV has a tradition of shooting on 35mm for the quality and hasn?t really 
caught on to the fact that Super 16mm which suits the new 16:9 format, has a quality that is perfectly 
good for TV. So "high end" sitcoms like Friends are shot on 35mm film to give them a classy look, as 
well as provide good archival storage for future generations to watch the episodes on the media-of-
the-day (no doubt ipod-NanoTV). If is shot on video or what now likes to be called digital, it might 
be anything from 24p or Digi Beta which is high quality, to MiniDV which is low quality. These 
formats all look different but have a large depth of field in common. The "other reasons" are that 
more care tends to be taken with higher budgets because there is more time to make it look good. An 
hour of TV might be shot in 6 days: 6 days shooting on a large feature might produce 8 minutes of 
screen time! All that time goes into costume, art direction and careful shooting of the drama along 
with "options" which gives the editor more material to play with. "Cutting Ratio" describes the 
amount shot compared to the amount used: 7:1 used to be considered reasonable: nowadays it's 
probably more like 20 or 30:1. Manipulation of the image after shooting is now standard practice, but 
there are definite limitations and one of the most crucial is that the sharpness of the original image 
can't be improved much so the picture is still only as good as it was in the first place, albeit with 
many fancy tools to manipulate it.

I have often heard cinematographers use one f-stop throughout an entire film. How is this 
accomplished? I am dying to know.??-Rupert

The reason for this is to achieve a uniform look in terms of the sharpness of the lenses and the depth 
of field. It used to be the case that a lens at T4 (same as F-stop more or less), was much sharper than 
the same lens at T2. This is still the case, but much less so. so a Cinematographer might choose to 
shoot a film at T2.8 because he or she likes the "look" at that T-stop. 
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This is achieved by adjusting the exposure with the use of Neutral Density filters (ND's). These are 
one-stop decreases in light so you have a range ND3,ND6,ND9 etc. So if you are outside and the 
exposure should be T5.6, you would use an ND6 to get it back to T2.8 which is where you want to 
shoot. 
Of course longer focal lengths have less depth, so you might decide on an F-Stop for each lens, so 
that the longer lenses have a lower T-stop to compensate for their inherent lack of depth. With a wide 
angle outside showing a view, the depth becomes irrelevant since everything is in focus, so you might 
choose a stop which has the best resolving power for that lens, which is likely to be in the T4-T8 
range.

2006

What is the most unique aspect of cinematography? What is the cinematographer trying to achieve 
through color? Is it just for conveying esthetics, or is color symbolic of something? ??-Christa

Yikes! Not sure how to deal with this without writing a book? What is the most unique aspect of 
cinematography? I guess it is capturing movement at 24fps and then re-creating that movement on a 
screen so that it appears to be "real". This was what impressed people when the Lumiere brothers 
showed a train coming towards an audience and everyone dived for cover. I had a 3 year old daughter 
who said to me "Are they real" when I was showing some rushes and she was sitting on my lap. So re-
creating reality is perhaps the single most powerful aspect of cinematography: it certainly outdoes 
still photos and painting for reminding us of what a person or place looked like at a certain time. 
Whilst Lumiere went around shooting real places, Meliere invented the idea of the "fantastic" in the 
cinema, so these two strands have continued right through to today.

What is the cinematographer trying to achieve through color? The color is both the challenge and the 
problem of cinematography. To answer the question it might be useful to "subtract" what 
cinematography is when it is black and white. On a certain level it is less realistic since we see the 
world in colour. Since it is less realistic it is more symbolic and leaves more to the imagination - a bit 
like the leap between radio and cinema. A teamster who was driving me around recently told me he 
only watches black and white films because "colour films are boring". I questioned him quite closely 
on this as I found it rather fascinating since a Teamster is not the most likely person to see any kind 
of film, let alone be obsessed with black and white films. I was trying to figure out whether it was the 
films themselves that he liked (Bogart, Bacall etc) or whether it was because they were in black and 
white. I concluded it was a bit of both...nostalgia and abstraction in equal measures!

So the challenge of colour is to make it mean something. This is much easier in a period film because 
all of the elements are controlled, so the Cinematographer, Director, Production Designer etc can get 
together and decide on an esthetic for the film which does not just rely on Cinematography. There is a 
colour esthetic put forward by Vittorio Storaro which I find pedantic. However, he is worth reading 
as a lot of what he has to say about cinematography is very apposite:

"All great films are a resolution of a conflict between darkness and light," Storaro says. "There is no 
single right way to express yourself. There are infinite possibilities for the use of light with shadows 
and colors. The decisions you make about composition, movement and the countless combinations of 
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these and other variables is what makes it an art."

There's a great deal to learn about colour by studying painting: but remember that painting and 
cinema are quite different in form so for me it just as interesting to study and listen to music in 
relation to Cinematography. Generally the problem with colour is that there is simply "too much" 
both in terms of saturation and range. Restricting both these elements is a good start to finding an 
esthetic for a particular movie. 

just watched Blow Up and was struck by the vivid colors and sharp contrast of the film. The films 
made in the last couple of decades do not have the same "look and feel." If I wanted to reproduce this 
look, what would I need? Are there similar film stocks sold today? Would I also need to use vintage 
equipment?  
George

This kind of question always makes me feel like an idiot because there is no real answer as to how to 
"reproduce the look" of a particular movie. 
Movies are of their own time and the number of factors that go into "the look" are many. Here are 
some of them:

1. Lenses  
2. Filters  
3. Film Stock and format  
4. Lab processes  
5. Production Design/Locations  
6. Costume Design  
7. Actors/Actresses and the way they are made up.  
8. Shooting Style  
9. Editing

And last, but definitely not least, the manner in which you view the film (TV, VHS, DVD, Cinema 
etc etc.) So having answered the question by not answering it, I'll say a couple of obvious things 
about the particular factors you mentioned "vivid colours and sharp contrast".

Vivid colours definitely had a period during the Technicolor 3 strip process (check out the yellow/
gold in the Wizard of Oz) but this period was over by the 1960's, when Technicolor sold all the 
equipment to China. An excellent history of this system is at http://www.widescreenmuseum.com/
oldcolor/technicolor1.htm

In The Aviator, an attempt was made to simulate the look via DI processes: it won the Oscar last year 
so I guess a lot of people liked it! In the last 30 years the stocks from Kodak have altered quite a bit, 
mainly less grain, less contrast and sharper. At any given moment, not only will the above factors 
contribute to "the look", but also the particular choices made by the Cinematographer at the time with 
relation to lab processes and all the other factors. Print stocks have also changed a lot. There used to 
be many choices, then there were 3 (Kodak, Fuji, Agfa) then there were 2 (Kodak, Fuji) and now 
there are 3 again (Kodak x 2, Fuji). Every year there are subtle changes in both the shooting and 
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printing stocks and sometimes I wish they would just go on holiday for 5 years or so while we get 
used to the new one!

As far as using vintage equipment is concerned, you could choose older lenses which have more flare 
(less contrast) and less sharpness. The camera won't make any difference so use a modern one: it's 
better, easier, lighter, quieter etc.

Hi. My all-time favorite photographer is David Hamilton. He has this sensual way to just take 
pictures with a now-legendary technique called soft-focus. He also directed a film called Bilitis which 
was just an excuse to expose beautiful, poetic and lyric imagery. I was just wondering how can you 
get this sensual effect? Do you cover the lens with a soft cloth or something? And seeing I'm just an 
amateur in photography, what's the soft-focus technique and can it be used on film? 
Elias

Nets are the main way of achieving that kind of look. Dior silk stockings used to be a favorite before 
they stopped making them. The "dernier" of the weave is the important thing, plus what colour the 
nets are. Black will not affect the contrast much, brown will give a sepia look and white will create a 
more blown-out milky image. How the light works in relation to nets, and also whether the net is 
used in front or behind the lens, will also make a big difference to the result. Sources of light like 
windows and bulbs blow out quite a bit and this can be used to create the look you are talking about.

Uncoated lenses is another way to go - like old Cooke Lenses - so he might have used some of them 
for his Photography.

In the days of plate cameras there were "soft focus" lenses made which can still be obtained from 
Cooke Optics in a new version. They also do a soft-focus attachment for one of their prime lenses - 
the 65mm I think. Cokin make a huge range of soft filters for Stills and Lee, Tiffen and Harrison 
make a whole variety of diffusion and fog filters for movie cameras, which can be used in 
combination with nets. The amount of visible grain is another choice to be made in the making of 
these kind of soft dreamy (kitsch?!) images. Lighting plays an important part, as does costume and 
settings, so you have to get all the elements in place to achieve a "Hamilton" look. Good luck! 
PS I really don't like Hamilton's photos..

I have noticed and read of various cinematographers choosing a tungsten balanced film (100T, 250T, 
500T) and a corrective filter to shoot exteriors. Why would you choose to do this as opposed to 
simply selecting one of the many daylight balanced films? What is the visual difference? Grain, less 
grain? Saturation, desaturation? 
Ethen

It wasn't until relatively recently that daylight balanced films were available, so part of it is just that 
the full range of speeds for daylight balanced films have been a long time coming.

I couldn't possible talk about the host of films stocks now available it terms of grain and saturation 
without going into too much detail, more space than is available here. Yes, these are factors and each 
film stock will have differences depending on speed and balance and these differences change every 
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year as Kodak and Fuji compete with each other to produce the latest and greatest.

I start each film with a full stock test of all the stocks available. Kodak and Fuju kindly supply a few 
rolls of each emulsion for these tests as they are aware of the importance of the testing and also that 
the choice of stock for the film will depend on the testing. Some cinematographers are "Kodak" and 
you?ll see the Peace of Mind picture in the trades. Some are "Fuji" - I'm not sure what you see of 
them! I shoot both stocks: sometimes in the same movie! I like to start form scratch for each film: the 
stock choice is so much related to where you are shooting the film and in what kind of light/locations 
that I can?t really consider stock outside of the context. On www.cinematography.net you?ll see 
cinematographers sending in their ideas about this or that stock in relation to grain/saturation etc. It's 
quite useful to read in some general way, but I think of filmstock like wine: What is the best wine? It 
depends on the meal.

Any cinematography suggestions for maximizing suspense?I have a story set is a period home/
mansion where a young woman discovers clues to the dark past of the owner from his personal 
belongings draped about i.e. photographs, diaries, news clippings etc. Thanks in advance. 
John

The principle might be: the less you see the more you feel. This is often used to create suspense. On a 
more practical level think about: camera movement, lighting, lenses and the combination of all three. 
Also think about film stocks and colour: or DV settings to maximize "the look" you are after. Look at 
a number of films that fulfill your own criteria of "suspense" and then look at them scene by scene 
with the sound off: this will help you focus on what the camera and lighting is doing. If you like The 
Matrix (for instance) then look at some scenes without the sound you won't get caught up in the 
movie which switches off your creative/critical facilities. Any film you like is worth looking at with 
the sound off: just particular sequences.

Clint Eastwood is a director who is not afraid of dark material. He was once rumored to say, "They 
know what I look like by now!" Underneath this remark is an important principle of cinematography: 
sometimes it is more dramatic to see less. This might be illustrated by the difference in say viewing 
the latest Star Wars as opposed to Batman Begins: the former is devoid of suspense and the latter is 
full of it. A lot of directors are shy of dark lighting because they are afraid the studio will complain 
they can't see their very expensive STAR? but this attitude is counter to all the rules of drama and all 
the good suspense films will make use of light and shadow to create a rich atmosphere. 

2007

I just got done watching the new Michael Mann film Miami Vice. I noticed it had the same gritty look 
of Collateral. Does he create this effect with his lighting and lenses or does he create it in the editing 
room (Final Cut Pro)? 
Tony

You might also have noticed that Dion Beebe shot both films. When you say "his lighting" you are 
falling into the journalists lingo of assuming that the director does everything. As you are writing to a 
cinematographer you might have realized that I would take up such a remark!
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Dion Beebe is a very gifted Cinematographer who has a large number of awards and rightly so. 
Michael Mann has a way of picking out great collaborators...

HD had a lot to do with the way these films looked, but as one of the writers pointed out: HD can be 
made to look very different depending on what you do with it. In this case Beebe and Mann 
obviously got together and figured out the look they wanted and here it is for all to see. Personally I 
am a fan of both these movies and like the way they used the HD in a daring and creative way. I 
looked at Collateral again and was very struck by the imaginative and brilliant shooting of the 
interiors in the taxi: it's very hard to keep coming up with appropriate ways of shooting long dramas 
in cars and they did these superbly well both in terms of lighting and placing of the camera.

While 3-Strip Technicolor is often the most talked about item in color film history, what I am 
wondering is about the Eastman stocks of the 50s and 60s. There seems to be an "Alphabet Soup" of 
color names (Metrocolor, Warnercolor, Anscocolor, Agfacolor, Pathecolor, Deluxe, etc.). What was 
the difference in these types? Did they use different stocks of film or a different photochemical 
process for these films or something entirely different? Were there any books written on them? Also, 
while many of the color stocks lacked the same bold, saturated look as 3-Strip Technicolor, some of 
the better ones came very close. Are there any labs or film stocks that can achieve this level of color 
today? 
Peter

I'm not too good at film history but I'm really good with the Internet so here is some stuff cribbed 
from various places: 

METROCOLOR: ''Metrocolor''' was the trade name used by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer for films 
processed at their lab. It is unknown when or where the name was first used. Virtually all of these 
films, however, were actually shot on Eastman Kodak|Eastmancolor film.  
WARNERCOLOR: Meant processed at Warners Lab - usually Eastman Kodak film.  
ANSOCOLOR: A film made by GAFF which Kodak tried to suppress.  
AGFACOLOR: Agfa made fine film stocks for many years which were widely used in EUROPE. It 
tended to be more pastel and lower contrast than Kodak and Fuji.  
PATHECOLOR: Pathe owned and operated it's own lab in Bound Brook, New Jersey. Sometime in 
the late 1940's or early 1950's, Pathe's USA operations were bought by Kodak and ceased to exist in 
this country. (courtesy Mitchell Dvoskin).  
DELUXE: Still a current chain of film labs processing Kodak and Fufi film stocks. 

I don't know of books specifically on this topic (wouldn't be a big seller I suspect) but there is truly 
entertaining and wonderful web site which your question allowed me to find: check it out: http://
www.widescreenmuseum.com/

As far as achieving the 3-strip look today it is possible to simulate it but it never has quite the yellow 
and green of the original in my opinion. There is just a difference between a colour that is a dye and 
one which is not: bit like hand dyed organic wool sweaters I guess; there's a vibrancy to the colour in 
them too.

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/look.html (24 of 29)09/05/2009 11:08



Look

Watching Sergio Leone's films, one can't help but notice the strong vivid colors and terrific picture 
quality. Is there a reason those movies looked like that? I mean, can one imitate that look of spaghetti 
westerns today or is it more a product of old film stocks that are not used any more? 
Guy

The film stock is just one of a whole series of things that influences the way a film looks. With these 
films in particular, they didn't use Anamorphic lenses, which was the tradition of the day for 1:2.35 
pictures (known as Widescreen amongst a host of other names). Instead, they used a version of Super 
35 which didn't use the "Super" part - in other words only 2 perforations of the frame were used and 
then the film optically converted to Anamorphic projection. This is quite a technical subject and I 
don't have the space to go into it here: if you are seriously interested you need to study a technical 
book by someone like Paul Wheeler, or trawl through all the detail on this subject on a site like www.
Cinematography.net.

Also see below: Super 35 versus Anamorphic.

This technique meant that only a small portion of the negative was used resulting in a very grainy 
image which was a deliberate part of the look: also the use of the kind of wide angle lenses only 
available in spherical photography at the time meant that the very close shots on wide lenses was 
quite startling at the time of release. As far as imitating the look: in theory this should be relatively 
easy with the whole DI process available. In fact it might be quite hard depending just how accurate 
you want to be. There have been lots of commercials using Leone as the influence and it seems quite 
easy for the small screen but when you see these ads in the cinema transferred via multiple generation 
of computer/film interface they look pretty bad and don't have anything of the hard grainy quality of 
the originals. 

Just shows its good to learn from the past but live in the present.

How do you perfect a scene--what finishing touches do you add? And... Do you have a certain style of 
cinematography that you stick with or do you enjoy working with a variety? 
Anna

Finishing touches in my case usually consist of turning off a light or two, and making small 
adjustments to the movement of the camera. I have a tendency to overlight the scene when I'm setting 
it up, so I'll take a last look at it just before we shoot, then turn some units off. There are some 
suggestions that you can make (as an Operator) that will help the actors to stand in the right light -- 
and also help the actors achieve the performance they are after (make sure you do it through the 
Director!).

When I was working with Stephen Frears, before the invention of the dreaded video monitor, he 
would always stand next to the camera and at the end of a take, we would look at each other and 
when we'd "got it," it meant that we were both happy with everything that had happened: 
Performance, Choreography, Camera Movement and Lighting. The days of the Operator being the 
Eyes of the Director came to an end with the Video Tap, and a great era was over.
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As far style is concerned, I used to think I didn't have one, but re-invented myself with what was 
appropriate for each film. Who was I kidding?! I've read a number of DP's who quote versions of this 
idea, but now I realise that we all have a certain style and if you don't then it's unlikely that you've got 
much vision. Some DP's have a "loud" and operatic style of photography, some have a more classical 
approach. I belong in the latter school, which believes the photography is there to serve the picture, 
and not the other way round. Having said that, each film has its own unique challenges and I change 
many things to do with stock, processing and lighting.

To the extent that every Cinematographer is a unique individual being, we all have a style because we 
are, after all, subject to ourselves on a semi-permanent basis!

Do you think the comic book style cinematography followed in films like Sin City/300 are here to stay 
or is it just a pass-by? 
Sam

No, it's an addition to film-making, borne from the world of computer games. It will grow and grow 
and the line between what is "real" i.e. cinematography of people and backgrounds that are actually 
there and what is computer generated will become harder and harder to differentiate. This does not 
bother me: I don't see it as a "threat" or anything that signals the end of filmmaking as we know it. It's 
just an additional kind of filmmaking which finds large (mostly young) audiences. In fact I think the 
future of "real films" (however shot) has never been healthier because of the growth of cheap and 
easy ways of projecting films onto screens in parks, people's home, clubs etc. Filmmaking at all 
budget levels is going well all over the world and (like the record industry) the days of the monopoly 
distributors exerting total control over what we watch is coming to an end. You-Tube is proving that: 
now is the time that anyone who wants to be a filmmaker has no excuses any more!

I was wondering how to achieve the soft, dreamy qualities and use of golden lighting/chiaroscuro 
found in the paintings of Rembrandt and other painters of his era with a HDV camera, or is such an 
effect only obtainable on Celluloid (which is not feasible for an aspirant film-maker like myself). 
Is a wide aperture, hence a shallow focal length a way to achieve the soft, dreamy effect? 
And is chiaroscuro dependent on naturalistic lighting? 
Conversely, does it require a small aperture, or a fast shutter speed? 

It is a lot easier to achieve with film because film is inherently "kind" to contrast whereas HDV tends 
to be the reverse. Having said that the use of careful lighting (the start of everything) and filtration 
can render electronic images quite magical - albeit not, in my opinion, as magical as film. Wide 
apertures and longer lenses are certainly one way of decreasing the depth of focus, although this is 
more of "photographic" rather than "painterly". Smaller video chips have a lot of depth which is why 
all kinds of tricks have been tried to decrease this to make them more "filmic". Personally I think it is 
best to use the given technology for what it is, rather than try and turn it into something that it isn't. 
Consumer video images can look extremely good on a smaller screen if suitable care is taken with art 
direction and lighting, perhaps some subtle filtration and good control of the specs in post. "small 
aperture" and "fast shutter speed" are two quite different things. The Shutter Speed does not affect the 
depth at a given aperture: it affects the amount of "motion blur" on each frame. You can see this quiet 
nicely with a stills camera: just put it on a tripod anywhere where people are walking about (or trees 
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are blowing) and then expose the same frame at different shutter speeds. You will see different levels 
of "blur" in each frame. If you got really carried away you could turn the stills into a quicktime... etc 
etc. 

When I think about what was different and artistically impressive in my college days, I have to ask, 
"What is different and imaginative to the viewer now, but not kitsch?" 
Thank you. P.J. Pearson 

Julia Taymor's Across the Universe and Todd Haynes's He's Not There come to mind. The former 
might be accused of being kitsch by some viewers but the Dylan film (apart from the Richard Gere 
sequence) is very tightly controlled and brilliantly shot by Ed Lachman. The opening of the CGI box 
has led to many extraordinary and imaginative shots in a range of films from Action to Art - the 
problem now is that more or less any idea can be rendered photo-realistic. This puts a lot of pressure 
on Writers, Directors and Cinematographers to put ideas in front of the VFX supervisor that are 
"different and imaginative" without falling into the kitsch trap.

In Across the Universe, just a bit more restraint could have taken out the more garish sequences that 
had a tendency to spoil an otherwise brilliant film. Of course there have also been huge changes in 
the political and social landscapes of the last 20 years (when were your college days?!). This in itself 
results in a quite different demand from the young movie-going audience. Of all the changes, I would 
say that the rise of the Computer Game has most affected the tastes and desires of the "customer"... 
Lara Croft and other films have combined the Game experience with the movie experience. For me 
this tendency is beyond Kitsch - it's just plain dreadful. But hidden amongst some of the grosser 
Hollywood output are real gems of modern cinema, and as the corporations slowly loose their vice 
like grip over distribution so we will begin to see better and better movies as the new voices emerge. 

Hi , 
I'm a cinematographer from Turkey. 
I wonder which film stocks and lab processing Mr.Stapleton used in the films "Cider House Rules," 
"Pay it forward" and "The Van". What did he do to achieve the amazing contrasty and pastel look of 
"My Beautiful Laundrette". He's an amazing cinematographer. I like especially what he did in the 
movies Ned Kelly and The Hoax. Many thanks.

Well that's the best start to my day I've had in some time!  
Without getting all technical and loosing my readers on the first line, Cider House Rules was shot on 
a now sadly discontinued stock called Kodak 5248. This was the last of the line before the "Vision" 
series came in. Some say that the Vision series has taken some of the character out of Kodak stocks: 
the finer grain and longer tonal scale is now aimed at a DI finish so that the original neg is the base 
on which the imagery is built later. I won't go through the films you mention individually as they all 
involved different processes: Laundrette was 16mm and Ned Kelly a bleach by-pass print. I have 
always tried to treat each film as it's own unique event demanding it's own unique solution. Although 
I have accumulated more general knowledge about film-making as the years go by, I find that 
whereas I might have made the early films mostly on instinct, now I put a more thought into the 
overall "look" and try to be bolder now that I am confident of the technicalities. Whether I succeed 
only time will tell....

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/look.html (27 of 29)09/05/2009 11:08



Look

In an interview with Bernardo Bertolucci, he states that after having worked with Vittorio Storaro in 
sourcing inspiration from paintings, in the film Stealing Beauty he and his cinematographer sourced 
inspiration from music. 
I know that it is a common tool for a cinematographer to look to paintings in order to inspire the way 
in which they "paint" light for film. But how does a cinematographer use music as their inspiration? 
How does a song translate into visions of light?

Good question but you spelled all the names wrong which I have corrected...

Although the term "painting with light" has become a cliche metaphor for Cinematography, I 
personally do not think it is a good one. Painting is Painting and Cinematography is not painting as 
far as I am concerned. It is constructing moving images to tell a story (in feature films): so as a source 
of inspiration music is equally appropriate as Painting, Writing, Sculpture or even Food! 

The trouble, for me, with the Paintings-as-source idea, is that a Painting is static and Movies are the 
opposite of that. Composition and Lighting for the Cinematographer is a constantly changing 
landscape and whilst I can appreciate that Carravagio, Rembrandt etc showed us lighting used in a 
masterful way, I think if you "copy" these techniques it results in a "painterly" film that lacks reality. 
Beauty is one element of a film amongst many others and sometimes beauty can work against a 
narrative. The Hungarian film Opium - The Diary of a Mad Woman would be an example of a 
"beautifully shot" film of a dark and horrible subject: not a choice I would make. 

Both I'm Not There and Across the Universe would be current films where I would say the look is 
completely inspired by the songs. There is no "literal" answer because that is the nature of inspiration 
- listening to the music leads to ideas that get discussed and (hopefully) great ideas are born! 
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

What, in your opinion is the single best piece of cinematography  
from any film? --Jennifer. 

What a strange question..it’s like saying what is the best bottle of wine.  
There is no answer: don’t be obsessed with “best pieces” - just absorb the  
whole thing. 

I've been wondering for a long time how a focus-puller can actually  
correctly adjust the focus while he/she is not looking through the  
lens. And why isn't this job done by the person looking through the  
lens ? 

Thanks,  
Frederick van Dijk 

It’s a miracle isn’t it!  Actually a good focus puller is incredibly accurate at judging distance, based 
on years of practice and a lot of measuring with a tape.  They look at a scale on the lens and just 
transfer the distance to the scale.  The lenses have to made very accurately (that’s why they cost so 
much) as a few inches difference can make the difference between a sharp and soft shot.  In TV, the 
person operating the camera does adjust the focus which I think is pretty amazing considering the 
viewfinders are electronic and not very “sharp”.   For TV it has to be much more “out” to notice that 
it is “soft” which is why the operator can do the job ie there is more room for error.  Another reason 
in film operating is that many operators prefer “wheels” so could not adjust the focus unless they had 
three hands! 

I was wondering if you had any advice on shooting a music video?  I know that is vague but any 
advice would be helpful. 

-Bill 

Music videos are a great opportunity to experiment.  So my best advice is to go crazy and be bold: 
when images don’t have to tell a story they can have a lot of freedom.  Assuming you are working 
with a Director, keep on nagging him/her until you get an idea of what the plan is.  Naturally a lot of 
the people involved in that world don’t like to plan too much, but your job is to make sure you have 
what you need on the great day.  You can only find that out by insisting on discussion about style, 
colour, content etc.  Playback is a whole art of it’s own, so make sure the right people are around to 
know what is going on technically. 

I think I read something where you said that most camera warehouses will loan out cameras to 
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students for free.  I go to a fairly prominent film school and I have never heard of this.  In fact when I 
was in a jam for a camera, my teacher suggested I rent one.  Is what I thought I heard correct - that 
students can get camera loans for free?  If so, how exactly do I go about it?  
-Paul 

The first thing would be not to tell anyone in case everyone tries it!  So we’re in trouble here 
already!  I may be way out of date here, as this is something I did way back when, and I guess the 
rental houses may have changed their policies now.  BUT, remember the rental house it like all those 
banks trying to give you student loans “for free”.  They are in the business of being nice to the 
generation that will provide business for them in the future.  Because Samuelsons ? now taken over 
by Panavision ? was very nice to me when I was a student, I put 20 years of shooting into their 
company which must have added up to a fair chunk of change.  So when you bang on the door of a 
rental company trying to scrounge some equipment, they may not “in principal” loan out gear to 
students for free.  But if you convince them that “in your case” it might be a good idea, then go ahead 
and do it.  All rental companies have gear that is slightly out of date, not rented much and if it’s 
sitting on a shelf it’s no big deal to them if you take it away for a week or two.   No one at my film 
school arranged for me to borrow equipment ? I just went ahead and sorted it out myself.  Think 
outside the box, and you’ll get outside the box. 

I'm a poor boy freshman college student, trying to break  
into screenwriting and film making. I have a script and  
actors, and was planning on filming a movie I wrote  
myself, with no budget to really speak of. My question is,  
can I "get away" with using my parent's camcorder? I really  
have no money and little way of getting other sorts of  
cameras or mediums of film, and this may be my only way. But  
I was wondering, outside of "Blair Witch"-type movies, is  
this a feasible option?  
--Kevin 

Absolutely! Any camcorder will deliver pictures with sound.. if you are the director/writer you might 
want to get a techy friend to make the camera deliver it’s optimum quality.  If it is a “fully auto” 
model then there is a limited number of things you can do.. At the very least being able to plug in an 
external mike is important otherwise the sound quality will be very distant.  Getting a reasonable 
picture is not that hard, but getting good sound will really help your audience to understand what is 
being said.  Good luck and remember that it’s all about the story, not about the equipment. 

Sept 22nd 2003  
I am currently a freshmen engineering student at Drexel University and I am doing a project on 
improving camera booms.  I would like to know of some famous scenes that have used camera booms, 
and also when, and why camera booms would be used.  
Thanks  
Jennifer K Tan 

The term more commonly used in a Camera Crane.  A boom usually refers to the pole used by the 
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boom swinger (sic).  
As camera cranes have been in use since the the beginning of cinema ? more or less ? you might have 
a hard time trying to improve them.  Chapman is the most famous US company for providing Dollies 
and Cranes so you might want to contact them to find out more about their history.  I’m sure they 
would let you visit if you want to see a number of different designs.  One thing they didn’t design is 
the telescopic crane (called a Technocrane) which is unique in that it is capable of withdrawing and 
extending the arm making the cane shorter or longer.  Modern engineering has also given rise to 
cranes 60’ and more which was inconceivable even 10 years ago. 

There are countless famous scenes involving camera cranes, right from Abel Ganz’s Napoleon 
through to Gladiator and the current endless action movies.  Orson Wells famously used a long crane 
shot at the beginning of A Touch Of Evil and Robert Altman managed a very long opening crane shot 
in The Player where the actors dialogue was about famous long opening shots!  
   
   
  

I was wondering about actors and how they would want to look good in all their films. But, was their 
ever an actor/actress you worked with who was incredibly difficult? And, they kept wanting the 
lighting to change, etc.? I hope you answer my question.  
 I love your work,  
Blazey 

Hi Blazey, yes some actors are incredibly difficult.  If I named names I might make my career a bit 
shorter than I might like!  Most female actors want to look “great” at all times but not all.  Nicole 
Kidman is a true and brave actress ? never flinching from when the role calls for her to look less than 
perfect (Birthday Girl and The Hours).  Others are not so brave, preferring to look as good as possible 
in every scene.  This can lead to conflict with the Cinematographer as we usually light for dramatic 
reasons, not for flattery.  Romantic Comedies generally require “cosmetic” lighting for both the male 
and female stars, as the nature of the genre is such that everyone is supposed to look “better than 
life”.  
On my pet subject, one of the reasons I dread the move to an all Digi future is that the actors will 
have the final image available “on set”.  At the moment actors more or less leave the lighting to the 
Cinematographer, with one or two notable exceptions, but once the image is there for all to see, I 
suspect the politics of the image will take another lurch towards “democracy” - i.e. the rule of the 
powerful over the weak.  Oops. 

What are the boundaries between a cinematographer and a director of photography? My 
understanding has been that a cinematographer is mainly concerned with lighting and lenses, while a 
DP is mainly concerned with placement of cameras and arranging units, but I feel like I'm over 
simplifying the matter. ??--Jeffrey

These two terms are used completely interchangeably and don?t mean anything specific in the sense 
you describe. I have heard it said that the term 'director of photography' belongs specifically to those 
shooting feature films, whereas anyone shooting with a motion picture camera (film or video) could 
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be termed a 'cinematographer'. As you know, I prefer to keep the word 'cinematographer' for those 
who shoot with film, whereas a DP could be using either film or digi. The matter of placing lights, 
choosing lenses, etc. will always be decisions made between the DP and the director, and often an 
operator if one is involved.  
  

I recently have become involved in the making of a documentary. I plan to shoot on DV. My question 
is in regards to crew. We're only going to be on one location (it's a classroom, shot over 16 weeks) 
and we want to make our presence as unnoticeable as possible. I figure three people tops, assuming 
we pre-light the room before the class begins. Two cameras and a sound recorder. Is this enough? 
How do I remain a "fly on the wall" in such a confined space? Ok, so that's a lot of questions. ??--
Mike

That sounds fine. The smallest crew you can manage makes sense in that situation. You will find the 
first few days are hopeless as the kids find it all so novel. Then pretty soon they will start to ignore 
you. Best to get all the "look through the camera" stuff over in the first few days. Play around with 
them initially, but also make it clear where the boundaries are, and that you are there to do a job of 
work. Professional crews make it their business to be "nice" to children to the extent that they become 
comfortable. But also beware of making "special friends" and also compensating for your own 
"parenting" desires by being too engaged with them.

The "fly-on-the-wall" situation is achieved by a canny way of making the kids relaxed about you 
being there, but also by them finding you a bit boring after a while. Adults can become surprisingly 
competitive around children. Some seek to prove themselves to their colleagues by being popular 
with the kids.. try and avoid taking these kind of people. Don't "hang-back" with the shooting but just 
go for what you want. The kids will adapt really fast. Good luck!

2005

I have been enjoying your column quite a bit. I am trying to find out what the expression "editing in 
camera" means. I would appreciate any information you can share.??--Erin

"Editing in Camera" as an expression probably started way back when what was in the camera went 
straight onto the projector i.e. before the process of splicing negative together and re-ordering scenes 
began. Today it means anything from pre-conceiving a scene so that you don't have to edit it very 
much, to doing complicated dissolves and re-winds so that the layered images are already on the neg 
without having to do anything afterwards. In today's cinema, the shooting "ratio" i.e. the amount of 
film shot versus the amount of film in the final movie, is very very high in commercial cinema. Film 
stock is not "precious" at the high budget end, because it is less than 7% of the budget in a major 
movie (most of the budget goes to a couple of stars!). So "editing in camera" is not a concept thought 
of much in a real sense in large movies, but would still very much apply in more modest movies, and 
especially in Super 8 and 16mm. In a sense, every time I look at a scene and figure out how I think it 
should be shot I am editing in camera: so it can mean just the process of visualizing how the shots 
will cut together later.
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Assuming a fairly well-planned indie shoot on 35mm with an experienced crew (of say 3 and 3 plus a 
swing) what do you think is an achievable number of set-ups to plan for? I realize that using daylight 
vs. exteriors at night affects what we are talking about in terms of time for lighting so let's also 
assume that there is a fair amount of lighting. What would be a reasonable number of set-ups? I think 
I heard the UPM on one of the episodes of "Project Greenlight" say that Thomas Ackerman was 
shooting 30 set-ups a day which seems amazing.

Also, do you think it makes sense to try and shoot two cameras in an effort to boost the amount of 
coverage you are shooting or does it lead to too many compromises in the lighting? Lastly, is it 
reasonable for a director to expect that a set is lit in such a way that most of the tighter shots (other 
than the reverse) can be shot with minimal tweaks to the lighting on the master? I feel like I would 
rather spend some extra time on lighting the master if it means we can rock and roll once the actors 
are on set and ready to start shooting. Thanks for the advice. ??--Henry

"I shoot 40 setups a day" is not a measure of quality nor an achievement in itself, TV shoots average 
between 15 and 30 setups a day (I think). Movies are usually under 20, and some are under 10. I think 
screentime is a more interesting measure, as it takes into account how much of the movie you have 
shot, rather than how many shots. I guess The Shining wouldn?t have rated very high on the daily set-
up scale?.

Two cameras can be useful in some situations, but when every set-up is 2 or 3 cameras, it can 
compromise the lighting (and the sound), and actually takes longer when you are in a confined space 
tripping all over each other. Occasional second camera is a good way to shoot I think, but then I 
mostly shoot straight drama and not action. I like precision and controlled framing, so multiple 
cameras CAN (but not always) lead to "found" framing. This can be a style in itself (like the 
dynamics of a Tony Scott film), so there is no real answer to this question, without reference to the 
intended shooting style of the picture.

I would say that most close-ups in the same lighting direction should not take longer than 10 to 15 
minutes to "tweak". Some you can shoot straight away. Some will take longer. Robert Altman likes to 
just zoom in from the master position and "just shoot it!". That's what makes the acting in his films 
"fizz", whilst the framing is loose and "human". So you adapt to the circumstance.

I think there was an incredible injustice at last year's Academy Awards. The best cinematography 
movie winner Master and Commander winning over Girl with a Pearl Earring and Seabiscuit ? 
Come on!!! (Not to mention City of God and John Seale's Cold Mountain). What do you think about 
that? What was your favorite cinematography in 2003 (even among the not-nominated films). Do you 
think Academy has been "reasonable" recently in its cinematography awards? ?-R Marcell

As I am an Academy voter I guess I am not supposed to comment negatively on the awards! 
However, the awards process is a curious one as departments vote for the nominees and then 
everyone votes for the winners. This sometimes means that the nominee list is OK but the winner 
tends to be the most "popular" film, which usually means the film that was most successful in the box 
office. This isn't because of some conspiracy; it's just human nature. On the whole I think the Awards 
list is OK. Of course there are many films I think were left out (mostly my own!), but then that's 
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always going to be personal opinion. It's a bit like Best Restaurant or Best Bottle of Wine - there's no 
maths here, just opinions.

I'd go for City of God but not for Cold Mountain. I prefer Master and Commander over Girl with a 
Pearl Earring, but that's just because I don't like cinematography that looks like painting: but then I 
think Eduardo Serra is one of the best cinematographers currently working.

Clubs always attract negative publicity and the Academy is no different. We are really just a bunch of 
people who are good at what we do and once a year throw a party to celebrate the business we work 
in. The world has decided to take it all a bit too seriously and it's become a Really Big money spinner 
so the fun has gone out of it in some ways, and the months spent obsessing about the Awards is a real 
pain if you happen to be shooting a movie during Awards Season. The general opinion amongst 
cinematographers is that whilst being nominated might be good for your career, winning is not often 
as beneficial as it might seem.

I'm currently studying a BA honours degree in film, radio and television studies with fine art. I have a 
great passion for light and form, and have recently been questioning why cinematographers do not 
get more recognition for their artistic vision? Do you think it is possible for a cinematographer to be 
recognized as an auteur? And if so, then which cinematographer would you say fits this ambiguous 
title???-Danielle

The thing to remember about cinematography is that it is a collaboration. Without the script, the 
actors, the director, the designer, there is no cinematography. The term "auteur" means "author", so 
whilst you could say that the cinematographer is the author of the light and sometimes the framing, 
the term does not make much sense for the job as a whole.

I too am puzzled about the lack of recognition of the job. It sometimes rates a line from a critic 
usually involving the word "burnished" or "painterly" if they like it: I've only been mentioned once in 
a negative way which was for An Unfinished Life where one critic called the cinematography "static" 
which seemed strange in a film where the camera is constantly moving.

One thing for sure is that critics have no idea of the role of the cinematographer. I think most people 
relate it to something they understand like photography: so the job is "taking photos". It?s a job that 
as many different demands as the films that you shoot. It also has many different personalities from 
the flamboyant to those who say very little. The craft service lady said to me yesterday "What is 
blocking?". Well in a way blocking is the very heart of the film where all the decisions get made 
about what images are made and in what way: there is only the director and cinematographer (and 
sometimes the operator) who are involved with this. So when a critic talks about "fluid direction", 
that may or may not be the work of the cinematographer. The worst is when they attribute the lighting 
to the director, which shows a complete ignorance of the way that most films are made.

There are very few cinematographers who leave an indelible mark on the medium. I would name 
Vittorio Storraro, Gordon Willis and Robert Richardson as three who have a definite influence on 
what can and can?t be done. There are many others of course, but those three come first to mind.
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Do you think you've ever ruined a movie based on your choice on the cinematography? Or another 
way of asking it is if you even think it's even possible to ruin a movie with bad choices on 
cinematography? 
Taylor

I sometimes have wondered whether I did the right thing with The Shipping News in terms of how 
bleak and cold the film looked. I was very happy with it at the time as it takes a lot of work to get that 
look from landscapes that have a tendency to look pretty and like postcards. A number of critics 
singled out the cinematography in a good way because they didn't like the film much so found 
themselves writing about the cinematography which is unusual in my career. Perhaps it was this that I 
didn't like: I prefer the cinematography to be so buried in the fabric of the movie that it is "beyond 
notice".

I'm not sure if you can ruin a great movie with bad cinematography. One that comes to mind is Pulp 
Fiction. The cinematography of that film is in a technical sense pretty appalling but in every other 
way is perfect for the film. I never could work out whether this was a happy accident or a work of 
genius. Bad lighting will, of course, afect the overall "atmosphere" of the film: bad framing and 
montage will affect the telling of the story, so perhaps the latter is more likely to ruin a film than the 
former. It's fairly meaningless to break it up in this way, but thought-provoking. 

In order of how easily one of the elements can ruin a movie here is my list: directing, script, casting, 
editing, cinematography, music and then the rest. 
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Monitors

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

I don't quite understand how the shutter speed of a  
video camera interacts with the frame rate. Since video records 29.97 frames  
per second, what exactly happens when the shutter speed is faster than  
30fps? I understand the effect in practice, how it looks on tape, but if  
there are 29.97 frames recorded per second in video, what is happening when  
my camera's shutter speed is set to 10,000fps? Are the 9,970 frames not  
recorded during that second just thrown out? Thanks very much for your time  
and expertise.  
Cheers, Jacob Stone Seattle, WA 

A video signal is “interlaced” so is not strictly speaking a “frame” like a  
photographic frame. The signal is rapidly drawn across the lines, first of  
all across every other line, then again across the ones in between.  It  
completes this process 29.97 times every second.  So if you shoot it at high  
speed, what will happen is that the camera shutter will see only a small  
part of one frame because it is exposing each frame at 1/20000th of a second  
in your example above.  So during this very short time, only a small part of  
the video picture will be drawn, so very little picture would appear on each  
final film frame, and of course as each frame is made, the part of the  
picture that is seen will vary making a very very large black roll bar!  
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

For most scenes in a film, on average, how many cameras do you have at hand  
being used simultaneously? 

Mostly one for a normal dialogue scene in a room.  2 for daylight scenes involving some 
complication ie children, animals, weather etc.  
Then 3 upwards for action scenes or any scene where doing it again is a problem ? like blowing up a 
house etc.  The main problem with using more than one camera is that it is hard to make the lighting 
look good from more than one angle, although if the 2nd camera is used carefully then it can provide 
very useful additional footage. 

When shooting a multi angle scene how do you not capture the other cameras from being seen while 
shooting all angles at the same time?  
--Helios 

Well it’s quite simple really ? you can’t shoot the angle where you see another camera unless you are 
prepared to get rid of it in post.  Sometimes you can hide a camera within the set, put a tree in front of 
it etc but most of the time you just shoot the wider shot from the front and the tighter shots from the 
sides (in a typical TV setup).  More than 2 cameras is usually TV or action, so the “precision” of the 
shot is less important.  Getting “coverage” is the all important watchword of today's “new” directors.  
Getting good shots is more what I am interested in, and that is generally achieved by using one 
camera for all sorts of reasons: lighting being the most affected by multi cameras.  
  

HOME 

Agents  
Animation Techniques  
Bleach By-Pass  
Blue Screen/Back Projection  
Books to Read  
Budget Considerations  
Car Photography  
Cider House Rules  
Clubs etc  
Digital - Scanning  
Director/DP Relationship  
Dp's - where to get them  
Equipment  
Exposure Techniques  
Exterior Shooting  

 
Future Outlook  
Influences  
Jobs in the Industry  
Learning Film Technique  
Lighting Issues  
Miscellaneous  
Multiple Cameras  
Panic Room  
Picture Quality  
Post-Production  
Pre-Production Testing  
Production Designers  
Slow Motion  
Special Shot Techniques  
Student / Career  
Super 35 versus Anamorphic  

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/multiple.html (1 of 2)09/05/2009 11:08

http://www.cineman.co.uk/post.html


Mulitple

Film versus Digi  
Filming Monitors  
Frame Rates and Digi  
Framing Techniques  

The ;Look;  
Timing/Grading Issues  
Women's Issues 

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/multiple.html (2 of 2)09/05/2009 11:08





Operators

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT CAMERA OPERATORS

 
The position of the  Operator in cinematography places him in a unique position to either contribute, 
enhance and help the DP and the Director  or to completely compromise the work of both.  His power 
stems from his control of the handles: only he actually sees and executes the fine details: no amount 
of pressure from the outside will persuade a brutish operator that HIS shot isn't the right one.  In the 
end it comes down to this: WHOSE SHOT IS IT?  The Directors, the DP's or the operators? As most 
of us who have shot more than a couple of films have found out, it's sometimes the Directors but 
quite often it isn't.  And if it isn't the Directors, it might be the DP's and it might be the Operators: and 
all shades of grey betwixt and between.  For some reason it sounds like this threesome must be an 
unholy alliance in which only compromise is possible: but we all know that many of the world's 
materpieces of cinema have been made with the terrible triangle at work for months or even years on 
end.  So it can't be that bad, it can't always result in dilution and compromise: a recent visit to the 
newly released print of Lawrence of Arabia left me gasping with astonishment at the achievement - 
many of the best English cinematographers were involved in that film and they seemed to get on just 
fine. 

But for those of us who came into the industry sideways, and didn't have the benefit of the studio 
system to train in, it is hard to accept the operators presence when you have come from years of 
16mm and low-budget features; you get to feel that your framing, your vision and your shot 
breakdown is the only way to do it and right or wrong, it's a pain to have an operator who thinks he 
knows better.  And this is where it all falls apart: in the industry today there are a number or operators 
who deep down in their souls know that they should be DP's, and when they see one of those 
"Clapper-Lighters" blast onto the set in their Porshe Turbo and reach for the Minolta Spotmeter, they 
just want to throw up. Instead it's "Morning Guvner, How are We?". And similarly the young stud, 
veteran of 101 nights of continuous rock promos, can't abide the desert lean look of the wizzened ex 
Ealing operator who wants a 40mm on the sticks at eye level just HERE, Thanks John. He's itching to 
crank on the 9.5, go handheld and do the focus! And somewhere in the middle of all this there's a 
Director who may or may not know what she or he is doing and may or may not have something to 
say about the shot.  Some Directors just announce to both the DP and the Operator that it's a 40mm 
and it's here and call me when you're ready. Exit.  Others rehearse a scene then turn and look at you 
and say: "How do you want to shoot it?"  The DP and the Operator working in symbiotic harmony 
leap forward with 101 suggestions that may or may not conflict with each other, dazzling the director 
with a series of close-ups, tracking on certain dialogue lines to “cross the line” and  displaying a 
knowledge of mis-en-scene that only comes from inimate study of The Maltese Falcon.  Alternatively 
there's a sort of appalling silence whilst the seething relationship between the DP and the operator 
manifests itself on the poor first time director who knows none of this!  And of course, I'm happy to 
say, MOST of the time an extremely fruitful and enjoyable collaboration exists between all three 
parties and the film moves forward with an almost audible hum as the engines smoothly move into 
gear. 
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I think it is a mistake to look at the job of the Operator as a job that is in any sense undervalued.  I 
have had much of my work enhanced by the brilliant suggestions and execution of good operators.  I 
have also had a small amount of fortunately short one day jobs completely compromised and spoiled 
by one or two boring, bigotted silly men who should do something else with their lives before they 
drive themselves to an early grave.  But these kind of people exist in all walks of life and those of us 
who want to get on with the job and enjoy their work try and avoid such people.  I asked Steven 
Frears once how come he worked with such good scripts and he just said: "Why not choose the 
best?"    I've operated several films of his myself not because I have anything against operators but 
because they took place in very small rooms where the presence of an operator makes lighting a 
cumbersome affair and the smallness of the camera crew (and I don't mean physical size!)  a definite 
contribution to the integrity of the set.  But the contribution of Mike Proudfoot on Absolute 
Beginners and Restoration was invaluable: any DP who thinks they can handle massive sets or night 
shoots where the camera is forever on a crane and complain about operators must be either very 
selfish or very unable to get on with people.  Always I have niggling doubts about Operators.. will he 
do it EXACTLY as I  want it ?  Can I COMMUNICATE EXACTLY what I want?  I would suggest 
that those DP's  (are there any?) who think that Operators contribute nothing should perhaps try 
directing: when you direct you begin to understand the meaning of the word compromise!  Compared 
to directors, the DP has an astonishing amount of control:  the director on the other hand has to 
TRUST first and foremost the Writer, then the DP, then the Operator, then the Designer, then the 
Sound man, then Costumes etc etc etc etc.  By comparison the DP doesn't know the meaning of the 
word delegation: so learning to work in harmony with good operators seems to me the least we can 
do. 

I will certainly continue to operate small controlled films myself when much of it is Day Exterior or 
just simple in terms of lighting requirements.  Why not?  I enjoy the experience of working one to 
one with the Director and a certain kind of intensity of focus.  But equally, when the situation 
demands it, I'm willing and ready to enjoy the input of the Operator, to benefit from his experience. 
After all, the whole process is a collaboration: no-one's ever made a movie on their own. 

Apart from the few whose soul's have been left behind in some bar in Rio de Janiero, Operators, like 
everyone else on a good crew, just get on with it.  Fini.  
   
  

OLIVER STAPLETON  
NEW YORK  
APRIL 1989  
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Panic Room

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

In the inescapable trailer for "Panic Room", there's an awesome continuous  
shot with the camera moving all the way from upstairs to downstairs, into  
the kitchen and then THROUGH the handle of a coffee pot and it keeps going.  
How do they do this?  Is it CGI?  I believe there was a similar shot in  
"Citizen Kane" from the top of the building and through the hotel sign and  
down into a lounge. 

Thanks,  
Anup Sugunan 

I am afraid the Panic room trailer hasn't hit the UK yet but I did look at  
it in low resolution on the Columbia web site.  I think your guess about CGI  
is right as no camera is going to fit through the handle of a coffee pot!  
In pre-CGI days, elements were made to split apart and this is how the  
Citizen Cane shots were done.  Windows, doors, walls and ceilings were made  
to move once a shot was designed.  The moment the object passed offscreen  
then the grips would quickly wheel it away on bearings, trolleys, ropes or  
whatever it takes. 

There is a shot in Panic Room at the very end, where it seems as  
if the camera is pulling away and focusing at the same time, but nothing  
moves. I've seen this technique done in Raging Bull also. How is it done?  
--T 

It’s a curious thing about the Panic Room ? all I have ever heard discussed  
about the movie is how a shot was done.  I’ve never heard anybody mention  
anything about the movie itself ? the story, script, acting etc.  This goes  
to show that if you shoot something in a flashy way it detracts from the  
movie itself.  I haven’t seen it yet but I’ll tell you tommorrow.  My guess  
is that it is A “trombone” shot first done by Hitchcock, then Spielberg (in  
Jaws) and now Fincher. You track out and zoom in, or track in and zoom out,  
depending on what you want the background to do.

Not actually a question, but I thought I would mention a response you gave to a previous column 
from April 5, 2002. A person asked how in Citizen Kane they did the shot moving through the roof, 
much like the one in the trailer for Panic Room where it moves through the coffee pot handle. The 
shot the person was referring to actually had nothing to do with grips moving set pieces or the like. It 
was done with an optical printer, creating the roof and moving through it. The optical printer was 
used extensively in many shots in Citizen Kane, including Kane's castle at the beginning, the statue in 
the bank, and a few other places which I can't remember off-hand. Perhaps you should include a 
column educating readers about the old optical printer days, as it was an important advance in post-
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production at the time, the equivalent of CGI today. 
Andrew

Thanks for pointing that out Andrew. Apart from pointing out that an optical printer was what 
everyone used before the computer came along, anyone who wants to know about it should either get 
Raymond Fielding's "The Techniques of Special Effects Cinematography" or type in "Optical 
Printer" to Google which will yield 29,200 results. It's worth learning the principles of how it worked 
as it's a good way to see how similar techniques are used in Photoshop etc: it's the mechanical version 
of something that is now invisible in its process unless you are a programmer.  
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Picture

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

ALL FACTORS THAT AFFECT PICTURE QUALITY

ALL Q&A'S PRE 2004 UNTIL LISTED

Dear Mr. Stapleton, I would love to hear your response to this question:  
When looking at a film on television, how come it is possible to tell  
whether the film was 'made for television' or for a theatrical release, just  
by the quality of the picture? 

Yours faithfully, John Rooksby 

Now assuming you live in the USA, TV films are mostly made on 35mm so there  
is no reason to spot them for technical reasons.  In the UK they are shot on  
16mm so you might see a difference if you had a really good TV set. However,  
this is not really the issue.  The “quality” that you are talking about is  
actually a whole host of things from the script to the Directing, Editing,  
Music etc oh yes and the Cinematography! One of things you might notice is  
that TV directors like to shoot very close, and also use the zoom, as well  
as a couple of cameras for speed. The combination of all these things  
results in some rather ad hoc shooting.  The word “cover” used to be a dirty  
word in the precise world of low budget film making.  You couldn’t afford  
“cover” so you took the time and got the shot right.  That was the shot in  
the movie.  TV films are shot incredibly quickly ? so when you see really  
good work like in the X-Files you have to remember that the work is being  
done really well and really quickly which is quite remarkable. Shots for TV  
films are lit in 5 to 1O minutes.  Shots for features take anything from 20  
minutes to (famously) several days!  There is no substitute for time when it  
comes to lighting: if a Cinematographer is given the time he or she needs to  
light, the image will be the better for it. But if the Cinematographer takes  
for ever and nothing looks any good, it’s time to call the other guy. There  
are no Cinematographers trying to move out of feature films and work for TV:  
There are plenty trying to go the other way! 

 If making a low budget horror feature film would you recommend  
shooting on 35mm at 24 frames per second (like a real feature film)or super  
16 at 25 frames per second as it is probably only destined to be released on  
video or shown on tv. --Stephen 

You've made one good decision already: to shoot on film! The next part is  
easy - shoot Super 16mm as the quality difference for TV showing is minimal,  
and a horror film tends to be high contrast and full of bloody close-ups, so  
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the only weakness of Super 16mm which is landscape won't be revealed.  And  
if it turns out to be a masterpiece, Super 16mm blows up very nicely for  
cinema release. (Check out Leaving Las Vegas.) 

I see some films shot on 35mm and they look slightly grainier than others  
shot with the same film stock. Is this due to lack of lens testing?  
--Ruble 

Grain is a function of the stock, how "fast" it is in the first place and how many times it has been 
copied.  Having said that, the human eye always looks for edges and detail, so a lens that is soft may 
result in an image that is softer than the grain around it, so the eye will see the grain instead of the 
image, as it searches for detail.  The degree of grain that is visible is one of the things a 
cinematographer will test until it is "right" for the film in question. 

 First of all, thank you very much for your website and your  
column. It has been a great comfort and help to me as an apprentice  
filmmaker. 

I am a student writer/director currently in early pre-production for a  
medium-length film (about an hour). We have about $6000 or so at the moment  
(hopefully some more down the line) and definitely want to shoot on film,  
most likely 16mm. The project is going to attempt to emulate the look of  
cinema from several different eras and, ultimately, be in both B/W and  
color. I've heard that the best film stock for something like this would be  
color reversal stock because it costs much less than negative film. I've  
also heard that several music video cinematographers have used color  
reversal film to create projects in which the final output is very sleek,  
high contrast B/W. Do you think that this is the best way to go? 

Thanks, Brian 

Sounds like an interesting project.. First of all, I assume your finished  
product is on tape, not film, as this makes quite a difference to your  
approach.  When you say color reversal is cheaper than negative film, there  
may be a confusion about the fact that there is not a print involved (which  
adds cost).  However, you can telecine either pos or neg film: The cost of  
the raw stock is about 10% more for negative, but labs charge 3 times more  
to process reversal than negative so I think your information is misleading.  
The main difference is that colour reversal has a much higher contrast than  
negative, with more saturated colours and more grain (depending on the neg  
stock you are comparing it to).  It probably is good for changing to b/w in  
telecine, for this same reason.  My advice would be to use it for the "older  
looks" in your film, both b/w and colour, and then use negative for the more  
contemporary look.  Reversal stocks come in many forms, Ektachrome and  
Kodachrome from 25ASA to 4OOASA... you could also consider using Super 8mm  
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for more grain, and/or a hand-cranked 16mm camera for "patchy" exposure and  
speed variation. The "scratching" can be added afterwards in post quite  
effectively - a bit less hair raising than doing it in the camera! By the  
bye - shoot in Super 16mm as it doesn't cost any extra and makes the  
transfer to 16:9 TV compositionally perfect, as well as possible blow-up to  
35mm better.  
  

Why is it that older television and movies have that almost grainy look?  
A good comparison is the difference between the Orignal 'Star Trek' and  
the most recent 'Enterprise'. The newer show looks smoother, sort of.  
They're both shooting on film, what gives? 

-Evan Shearin 

Film technology has come a long way in the last twenty years.  The stock itself is much finer grained 
than it was ? especially faster stocks.  
Another factor is that the newer telecine machines are much sharper than the ones around twenty 
years ago, so a new transfer from an old print will render it sharper, but in doing so may also 
emphasise the grain in the stock. 

Why is soft focus still used when filming female actors? Who requests that it be used - actor, director, 
cinematographer or others? I found it particularly noticeable in "Chocolat" when the shot cut to and 
fro between Binoche (soft) and Depp (hard) - so much so that instead of following the dialogue I 
found myself being aware of the focus.  
Regards,  
Paul Villa 

Hi Paul,  
Er.. you're not supposed to spot that kind of thing, so I suppose I'll have to call my friend Roger Pratt 
and tell him he messed up!  
Any one of the people you mentioned might have decided to use the filter, though generally it?s a 
decision  made by the cinematographer.  I did some of that with Michelle Pheiffer in One Fine Day.. 
Generally a ?soft focus? or diffusion filter is used to disguise the imperfections of the female face, or 
because it?s day 58, it's 11.30pm after a 16 hour day and she has a zit on her upper lip.. or something.  
One of the little considered facts of cinematography, is that the audience looks at the face, no matter 
what size it is on the screen: that's why sometimes an image looks soft when a face is far away - your 
eye is searching for detail in the face which the film/lens cannot supply.  You spotted the filter 
because of the cross cutting - if Roger had used the filter on the opposite shot as well, you probably 
wouldn?t have noticed it.  But sometimes you've shot the Depp angle first, and only decide you need 
the filter when you shoot the Binoche angle...  
The other day I shot a very close shot of Julianne Moore (for Shipping News): I filtered it (slightly) 
because the shot was so close that the sharpness of the image would be simply too much at that size.  
I have a special 'variable diffuser' in my filter box, which you can slide across the matt box as you 
track in to a BCU - the audience will not notice it as the face gets bigger and bigger so the 'apparant 
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sharpness' stays the same. 

2005

Perhaps this is not exactly your field of expertise but you probably know the answer. As you will see, 
I am from Australia and I have paid quite a few dollars for high definition reception home equipment. 
Shows like "CSI" come through absolutely breathtaking clarity and colour. My question is to movies 
and Dolby digital. It seems that Australian TV stations, when screening a HD movie, almost always 
do not provide a 5.1 soundtrack. Typically it is just 2.0, with the only exception (so far) being the 
later "Star Wars" movies. From a consumers point of view I can rent/buy a DVD of a recent movie 
from at least 5 years plus ago and 90% of those DVDs will be 5.1. So my question is - are there 5.1 
versions available for TV stations to acquire or do movie houses only produce stereo versions of 
latest movies for TV station broadcasts? Hopefully your answer would be relevant to Australia. ??--
Rick

Might be a better question to post elsewhere. However, I do know that the whole HD situation is in a 
period of tremendous change at the moment, with the USA finishing everything on HD and Europe 
still using Digi Betamax. I would imagine there will be a slow transition to 5.1 soundtracks (and then 
the next big thing!), but in the meantime I would just enjoy what you have without being too 
concerned about surround sound. TV stations screening older movies will tend to use the format 
supplies which might be anywhere from one to ten years old!

Why is it that a film (especially a colour film) shot in 16mm but projected in 35mm, looks so much 
better than something shot in 35mm but projected in 16mm? Aren't they passing through the same 
16mm bottleneck? ??--Henry

Interesting question. I guess it?s a question of where the bottleneck is in the process. One thing that 
35mm projection has going for it is that the image brightness tends to be better (assuming a large 
image) and also the optics aren't quite as critical. 16mm projection also has sound problems with such 
a small track to play from. It's actually more or less disappeared because it is not that much better that 
DVD projection which is so much more convenient and can have great sound. If one set up a very 
controlled study you'd probably find that you could achieve a more or less equivalent image via the 
two processes: in real life blowing up 16mm is a common and much used process so the expertise is 
there to do it well. The reverse process used to be common 20 years ago but now must be rare except 
for use in out-of-the way places.

2006

I was flipping through TV channels recently and I came across the film Le Pacte des loups or 
"Brotherhood of the Wolf" as it is called in North America. I saw it in the theatre and now have the 
DVD, but I was stunned to see this TV version because the motion was quite noticeably different from 
my DVD. This particular TV version was transferred from PAL at 25 frames per second, much like 
many of the imported UK shows I see on some channels, and yet the version I had on my DVD was 
clearly transferred at 24fps. I understand that many foreign films are shot at 25fps and later 
transferred to 24fps to play in our theatres, but I find the difference in motion quite interesting. 25 is 
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more smooth than 24, but I've always associated dramatic film with 24fps and I often don't like what I 
see from PAL transferred footage because it begins to approach NTSC's 29.97 frame rate and look 
too video-like. 
Have you shot any features in PAL or 25fps, as opposed to normal 24fps? Which frame rate do you 
prefer? 
Jeff

I think the differences you noticed were not to do with the 24/25fps factor, but more the way that 
DVD's highly compressed information often makes the picture judder with certain kinds of motion. In 
the present climate of iDigital it is overlooked that DVD is actually quite a crap format as far as 
motion is concerned. I don't prefer either frame rate as the eye (at least my eye) can't detect the 
difference: ie shot and projected at 24fps or shot and projected at 25fps. However, 25fps is the de-
facto standard for PAL TV based on the 50hz cycle that goes with 240v AC. So if a film is shot for 
TV and released in the cinema, it used to just play slow: now days it can be corrected via a DI. It's 
best to shoot the frame rate that is going to be used. I am surprised about PAL transferred footage 
being too "video like" - I don't think the difference of 1fps is likely to do this? We used to shoot some 
Music Videos at 50fps in the UK and transfer them at 50fps but that I did find "video-like".. sort of.

A film, TV, PAL or otherwise is transmitted over TV via a very high quality system: Beta or HD. 
This is far superior to DVD as it compresses the image a lot less, so you will always perceive a higher 
quality in a film on a decent HD TV or Satellite because DVD is a domestic "cheap" system.

Concerning the discussion of implications of raising the frame rate of films, what are some of the 
"aesthetic consequences" of doing so? The quality of the projected image would improve, but 
wouldn't this affect things such as motion blur, which is a strong visual cue for viewers? 
Jason

There was some talk a while back of increasing projector frame rate to 48fps (Maxivision - http://
www.maxivision48.com). Those who have seen tests say there is an almost 3D effect in the clarity of 
the image. The main reason it hasn't happened is cost: films would be twice as long physically and 
upgrades to the thousands of projectors all over the world would be very expensive (although a lot 
cheaper than Digital).

Since the current age is convinced that electronic projection is "around the corner", there is not much 
interest in an intermediate system that would cost a lot.

Motion blur would be half at double the frame rate, but the fact that each frame is sharper would be 
compensated for by the fact that you would see twice as many. If there were no economics involved I 
am sure many filmmakers would prefer a higher frame rate, but, let's face it, it ain't gonna happen. 
We are stuck/blessed with Imax and then regular theatres for the foreseeable future.

One of the things I find interesting about Imax is that for me it decreases the enjoyment of a dramatic 
film, and increases my enjoyment of say a wildlife film, or even a documentary. Imax has struggled 
to release films in the large format successfully because I think in some way that "too much" screen 
quality is not always such a good thing. In a sense the more information you supply then the less the 
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brain has to work it out. In you look at Radio or Story Telling as "no pictures" , then Theatre as a 
"live wide shot" and IMAX as MAX PICTURES then from the point of view of Drama you can get 
some sense of the power. The power of drama does not necessarily get increased just because the 
pictures are a higher quality from an engineer's point of view. 3D has had the same problem?

Why are 3D pictures limited? We enjoyed a 3-D film at Sea World, San Diego earlier this month. It 
was great!!! Everyone enjoyed it. Unfortunately, I don't see many 3-D films available. 
Letty

It's been tried many times but I think that actually drama and 3-D don't really go together. In drama 
there is a need for the picture to "go away" in order to get truly immersed in the story. Think of lying 
in bed as a young child listening to Mum tell a story. It's an out of body experience that often sends 
one child to sleep and the other stays wide awake - living every moment. A true lover of drama is the 
second child that stays wide awake - imagination working full time. 3-D tries to replace imagination 
completely my making picture "ultra real" and somehow most people like that as a roller coaster type 
of experience (sensory cinema) but a good story will be inhibited by pictures that don't leave anything 
to the imagination.

3-D is part of the theme park entertainment experience and I think it will continue to grow in that 
genre. For good drama I don't think it has much of a future.. but who knows. Perhaps it will have a 
place in bigger action films but I think the same rule might apply. It's been around for an awful long 
time with a lot of very clever people trying to make it work as drama and not really succeeding.

Having said all this, 3-D is one way to lure people away from their home cinemas and back into the 
theatres so there is a lot of research going on and many different ways of converting a film shot in 2-
D into a "3-D" version and this might entice viewers to see their favorite films (especially action and 
sci-fi films) all over again in the theatre.

Flipping through the channels one night I became very interested in just how easy it is to tell within 
the first few shots I see the calibre of the movie, be it theatrical, movie of the week, or something like 
a student film. Is it the tangible things like budget, lenses, film stock, etc that make the differences so 
apparent, or in your opinion is it more due to the level of talent behind the camera? Very interested 
to hear what you think. 
Danny

You are so right; within seconds you pretty much know whether the film has any class or is just 
another "product". I would say that it is 100% to do with the combined talent of those making the 
film and nothing to do with budget. It's possible to make "seminal" films on very small budgets (like 
Kiesloswski) and dreadful looking films on huge budgets (er..take a look at most of what is in your 
local cinema!).

Films are made for many reasons and not a lot of them are made by artists - I use the word in a 
general way. Most films are chips on a roulette table and the producers and directors are not 
concerned about "look": they are concerned about "marketing". Sometimes they are concerned with 
both these things which is a much better situation. I have made it part of my aim in life to only be 
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involved with films that I think are made by people who share my passion for making good films: 
this makes the choices quite restricted!

Another factor involved with judging how films look when you see them on "telly" is that the 
intentions of the cinematographer have sometimes been totally undermined either by a producer or 
director who likes "bright" or a lazy Telecine operator who's made a bad DVD transfer. I once (in the 
early '80's) called a TV channel as they were transmitting a film I had shot and it looked completely 
green. I got hold of the technician in charge of the transmission and when I complained he tweaked a 
few dials and asked me if it looked any better! I gave up shooting for TV after that..

Why has the industry become so obsessed with image sharpness in recent years? Today's features are 
so sharp that all glamour and mythos are lost, and I believe that the careers of stars (particularly 
female) are being shortened, because nobody over thirty-five can look really young when faced with 
today's laser-sharp focus. Makeup effects are often obvious when subjected to this kind of scrutiny, 
and the gulf between stills and the actual feature has widened to the point of ridiculousness. Stills 
have traditionally been retouched, but when one sees a Photoshopped still that makes someone's face 
smooth as a baby's bottom and then sees serious ruts and wrinkles in the feature (or TV show), it's 
getting a little silly. 
Some things actually don't work any more because of today's clarity- a big-budget late-90's feature 
had one actor in a hairlace toupee, and the hairlace showed big-time in several shots when you 
watched the film in a theatre. Is this clarity being imposed on cinematographers, or do many feel that 
it's what people want, or do some have too great a fascination with available technology? 
Sandy

It's a mix of all the factors in your last sentence. Throughout the history of film, scientists have 
worked to produce sharper "better" optics and film stocks and it is now getting to the point, as you so 
rightly perceive, where there is so much detail that the romance of the image is being replaced by 
"stark realism" as seen with 24p and the latest lens/film combinations. There certainly are a number 
of cinematographers - you only have to read the "blogs" to see this - that are continuously enamored 
with the next technological advance. This is most clearly seen in discussion of the latest and greatest 
digital stills cameras which are more or less in a state of continuous "improvement" pretty much like 
computers. No-one seems to want to make a judgment that what is available now is good enough for 
a few years, let alone decades! When I started a new film stock was quite an event: nowadays they 
put a new one out every few months it seems. Now we have advanced digital to add to the fun of it all 
and as you might have noticed, that is really detailed and er..really ugly.. except when treated heavily 
with various electronic processes to make it look "more like film" ie less sharp.

This roller coaster is not going to stop because our culture is enamored with New, Young, 
Technological and Expensive. An aesthetic that deliberately looks back and creates something 
beautiful is likely to be labeled retro or classic which somehow is an insult. Fast cutting, crazy angles, 
multiple cameras and "textures" (ie shooting MiniDV, Super 8, 16mm and 35mm all muddled up 
together), is what is cool, hip and happening. 

There are some interesting "guidelines" on the BBC website: . http://www.bbc.co.uk/commissioning/production/

docs/hd_makeup.pdf. If you look at the other many "guideline" sites put out by the BBC it shows you just 
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how many hundreds of ways there now are to produce images. This will only get worse as the 
manufacturers fight for the "next best thing". To some extent the victories are in the hands of 
marketing people, although in the end the program makers finally choose the technologies that most 
suit them.

What is perceived as beautiful has always been a cultural influence: perhaps you and I are enamoured 
of a world gone by. Seeing those lines and wrinkles - is that part of the new Realism and as such, a 
beautiful thing? Only time will tell.

This question applies more to techniques that were used decades ago (especially the 1930's) than to 
what you would be using today -- but it's one I've been wanting to ask for a long time, so here goes: 
How were those earlier filmmakers able to achieve such amazingly controlled lighting without 
modern light meters? When I look at some of these older films with their very complicated set-ups, 
and then look at the way the light is CONTROLLED, I just can't figure out how they did it. The 
lighting on faces, especially, is beautiful: sparkling highlights that are never blown, beautiful 
modeling, consistent lighting ratios, etc. It's as if they were lit by Ansel Adams. 
Then there was the filmmakers' ability to maintain the same "look" in the lighting across dozens of 
shots so it all fits together seamlessly. 
Again: how were they able to achieve this? Was it simply experience? Did they run test shots of each 
set up, have the film processed, and fine tune the lighting from there? 
Or, were the negatives a mess -- but "fixed in post"?

I'm asking this basically as a still photographer who knows how tough it is to do lighting well. My 
first meter was a Weston Master V back in the mid-1960's, and I know that meters were infinitely 
more primitive 30 years before that. Heck, they didn't even have Polaroids. I just don't see how they 
were able to do it, so well, on such a massive scale, in such a short time, with all the pressures they 
had to deal with. It's mystified me for years. 
Steve

Fantastic, wasn't it? Luckily I grew up at the end of this "primitive" period so I'm in a good position 
to help you understand. It's simple really: those guys were really, really, really fantastically Good.

First up: the Lighting. Before "soft light" came about, films were lit with Fresnell lights pointing 
directly at the subject usually making them very very hot. In Black and White the ASA speed was 
under 100 for a long time and the lenses needed to be exposed at T4 or T5.6 to look any good so there 
was a LOT of Light. The combination of the lenses and the film stock meant that the overall 
resolution of the image was not that high, so there was a natural softness to the image, which gave 
that whole glow you are talking about - especially in Black and White. As far as ratios and 
consistency was concerned, they used incident meters (like the Spectre) and the ratios were made 
consistent that way. Dougie Slocombe was known to never use a meter but just put his thumb up to 
make a shadow on his hand and then he's say T4.5 and that was that!

Instead of Polaroids there were "slop tests" where a small piece of negative was processed straight 
away and the result brought back to set. The real experts would just tell by looking at the negative 
what was going on. When the old-fashioned colour timers looked at a colour negative they could tell 
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you the printing lights by just holding it over a light box!! That kind of skill has just disappeared, as it 
is no longer necessary. There was no such thing a "fixing in post" - it had to be right otherwise it was 
a re-shoot.

Directors are shooting their own material now with HD cameras: the chemical/photographic skills are 
on their final chapter and a sad thing it is too. If you think of a musician with perfect pitch you can 
play them a note and they say "E Flat" and it's right. There were Cameramen who had "perfect pitch" 
for light - "5.6 please", "Thanks Guv, 5.6 on the lens." Marvellous. 

2006

This is a question regarding deep focus photography. Why is it that in black and white movies like 
Citizen Kane, the deep focus is crystal clear, but when it is used in color (Star Trek: The Motion 
Picture, The Untouchables) there is a very apparent "fog" or "blur" around the object in the 
foreground? Is this fog present in b&w films too and I don't notice it? If so, then why is this blur 
always there? 
Karl

"Atmos" wasn't used a great deal in the B&W days as a clear image was generally preferred and as 
you noticed, later colour films have a tendency to make the light "visible" by using smoke or atmos 
which is a less threatening way of saying it!

There is a couple of ways of making this "blur" as you call it. One is to use atmos and no filters on 
the lens, which means that the closer something is to the lens the clearer it will be. The background 
then becomes increasingly soft and lower in contrast and window light will "bloom" around the edges 
of the windows as it hits the atmos, depending on how strong it is. There are also a number of soft 
filters that can be used on the lens called various things like Soft FX, Fog, Promist etc and are made 
mostly by Tiffen or Harrison filters. These might be used in conjunction with atmos or not, 
depending on what the DP is after.

Radical looks (like David Hamilton's kitch/dreamy stills) can be made by using nets on the front or 
behind the lens: these might also be used with or without smoke. Lenses, film stocks and projection 
advances make today's images much sharper than the old technologies: but sharper is not necessarily 
appropriate to the film that you are trying to make so there has been a massive increase in the use of 
these softening devices to give the picture a strong aesthetic. Elsewhere another reader was 
complaining about the mystery of the film stars being lost because of the kinds of sharp and critical 
close-ups being made today.

There seems to be a group of people saying images are getting sharper, less interesting and "samey" 
and yet today's technologies (mostly via the DI process) has never been more flexible in terms of 
making strong images that have a look of their own. I find the work that is starting to happen now 
much more interesting than what was going on 5 years ago when the photochemical process seemed 
to have hit its end stop. The present (temporary!) combination of film in the camera and the DI 
process seems ideal to me.
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2007

In the last few years, Hi-Def seems to have engulfed the home entertainment industry. Sporting 
events, DVD's and HBO are all on Hi-Def. I just have a few questions. 
There are such things as Hi-Def digital cameras. These must be responsible for the crystal clarity of 
sporting events and television broadcasts. So then, how can Star Wars be released as a Hi-Def DVD 
when it was shot on film? How come my channel 6 looks awful, but my channel 786 looks absolutely 
amazing? Does this Hi-Def craze have anything to do with filming techniques, or are the 
entertainment gods just putting out better signals? 
Ryan

"Hi-Def" is a buzzword without any real meaning unless it is followed by some technical jargon 
about what kind of Hi-Def. Once upon a time it had a meaning but this has been rapidly lost in a 
world of Pro-Sumer video. I couldn't even begin to offer a cogent analysis of all the systems out there 
(ask on Cinematography.net if you really want the nuts and bolts).

In the world of selling TV's Hi-Def means that the TV is capable of receiving what is called Hi-Def 
in the USA, and also called Hi-Def in the UK but means something slightly different. Unfortunately 
the nature of the transmitted signal is what really counts and this is subject to a frenzy of marketing 
forces where in principle the more channels that are squeezed into the "paid for" Hi Def space, the 
lower will be the end quality of the signal (like Hi-Speed internet being really Slo-Speed when there 
are a lot of users online.

What we will all be seeing with our new TV's is some great images and a lot of very poor ones which 
would have passed unnoticed on the older sets but suddenly look bad in the face of those ritzy sports 
images. In the sound world this transformation look place a while back and the CD had a label that 
showed things like ADD and DDD or AAD - the last one meaning that it was recorded Analogue 
(like Film), edited Analogue (like on a Steenbeck) and distributed on a CD (like a DVD). If DVD's 
had the same label system it might clear up some of the confusion! 

In the last few years, Hi-Def seems to have engulfed the home entertainment industry. Sporting 
events, DVD's and HBO are all on Hi-Def. I just have a few questions. There are such things as Hi-
Def digital cameras. These must be responsible for the crystal clarity of sporting events and 
television broadcasts. So then, how can Star Wars be released as a Hi-Def DVD when it was shot on 
film? How come my channel 6 looks awful, but my channel 786 looks absolutely amazing? Does this 
Hi-Def craze have anything to do with filming techniques, or are the entertainment gods just putting 
out better signals?  
Ryan

"Hi-Def" is a buzzword without any real meaning unless it is followed by some technical jargon 
about what kind of Hi-Def. Once upon a time it had a meaning but this has been rapidly lost in a 
world of Pro-Sumer video. I couldn't even begin to offer a cogent analysis of all the systems out there 
(ask on Cinematography.net if you really want the nuts and bolts). In the world of selling TV's Hi-
Def means that the TV is capable of receiving what is called Hi-Def in the USA, and also called Hi-
Def in the UK but means something slightly different. Unfortunately the nature of the transmitted 
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signal is what really counts and this is subject to a frenzy of marketing forces where in principle the 
more channels that are squeezed into the "paid for" Hi Def space, the lower will be the end quality of 
the signal (like Hi-Speed internet being really Slo-Speed when there are a lot of users online. What 
we will all be seeing with our new TV's is some great images and a lot of very poor ones which 
would have passed unnoticed on the older sets but suddenly look bad in the face of those ritzy sports 
images.

In the sound world this transformation look place a while back and the CD had a label that showed 
things like ADD and DDD or AAD - the last one meaning that it was recorded Analogue (like Film), 
edited Analogue (like on a Steenbeck) and distributed on a CD (like a DVD). If DVD's had the same 
label system it might clear up some of the confusion! 

Can you elaborate on what are the pros and cons of always having a zoom lens mounted on the 
camera, besides the fact that you avoid always having to change lenses when you want a different 
focal length (except for extreme situations)?

20 years ago the Zoom lens was regarded in a somewhat negative way by cinematographers. The 
reasons for this, amongst others, were the following:

1. The quality of a zoom lens was less than that of a prime lens. 
2. Zoom lenses were slow (T3.1 or T4). 
3. "Zooming" was regarded as a cheap TV thing. Features tracked, TV zoomed.

Nowadays things have changed. First of all the lenses are no longer inferior to prime lenses, some are 
just as fast (T2.2) and the "breathing" associated with zooms as you focussed has been designed out. 
So many productions use only a zoom, just switching to prime lenses when there is a hand-held or 
steadicam shot. This has also changed recently with the current new "short" zooms in the 15mm-
40mm range, designed especially for steadicam and HH purpose.

This has also made for a kind of laziness which suits certain kinds of films and not others. There is a 
precision involved with marking up a shot for a prime lens where the Cinematographer, Director and 
Actors get "nailed down" to particular positions on the floor. This encourages a discipline that suits 
precise lighting: the other approach suits other kinds of more causal film-making where the actor can 
improvise and wander around the set more: the shot size can be changed instantly and the lighting 
more soft and overall. In general, modern cameras and lenses have enabled new ways of shooting to 
happen because of the ease and portability of the systems: unfortunately high-end Digital is currently 
so festooned with cables, gadgets and techie stuff that it's almost like going back to the 50's! 
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

ALL Q&A'S PRE 2004 UNTIL LISTED

My question is pretty simple, I hope. I have just finished editing my first short DV film (director co-
writer). I had a DOP for 2 days of the shoot and wasn't particularly happy with her. I ended up 
shooting the bulk of the film myself (I have a DOP background in DV). I am very proud of some of 
the cinematography, it's probably the best I have ever shot. That's the background, my question is 
about Credits. Do I credit the first DOP as DOP? Do I credit myself as DOP? Both and in what 
order? Is this really important?-Stuart

I'm glad you are giving this some thought. The solution is quite simple really: just contact the DP that 
you let go and ask her whether she would like to be credited alongside you - if you would like to 
credit yourself alongside her. She might decline your offer which answers your question. I was fired 
off a film once by a particularly nasty director: I insisted on not having a credit as I didn't want to 
have anything more to do with the film! Assuming you are not in the "nasty Director" category, she 
might like a credit.

Order should be in ratio to the proportion of the footage shot. As far as importance goes, Credits are 
important as they build up the CV of any aspiring film maker, and, God Willing, the occasional small 
film goes BIG and then of course those involved get instant careers - at least for a while.
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Pre-Pro

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Mr. Stapleton, 

First off, thank you for making yourself available to answer questions.  It  
is very much appreciated.  My question is about pre-production film testing: 

* What do your lens tests consist of and what are you looking for? 

In the days when I did lens tests (I now own my own so don't have to do  
them!), I was looking for: 1. Sharpness (via test chart) 2. Flare  
characteristics (via Sky and light bulbs hanging in shot) 3. Contrast and  
colour characteristics (via grey scale, and set-up light  
graduated "sets".) 4. Breathing - how much the image size changes when  
focussing. 5. Close focus amount. 6. General "feel" of the lens based on  
above. 

* If time is limited, what does your emulsion test consist of and if you  
have plenty of time, what other tests do you perform? 

With limited time I would: 1. Take the emulsion(s) I am interested in and do  
at least one lit, interior test with costume and set colours from the film,  
and a variety of lighting, approximating conditions I expect to encounter in  
the film. 2. Do an exterior relating to the film, with a stand-in in  
appropriate costume.  With more time I would: 1. As above, but use different  
exposures, some filters and a wider variety of stock. 2. Repeat the above  
after looking at initial results with the Director, Production and Costume  
designer. 3. Introduce lab processes into the equation. 

* How do you go about doing make-up, scenic and wardrobe tests and what are  
you looking for when you conduct those tests? 

I "request firmly" from production a large studio or space, put some set  
pieces (might be painted bits of wood) in it (with appropriate colours),  
some furniture and then make a "day" area and a "night" area.  Before the  
actor arrives, I make a shot (usually tracking) that moves the actor from  
full length to close up in both the day and night situations.  I use a zoom  
(probably for the first and last time!), to be able to vary the shot size  
more than the track and space allow.  Costumes often aren't finished, but  
you can get the materials and hang them around the place and light them in  
different ways. Actors usually feel uncomfortable in this "scriptless"  
situation so the best thing is to take over from the director who is usually  
baffled by the whole thing, and just tell the actor where to go.  Humour is  
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a good idea in this situation, though I think we once shot 28,000 ft of an  
actor walking about in various raincoats which got a bit tiring. 

* Do your test go through the whole process including IP, IN and release  
print? 

You don't need to do this unless you are comparing Super 35 to Anamorphic.  
It's a long and expensive process so I have only done it twice - both times  
indicating that Anamorphic rules when it comes to "landscape" and Super 35mm  
rules when it comes to Night Ext and intimate small rooms. 

I hope I'm not asking too much. I've only done films that have finished on  
video. I been offered two scripts which will finishing on film and I want to  
be as prepared as I can.  Thank you in advance for you time. 

Very best regards, Eric Petersen 

You obviously know what you are doing, but I would urge you to go to the lab  
and spend time with the timer as this process is quite different from  
telecine without the controls you are used to.  Understanding printer lights  
is key to your relationship with the lab, as these numbers are going to tell  
you each day what you are doing with the exposure. 

QUESTION:  
To what degree is the job of the selection for the site location ...part of  
the reason things work out so well for cinematographers?   The talent lies  
with the cinematographer obviously, but is there an appreciation in  
movie-making for those who find the right angle and place for scenes (career  
wise)? 

Location, location, location.... 

Thanks for listening.. 

Jeff Helm  
Naples, Florida 

Any Cinematographer who doesn't acknowledge and appreciate the role of the Production Designer 
should be re-trained! David Watkin receiving his Oscar for Out of Africa pointed out that the clip 
they showed was shot by second unit! Film making is all about collaboration, and no 
cinematographer can shoot magical images if the Designer leads him into inappropriate locations, or 
builds sets you can't light.  
The time to discussion is in pre-production, during the scouting process.  
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What do you do in preparation for a movie?

I take the opportunity to see a lot of films. I try to persuade the Director to suggest films that they 
think might be related to the film we are about to make. This doesn't usually work, so I will see 
whatever is currently on and then look at previous movies on the same subject if they exist. If there is 
something in these movies that raises a question, I would take the sequence to the Director which will 
prompt a discussion out of which some idea might develop.

I listen to related music by searching around the subject to see what music is relevant. I will look at 
Photographs and Art related to the movie, which is usually in association with the Production 
Designer.

I walk for 40 minutes every day, usually in the morning, and use the time to run through both artistic 
and technical thoughts in my head. Too much talking (actually too much of anything) is not good for 
you, so I always try to make sure I get enough "down time" for the ideas to bubble to the surface. 

My aim is to have the script and the overall feel of the movie firmly in my head by Day 1. Sometime 
it takes until the end of the first 10 days - after that I start getting worried! Once we are shooting I 
never look at another movie until we have finished because I find it too disturbing - TV is OK but not 
a visit to the Cinema. I also only look at the script for continuity purposes: I find asking the Director 
about things I might have forgotten is a useful way on continuing the dialogue that is so essential to 
good film-making. 

I take all the film stocks available and try and test them in locations and with colours that pertain to 
the movie. I use a stand-in and get some costumes. I apply some of the processes that I think will suit 
the movie and once I have narrowed things down, I will go into the theatre (!) and show the Director 
and the Production Designer my tests: this will usually stimulate a worth while discussion. It is 
important to be extreme in the differences on the screen: otherwise the assembled interested parties 
will wonder what you are talking about when you wax lyrical about the differences between the tests!
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

 
How do you work with Production Designers... do you ever relate to them one on one or is it always 
through the director? 

Mostly the realtionship with the production designer is through the director intitially but.....  
Production Designers do the same job as the DP - a one-to-one thing with the Director - only it 
happens in early pre-production.  When the DP turns up, the emphasis turns to him or her, as the 
DP’s arrival means:  We’re Actually Going to Shoot This Movie!  People think the "look" of a movie 
is in the hands of the Director and the Cinematographer but that’s not true.  It’s in the hands of five 
people: Director, DP, Production and Costume Designer & Make-Up.  You can’t photograph 
something that isn’t there, no matter how you light it.  After you’ve done more than one film with a 
Production Designer you do more and more work with that person without the Directors involvement.  
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Lecture

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

THE ROLE OF THE CINEMATOGRAPHER (LECTURE GIVEN 1990)

When we see a young teenager walking down the street, chatting to a friend eating a bag of crisps, a 
part of some of us is inevitably jealous, feels the desire to return to youth, to be able to do it all 
again.   We long for the freedom of youth yet remember that somehow it wasn't like that at the time, 
at the time it was fraught with complication and indecision, with emotional upheaval.  But we are 
surrounded daily with advertising and images reminding us of the blinding beauty of youth, of love, 
of desire, of endless sex with cigarettes after.  We yearn for youth, for the body of youth, for the 
carefree attitude, for the time to get up late, not care, drink, and above all be single, be on the prowl, 
be loose, be free, to be in love.  To be able to jump over the fence without seeing where we land.  
Some of us look back and say, I had such a great time when I was young with the inevitable 
corrolorary that now that I'm not young, times are not so great.  And some of us look back on 
miserable childhoods and worse adolescence and only feel relief that it's all over:   but some of us 
look back and see this wonderful beautiful creature that was our selves in all our glory only to see the 
faded flower, the falling petals and the inevitability of the final igmony of disease and death.   
Somewhere it between these two is most of us, struggling along the continuum  of time looking for 
answers. 

To say there are no answers, only questions, is true but not that helpful.   We compare constantly 
because the whole basis of education, of western society, of the media is to present and compare, to 
analysis, quantify and find the solution.  Heads or tails: it has to be one or the other doesn't it?  Well 
doesn't it?  But what about when it lands on the edge?  What about uncertainty?  What if actually the 
whole edifice of western civilization, for all it's art, it's plays, it's books, it's buildings, what has it 
actually FOUND OUT?  What solutions have been found? 

Clearly many many instances can be cited of marvellous and wonderful solutions to a whole range of 
problems set before us by nature.  Every specialist in any of the fields of human endeavour could cite 
acres of solutions in this century alone to vast areas of human knowledge: medical, engineering, art, 
science, everything.  Everything.   It's an extraordinary and exciting era to be alive: the 20th century.  
Aeroplanes, cellphones, faxes, satellites, worldwide TV, the international market and so on.  Well it 
is extraordinary isn't it? 

Perhaps you don't think so, perhaps you don't feel part of this rapidly changing world that we keep 
reading about.  Why Not?  Because to the vast majority of people all this progress and all these 
gismos are just pictures on a page.  Images on a film, on TV.  What I'm trying to do this evening is 
give an account from the frontline so to speak. 

I cross constantly from my family life with Juliet, Josie and Michaela to a life on film sets 
everywhere and anywhere.  It sounds rather glamourous, like the pictures in a book, but what I'd like 
to do this evening is to try and continue the process of figuring out what belongs where in a 
seemingly contradictory set of values and information, as well as share with you some facts about 
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how these images that surround us are generated.  To de-mythologize the life of a film maker, in 
effect. 

So how are you feeling?  Well OK,  yeah OK.  Not too bad.  Or maybe quite bad.  Or maybe very 
bad.  And just occasionally, well terrific.  Yeah, today I feel terrific.  And what has this daily toll of 
aches and pains, lack of sleep, headaches, broken love affairs, endless soul searching and heartache, 
got to do with the images of our lives created for us by people like me.  Our internal actual self-
reality is made to feel less than, not as good as, completely undermined by our own perceived truth 
about others in the world out there.   They, out there in the newspaper, on tele, in the movies: THEY 
ARE OK.  THEY ARE GLAMOUROUS, THEY ARE FAMOUS.  Well maybe they aren't OK 
because we know that famous people make famous fuck-ups, but even that is better than just nothing 
isn't it?  The just nothing that is me, my life.  The just no achievment, no money, no-nothing life that 
is mine.  It's nothing because we compare it to the unattainable.  The carefully, expensively crafted 
images of advertising and the media convinces us that out there, if only we could just get our selves 
organised with the right clothes, the right job, the right car and the right boy or girl, out there we 
could make it, we could be happy, we could finally be somebody, be rich, be famous, be recognised, 
be loved by Mum and Dad.  Be somebody.  We can all be contenders only if.... 

It's plainly hopeless to expect anything out of life atall unless at least in some way some part of us 
correlates and synchs up with all this media stuff.  To be completely out of step with fashion, 
advertising and the endlessly changing demands of the nations image is to invite disaster: how are 
you going to have any regard for yourself atall unless you're under 25 and drive a Suzuki Vitara? 

It's worth taking a detailed look at how these images are prepared, because there's nothing quite like 
knowing the enemy's secrets.  And advertsing is the enemy, there's no doubt about it.  If you want to 
even begin the process of finding out who you are, the first step is finding out who you aren't.  We all 
kind of know that we aren't that beautiful girl with the endessly long tanned body stetched out in the 
pristine sand somewhere is a dingy studio in Brixton.   We sort of know that we aren't but don't you 
guys just feel a bIt attracted even though you know you love your wife and children and don't you 
girls just kind of somewhere think.. if only.. if only. 

The irony of todays fashionable advertising images of what we should aspire to is that the actual 
photographic images are in themselves a hype: manipulated beyond belief by immensly skilled 
choices of lighting, make-up, costume, lens and art direction.  What a commercial presents itself as, is 
a still or moving photographic record of what was actually there: what is hard to remind oneself of it 
that what was there was put there for the purpose of the advertisement: or if it wasn't, as in a location 
shoot, it was selected very very carefully from the landscape around to expressly convey the message 
of the advertisement.    This might sound obvious but the image of the half naked girl lying on the 
sand in the sun is designed to bypass the rational mind completely and head straight for the groin: 
that's obvious too but the terrible truth is that is works.  It works every time: sex and sun - it even 
works in California where the real thing is available! 

This is the point: the real thing can never ever measure up to the imagination.  All of us picture a life, 
a woman, a man in ways that make it very hard to adjust to the actuality of real life.  We expect this, 
we expect that and are constantly disappointed that life is not measuring up to the expectation.  The 
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expectations, the dreams, are fed to us by the media, the politicians, our parents, our society.  And 
when does this process get taught to us?  In childhood, of course.  For the first seven years of our 
lives our parents are not people, they are Gods:  God Mama and God Dada, or if you're unlucky, devil 
Mama and devil Dada.   Do we help the transition after the 7th year; help them to see us as fallible 
people, ordinary or extraordinary as the next man or woman?  Do we help children to change from 
seeing God Mama and God Dada to seeing people who are parents?  Or do we perpetuate the myth 
through advertising, through desire, though goal seeking education and bribes?  Join the army and see 
the world or is it Join the Army and learn how to kill people.  When you realise that the army can 
advertise on TV and make it seem that joining the Army is a great thing to do with your life, you 
begin to see the power of advertising, the power of manipulated imagery.  Join the Army and learn 
how to kill people: that might be the truth but the truth wouldn't really attract the recruits would it? 

The rows and rows of magazines of the newsagents racks: stand back one day and just look at them 
as a job lot.  They have one thing in common: they all feature a full face photo of a stunning looking 
girl or woman, and this includes women's magazines.  And the range of styles is actually very narrow 
- the women look almost the same.  There's a good reason for that - half of them were probably 
dressed, styled, made-up and photographed by the same people, and if not the actual same people 
then people who are so busy copying each others work and making sure that they stay fashionable, 
that they might as well be the same person.   And it's not uncommon to see the same girl on several 
covers one month because she's hot at that particular time.   Oh she's doing all the work this month, 
can't imagine why...  They can't imagine why because it's very hard to see, if you're in the skin trade, 
why a particular look does become fashionable and desirable.  In fact if you stand back a bit further 
from those rows of magazines, all those faces not only start to look the same but they all also don't 
look quite so beautiful.  In a certain light, they look quite threatening:  I know that I used to find the 
receptionist in an ad agency the most frightening person in the world.  Money, glamour, power: all 
embodied in an underpaid overmade-up girl answering telephones all day, dressed to kill.  But when I 
was young I didn't know the how and why of those things: I just suffered from the effect. 

At one point in my life I returned to England after an absence of 7 years during which I had seen no 
television.  In fact I had never seen colour television.  I turned on a set one night and it was the nine o' 
clock news.  Alasdair Burnett took his customary pose, staring at the camera and started to read the 
news.  I was in my mothers sitting room at the time and she came running into the room to ask me 
what was wrong because I was doubled up on the floor in a fit of hysterical laughter.  I literally was 
unable to control by hysteria, my absolute disbelief at what I was looking at, because the image I was 
seeing was not translated by my brain into a man sitting on a chair telling me the news, rather it 
seemed to be an animated Roy Lichenstein poster where the colours were crazily flourescent, the 
make-up caked on like lumpy plaster and why was he sitting roasting under some kind of arc light 
that made him look as though he was going to catch fire.  Even his speech seemed false and la-di-da: 
so extraordinary did this event seem to me that I was quite unable to watch the news and take in the 
information. 

In order for the process of TV to work we have to accept the nature of the image, to learn that this 
image means: here is a serious man sitting on a chair telling us the news.  The hidden agenda is what 
I saw: the artifice surrounding the whole "show" that means that whatever the program makers may 
do to make it seem otherwise, it is a "show" -  documentaries, news, horror films, recreated dramatic 
re-construction etc  - it's all a "show" and when the advertising comes on, it's part of the "show": 
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many children will tell you they are the best part.  Why, because an advertisement often makes a 
child work harder to interpret the fleeting imagery: the child doesn't know it's being sold something, 
but is intrigued by the speed and disconectedness of the images and it seems more "fun" than many 
"proper" programs.  Because they have to attend more to work out what's going on, they enjoy it 
more.  Children learn quickly the language of the TV image, and it is only if you have a long absence 
that you can have a momentary flash of its "real" nature.  The curious thing was that I learned within 
minutes to accept the image and have never been able to "see" the image in that particular way again. 

Recently chanel 4, always after novel solutions, took to having serious discussion about art, politics, 
with top intellectuals, politicians, writers and so on, around a burning oil drum.  Hand held cameras 
were used a lot, which were often visible, and they generally tried to loosen the rigid format of people 
sitting in chrome chairs with pastel backgrounds and a glass of water in front of them.  The framing 
of the images was loose and sometimes chaotic and the viewer was generally left with an uneasy 
feeling that he was supposed to be getting something out of all this unusual idea, as opposed to just 
listening to what people have to say.   The novelty of the surrounding quickly wore off and it actually 
just became irritating that Tony Benn was sitting on an upside down bucket in a suit and looking very 
uncomfortable.  The show tries to make the show visible but just becomes another show. And why try 
to make the show visible anyway?  If people have come to talk to each other then why not sit them 
down and have them talk to each other?  The reason why not is that some program producer is trying 
to forge new ideas, get ahead, be visible and generally make a name for himself. 

The program makers, the people who actually make the programs that you see on TV, represent a 
very very small proportion of the people employed in TV.  It is said that in the BBC, for every person 
standing on the studio floor there a 7 sitting in an office.  7 Managers to every "maker".  The 
controllers control and they make very sure they do control.  They know the power, the power of a 
system that every man woman and child in the country watches for 25 hours every week, over 3 
hours a night on average.  3 hours a night taking in the information that the controllers, the 
advertisers, the makers, see fit that you should watch.   Big Brother: who needs him when we've got 
the good old telle. 

I do rather like watching tele actually.  I watch it between midnight and 1am on a very small portable 
set sitting in the bath.  It's very relaxing and takes my mind away for a short time, sometimes into 
places and events that I find informative and stimulating.   But I won't have a tele in the centre of the 
house, and I find the small screen easier to stay detached from, easier to maintain in perspective, 
easier to decode.  Conflicting research about the effects of watching TV comes out virtually every 
week.  One week it's definitely harmful - causes violence and cancer and should be banned outright 
and next week it's beneficial, makes for a peaceful society and is a blessing to the old and infirm: a 
real friend for the lonely.   Statisticians have a field day with research results and somehow, despite 
the investment of millions by governments and TV companies, no-one ever has a conclusive answer 
about anything to do with the effects of TV.  Does it cause dyslexia?  Don't know.  Does it result in 
copycat violence?  Don't know.  Is it good to let our kids watch it?  Don't know. 

What we do know is that we do watch it, the whole society watches and if we're not getting our mores 
from TV then we're getting them from the tabloid press: the Daily Sport.  It's not going to go away, 
it's there, it's there everyday and whilst we may in some small way prevent our smaller children from 
exposure to it, the day comes when they grow up and decide to watch for themselves and then what?  
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What's going to happen then? 

I'm not a believer in the sinister conspiracy theory of society, the media and TV.  I don't believe 
there's a bunch of Hitlers out there trying to dominate our lives and turn us into teenage ninja turtles.  
I do believe there's people out there doing what we've taught them in our education system: getting 
ahead, dominating each other and going for the big one, trying to win at all costs.  In short, trying to 
make a buck and if that means trampling on a few people, animals, trees, whatever, then so be it.  Got 
to pay the morgage.  Got to get ahead. 

I'm not an intellectual, nor a commentator nor a critic so that is as far as I'm going to go with 
generalizations. I'd like to move on to real information about the world of the film maker:  
information that is somehow buried and not part of the glamourous publicity machine that spends 
millions to misinform the public about the world of film making. 

The rewards for those working in the media can be astronomic.  It is not unusual for a top 
international commercial camerman or stills photographer to earn £150 to £200,000.00 per year.  
Many commercials directors in the USA are millionares.  Coca Cola, IBM, Thatchers government, 
they all know the power of the media and they are willing to pay for it, so when an individual shows 
that he or she knows the secret to commercial success, to selling the product, to persuading the public 
that their product is the product, the one, the moment, the apex, the few thousand pounds for a daily 
fee to that person is nothing compared to the potential rewards to the company.  But it's a giant crap-
game with enormous stakes, and most bets fall into the hands of the croupier.  But for the one that 
makes it, the market is no longer the odd 50 million living in your own country but the millions living 
everywhere.  As far as the media is concerned, the world is the aim, appeal to everyone everywhere, 
the single market is not Europe, it's the world.  And to Coca Cola, with a turnover higher that most 
countries GNP, the odd 100 million spent on advertising is just pocket money. 

I can see some of you beginning to ask the question, so why do you work in all this.  Why do you 
participate in this appalling process of conning the people into buying this and that.  It's a good 
question! 

For all of my twenties and some of my thirties I refused to have anything to do with advertising 
(probably because I was scared of the receptionists!) and would only shoot drama films or 
documentaries that I considered "OK" by my hazy left wing standards.  Not only did I consider 
commercials morally reprehensible but I couldn't stand the people involved - not that I really knew 
any of them because I didn't work with them - but I just knew I couldn't stand them because.. well 
they work in commercials so they must be aweful. 

When I left film school in 1980 at the age of 32, I was offered a contract with a large company in 
London to shoot commercials and if I signed the contract it meant I could get a union ticket which 
meant I could work as a cinematographer.  The problem for the film maker is that the only way to 
learn to make films, to tell stories on film, is to make films, and if you don't practice, or have the 
opportunity to practice then you don't progress.  It's hard to learn to play the piano if the notes are not 
connected to the strings: as a film-maker the connection is very expensive, requires enormous 
organisation, many people and a sharing of a common purpose that needs to be organised and defined 
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in such a manner that has no parallel outside of perhaps an army. 

A film crew is like a bunch of cowboys on a cattle drive: every possible type of human being is 
present from the low down mean skunk who'll shoot your boots off your feet if he thinks he can get 
away with it, to the most erudite, learned and effette writer who finds the whole enterprise thrilling 
terrifying and nerve wracking all at once.  This whole sprawling ensemble may come together for 
anything from one day to one year and there is no other way to learn the job than to do the job, and 
the line between what is an acceptable and what is an unacceptable job becomes very blurred indeed. 

A cinematographer is first and foremost a craftsperson.  If you are a shoemaker you are part of a team 
of people whose jobs you rely on to make your shoes.  The farmer to breed the cow, the tanner to 
cure the skin, the smelter to shape the rivets: a whole host of people who need to be doing their job in 
order for you to do yours.  And when the shop door tings and a person comes in for a pair of shoes 
the shoe maker measures their feet, decides on all the intracies of style and colour and then agrees a 
fee.  No-one says: What are the shoes for? or Who will be wearing them? If the customer goes out of 
the shop and uses his new boots to kick someone to death is that the fault of the shoe-maker?  A 
cinematographer shapes and crafts images to serve the ideas of the scriptwriter and director and 
whilst he may in the enviable position of being able to choose who or to what end he lends his craft, 
the chances are that in order to develop his craft he has to go with any customer that comes into the 
shop.  That is, until such time as there is a cue around the block and then he can afford to be choosy. 

A director is in a rather different position, the director, along with the producer and writer, is actually 
responsible.  When I am offered the chance to direct commercials I say no, because I can't do it.  I 
can't be responsible for it.  I can shoot them but I can't direct them.  I can practice a craft but I can't 
take on the direction.  Interesting.  Is this me kidding myself?  Where is the borderline.  You all drove 
here: you contributed to the greenhouse effect: are you responsible?  
Was it worth it?  It's hard to know without coming.  Telling a friend about this evening is a quite 
different event from being here to tonight.  There's only one way to become a cinematographer and 
that's to shoot film.  When I work on a commercial it's like knowing I'm in paradise, I've got a crew, 
cameras, lights, film,  but the paradise is full of shit : the whole reason for being there is wrong: it's to 
sell, to baffle, amaze and catch a fickle hamburger munching public - to try and catch their attention 
for just one brief moment in that 3 hrs of daily TV watching and say BUY THIS!  It's frustrating to 
practice your instrument and know that the composer has created garbage.  I guess musicians who are 
forced to record musak to pay the rent are in much the same position. 

But the fascination with light, with the play of light on a surface, on a face, and the photographic 
recording of that interaction, and the movement of the camera in relation to that light, that subject, 
that moment.  In a commercial it's only that: it's an abstraction that somehow is ultimately insulted by 
being about selling but in a film, a drama, a story, it takes on quite another role.  Everything at any 
moment in the making of a good film is for the camera: without the camera there is no film, without 
the camera all the activity, all the millions of pounds, all the weeks and weeks of work is as nothing: 
the camera is the recorder, the immortaliser, the maker of the image.  Ten or twenty time a day we set 
up sometimes small and sometimes big moments, actors, landscapes, and record them.  Immortalize 
them.  The movie camera is a beautiful silent awesome machine but just a machine.  It has no life but 
life is frozen within it then recreated by a projector, in a silent dark room where upturned faces gaze 
and listen.   And the decisions about what to point the camera at, where to move it and when and how 
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it should look is an endless fascination, an endless collaboration of director and cinematographer.  
And every frame, 24 frames every second, records only and exactly what you put in front of it: not 
more, not less, but exactly and only what you put in front of it.  And learning what to put in front of it 
and what story it tells is the skill, the craft.  And only in the doing, in the making, can you find out.  
It's hard to taste a cake you can only make in your mind: but that's what the cinematogtrapher does.  
The writer writes the recipe that the director, the cinematographer and a whole host of others mix up, 
bake and finally cut up and serve.  Sometimes it tastes good and sometimes well.. never mind, we'll 
make another. 

Deciding on the nature of the "look" for a film is a curious and mystical process.  Every director who 
calls me up wants his film to look "different".  Everyone wants to be different.  And often the poorer 
the subject or the content the more hysterical directors become about "the look": after all there is 
nothing else so all the energy pours into the look.  But when the subject is strong, the story powerful, 
the discussions about "look" calm down and become part of an evolution, as pre-production draws 
near to the shoot day, a hundred decisions a day made by the director with the production designer, 
the make-up department, the costume designer, the cinematgrapher, these all add-up to "the look" 
which the cinematographer finally imparts as a kind of summation  of every one else's work.  When 
we made The Grifters it was almost effortless: like performing a superb ballet where the cast knows 
it's every move, it's every moment.  After rehearsal every morning, the camera had to go just there 
and move just then: the light had to be as it was - I was constantly baffled by doing things I'd never 
done before and was forever watching the rushes with my heart in my mouth because I was stretching 
myself: but I knew they were the demand, the necessity of the script, the actors, Steven's vision.  
Jacques Rivette, the french director, said that the good films are like archaeology: you're just got to 
unearth what's there without breaking anything.  But in the process of cleaning the dust off with a 
teaspoon you sometimes loose track of the whole, the final result, and that's what you have to hold 
onto all the time: the whole, the complete work.  When the films fascinating it's because all the 
elements are in right relation all of the time: and the camera is the emotion, it is the moment, and it 
recreates the emotional being of the actor for ever and ever every moment.  More than that, it 
catapults the mortality of the actor into immortality and the viewer soars entranced:  what a landing it 
is when a great movie finishes - how hard the return to earth, to time and mortality.  The camera is 
really a time machine after all. 

Because of this ability to weave magic, to caste a 2 hour spell over us, the cinema occupies a special 
place in most people's affection.  A place different to that of the theatre, of the concert hall, because 
when it siezes you it transports you completely, leaving no trace of your every day self.  You sit in 
rows in a dark room all faced forward to a window on the world created by the joint minds of the film 
makers: it is the ultimate social art, it is simply not possible for one person to make a film no matter 
what critics may like to dream up in their endless quest for director heroes.   Even the most bigoted 
egotistical and unco-operative directors have ultimately to work with others and if they don't then 
their work will ultimately fall apart because no-one who is any good will work with them any more.  
Believe it or not there are directors out there who treat you as though you are there to stop them 
making their film. 

Despite all this rosy talk of drama and meaning, the grisly truth of feature film making is that it is the 
biggest crap game of all, where the stakes are highest and the rewards greatest.  Batman made $250 
million but it cost $40 million.  That's quite a stake to put on the roulette table: Ishtar cost the same 
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and have you seen that?  No?  Nor has anyone else: total loss.  The studios and investors don't put 
$40 million on the table because they think they're contributing to the meaning of life, the thirst for 
knowledge: they put it there because they're addicted to gambling for high stakes on the most 
expensive table in the world.  It must be a real pain for them to have to deal with all us creative types, 
the writers, directors, musicians and so on: most of the guys with the real power don't because they 
hate us all so much, so they just employ executives to deal with us: the Crew Ugh!  Scum.  We're a 
necessary evil and they can't understand why they have to pay us so much money.  Like it or not, 
we're part of the chip on the table and whatever the subject, whatever the meaning, the purpose, the 
aim - to someone, somewhere, it's just another chip on the table. 

To those of us that care what we get involved in, because there's a big enough queue round the block 
to enable us to be selective and still pay the morgage, there are the films out there that matter, that 
contribute to the exchange of ideas.  It might be only us that see them that way, but see them that way 
we do, and when I look back and see I was part of My Beautiful Laundrette, Prink Up Your Ears or 
The Grifters, I can honestly say to myself well that was worth it, that was worth all the pop promos, 
the commercials, because without them that wouldn't have been that way.  I wouldn't have known to 
do it that way, in whatever way is the mystery of knowing how to do something.   By doing 
commercials I gain insiders knowledge, I know what not to do on a picture, I know how to avoid 
commercial imagery or when to use it, because I know how to make it, and by knowing that I can 
ignore it. 

Copywriters and commercial directors think they know the answer to persuasive imagery, but the 
truth is that they know only the limitations of what they are doing which is selling and no fancy 
backlit coloured multi image munching piece of million dollar gismo can ever get over that: selling is 
the aim, selling is the game. 

The real power of feature film goes back right to the story tellers, to the myths, legends and powers of 
the story: and when the power is in the story and not in the surface of the picture, then the 
photography is another demand that is as different as Bach is from Heavy Metal.  For the cinema 
viewer to truly sink into the ocean of a film, the photography must call softly, softly, seducing the 
viewer into forgetting that the camera even exists, that lights were ever used and that indeed anybody 
ever even made the film.  The film must feel like it was there: it was like that, that's how it was.  It 
wasn't shots all joined up with tape with sound on the side mixed with music: it was there - it was like 
that then.  We were just there to record it.  To uncover it.  The credits should baffle at the end; oh 
someone made this? Wow!  Look at all those names!  Who are those people?l 

Like the threads in a persian carpet, the photography is only part of the picture, the picture is the story 
and the story is the film.  
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Shipping News

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Ancestral Travels

Cinematographer Oliver Stapleton helps director Lasse Hallstrom adapt the critically 
acclaimed novel The Shipping News for the cinema. 

by John Pavlus 

In the eight-odd years it took to bring Annie Proux's Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Shipping News 
to the screen, one of contemporary cinemas most longstanding partnerships was slowly but surely 
winding down. Oliver Stapleton, BSC had begun his collaboration with Stephen Frears in 1985 on 
My Beautiful Laundrette and had since worked with the director on seven films. "I love to work just 
with one person for a while...." says Stapleton.  
   
Fortunately for Stapleton, a new relationship was beginning to blossom with Lasse Hallstrom, for 
whom Stapleton shot The Cider House Rules (1999). "There is a graph to your relationship with a 
director", he says: "On the first film, you are feeling each other out - second film, you are settling 
down - third film, you are probably really doing well. But Lasse and I pretty much skipped the initial 
phase. Within a few days of starting to work together on Cider House, we realized we had so much in 
common that we fell into a groove very quickly."  
   
Scheduling conflicts prevented Stapleton from shooting Chocolat for Hallstrom, but when Miramax 
hired the director for The Shipping News, Stapleton signed on without hesitation. "Lasse and I have a 
tremendously shared sense of cinema, and we did Shipping News with a great feeling of familiarity. 
He has a very extraordinary way of working from the heart, not from the head, and that is fairly 
unique in my experience of film directors," Stapleton says. "It also helped that we had a very solid 
group of people who had made a lot of films together. This was my fourth film with Steve Dunn, the 
first AD, and it was my third with [production designer] David Gropman. Shipping News was a very 
difficult film to get together logistically, and the solidity of the team really helped."  
   
The difficulties mainly sprang from the films plot, in which a burned-out New Yorker named Quoyle 
(played by Kevin Spacey) travels to his ancestral home in Newfoundland in order to reconnect with 
his past. Slippery actors schedules and unforgiving location work produced often-frustrating results 
for the filmmakers. For one thing, shooting began on a soundstage in Halifax, Nova Scotia, rather 
than on location in Newfoundland which goes against the logic of how to make a film. That was a 
travesty, because anyone who makes films knows that you should start with exterior scenes so that 
when you go into the studio, you know if the actors hair is blown, or if its a sunny day, if it rained etc. 
- all of those things that are known if you've shot the exteriors first," Stapleton says. "But sometimes 
you have to make films the wrong way round, and this was a case in point. We spent four to five 
weeks in the studio shooting interiors that were supposed to match something we hadn't shot yet.  
   
I couldn't simply make guesses; that would have been pointless. In the end, I figured I'd just light 
each interior scene for what was correct dramatically. I lit some scenes with gray light because it 
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suited that part of the script, and I lit other scenes to be sunny. The extraordinary thing was that when 
we went up six weeks later to shoot exteriors that had to match what we had shot before, about 99 
percent of the time the light was perfect."  
   
Unfortunately, beginning the shoot in the studio led to another complication: there would be no snow 
on the ground in Newfoundland when it was time to shoot exteriors. Miramax simply decided to 
remove all references to snow from the script, but Stapleton found this “solution” unacceptable. “The 
film is a journey, and one of the potentially exciting aspects of the journey is that you can have 
different seasons which should look and feel very different," the cinematographer explains. "I wanted 
Quoyle to leave New York in the winter, and as he drove north I wanted it to be snowy because that 
signaled a complete change in landscape." Fortunately, Stapleton wasn't alone in this sentiment. "I 
managed to figure out how to put snow into that sequence by using a hodgepodge of photographic 
techniques, and when I presented the plan at a meeting, the producers and Lasse were all very 
relieved that I'd figured out how to do it! It wasn't that hard, but it was the sort of thing that only a 
cinematographer can work out."  
   
Stapletons scheme focused on a block of scenes that trace Quoyles journey from New York to 
Newfoundland. After a snowy drive, he arrives in Newfoundland via ferry; he then ascends a hill and 
sees his house attached by cables to the icy landscape below. Accompanied by Agnis (Judi Dench), 
he approaches the house, enters, and later goes to sleep. "We contrived that there would be a huge 
rainstorm during the night which washes the snow away, so when they wake up the next day and go 
outside, the snow is patchy," says Stapleton. "We did that because once the next day begins, we get 
into a whole block of scenes where it just wouldn't be feasible to keep the snow element going. In 
order to make those shots work, we had the second unit go up in a helicopter and shoot some plates 
during the period in March when there was snow in Newfoundland. They also shot plates for the 
driving shots: a rear view, two side views and a front view. Then we shot the actors driving in the 
studio to match those plates. That got us off the ferry and into the snowy landscape."  
   
To get the shot in which the actors arrive at the summit of the hill, the filmmakers simply covered the 
immediate small area with fake snow and then cut to the actors POV to establish the view of the 
house. Creating this shot required more plate work. "First we had the second unit shoot a plate of the 
sea, the hills and foreground all covered in real snow; we had worked it out in prep with marks on the 
ground. But then the actors were there looking at the house, which was sitting on a hill that had no 
snow on it. So we then did the same shot as near as we could with the same lens, same height and 
same horizon. In the old days, that would've called for a very complicated lock-off for exact 
matching, but nowadays they can use digital tools to slide the image around and make it match in 
post.  
   
The next element of the sequence required the characters to walk down the snowy hillside toward the 
house. “In order to achieve that, we needed a wide shot with doubles [for the actors] walking toward 
the house. But we snowed in a fairly big area behind them and shot it with a 400mm lens in order to 
minimize the width of the background," Stapleton explains. "The interior shots of the characters 
entering the house had already been shot in the studio on the first day of principal photography. After 
that, the only snow-related effects to keep track of were the post-rainstorm "patches-of-snow" which 
turned out to be challenging enough. Our refrain would always be, Oh my god, we need patches!’ - 
because we'd scan through the script and suddenly realize we were in a scene that required them," 

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/shipping.html (2 of 7)09/05/2009 11:09



Shipping News

laughs Stapleton. "Every day the same 25 guys would be adding and removing snow. The locals 
thought we were completely nuts!" 

 Because Newfoundlands terrain was whited out during the prep period, Stapleton was left with one 
more logistical hurdle to clear before production. "Photographically, I knew that going and shooting a 
whole bunch of white snow would tell me nothing. So I got a colleague to take my camera and lenses 
down to the area of England where I live, which I knew would look very similar to Newfoundland 
when there wasn't any snow there. We also shot some tests in a fishing port near Halifax, because at 
least the snow doesn't settle on the sea. I was able to get some tones of the sea and the ships that 
weren't pure white."  
   
According to Stapleton, Hallstrom is “like a collagist who loves to have things put in front of him that 
he can select from,” and the cinematographer worked hard to take advantage of that openness despite 
the obstacles he faced during prep. "When I do tests, they're pretty wild. They've nearly got me fired 
a couple of times," he chuckles. "Whenever I'm shooting somewhere, I think, 'Whats the worst 
possible light I've got to deal with?" I realized that the worst thing that could happen to me in 
Newfoundland would be that the sun would come out, the sky would go blue, the hills would look 
green, and we'd all be in the land of musicals. Of course, there's a good reason why you can buy a 
house on two acres of land in Newfoundland for $5,000! I wanted the look of the film to reflect the 
bleakness, rather than have it look pretty. I wanted to give it the beauty of a diamond: a kind of 
coldness - pure, hard and tough."  
   
With that goal in mind, Stapleton leaned toward using the bleach-bypass process to desaturate colors, 
crush blacks and increase contrast. He tested Deluxes ACE (Adjustable Contrast Enhancement) 
process, but the results were deemed unacceptable on aesthetic as well as financial grounds. "Because 
of cost, labs have been struggling to get around the problem that so many cinematographers love 
bleach-bypass, which is a printing process," he says. "There were a lot of suggestions - one might say 
pressure - from Miramax to come up with a process that could be applied at the intermediate stage. I 
spent a lot of time looking at what Deluxe could offer at the interneg stage, but I didn't like any of it, 
and neither did Lasse or David. It made faces look a bit too rough.  
   
Then I said to the lab, I like what you're doing with ACE, but can't you come up with something that's 
like that effect, but less so? That's when Deluxe manager Chris Severn and all the technical boffins 
put their heads together and modified it in a way that they decided to christen ‘ACE-Oliver,’ for want 
of another name. It had the effect of taking a lot of the color out of the blue sky, so that it was paler, 
while making the green in the landscape a bit darker and less rich. We all eventually agreed on this 
process, and it was applied to all of our rush prints."  
   
Stapletons sensitivity to landscape also impacted discussions about the films aspect ratio. He felt that 
Newfoundlands rugged features deserved a widescreen format, but conceded that the height 
differences among actors could make 2.35:1 framing awkward. That Hallstrom had only worked with 
widescreen once before (on The Cider House Rules) also created concern. "Right up to the last week 
of prep, we were still tussling about which format suited the film," Stapleton recalls. "It's simply 
easier to shoot in 1.85:1, but that format doesn't give you the same kind of tension when you go out 
into the land. So I got Steve Dunn to produce both actors [Spacey and Moore?] and the child for me 
four days before we were to start shooting. We were lucky that the child was quite tall, and neither of 
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the actors were. We went to the set with a viewfinder, and I kept switching it between 1.85 and 2.35 
and handing it to Lasse. In the end, he said, "You know, 2.35 is just cooler!"  
   
Still, the question remained of whether to shoot the film with anamorphic lenses or utilize the 
spherical Super 35 format; the filmmakers opted for the latter. Says Stapleton: "“In some ways, I 
think I should have shot it in anamorphic. I spent the first two weeks seriously considering it, because 
the film has a lot of day exteriors, which suits anamorphic. But I was also very aware that Super 35 
looks so much better than it used to. People often say the problem with Super 35 is that you see great 
rushes, but the print is a disappointment. I've not found that to be the case. For me, the crucial 
difference is in the perspective. A 50mm anamorphic lens is a wide lens, but it still has the 
perspective of a 50mm; you have a wide angle but a tight perspective. It's hard to get your brain 
around, but it's a fundamentally different look.  
   
One of the most important considerations about anamorphic is that it's very hard to get a really good 
set of lenses. I had six weeks to prepare Shipping News in Nova Scotia, which is not exactly where 
the major rental houses of the world are located! There I was, four weeks from shooting the film, and 
I thought: "Do I go with Super 35, or do I spend the next four weeks in a total panic just worrying 
about lenses?" So it finally became a practical issue."  
   
Shooting spherically allowed Stapleton to employ his trusted personal gear: a Moviecam Compact 
outfitted with Cooke S4 series primes. Once again, environmental concerns informed the choice. "I 
knew we were going to be exposed to some very harsh conditions, and with most lenses you have to 
have the grease changed in order to work at low temperatures, or else the barrel gets too stiff. The 
unique thing about the S4s is that they work on cams like a zoom lens, so no matter what the 
temperature is, the barrel moves in exactly the same way."  
   
Stapleton prefers to use his own cameras whenever possible, and the unforgiving location of The 
Shipping News proved a perfect match for the two lightweight Compacts. (The production rented an 
extra one for B-camera work.)  
"If you're a Formula One driver, when you go to a new track you don't want a different car. When 
you get in your car and its all familiar, you can really concentrate on the road. So when my camera 
package turns up, I don't even have to look at it. The assistants deal with it, and I look at the road. 
[The Compact] doesn't do what the [Arriflex] 535A can do with speed or aperture changes, but you 
don't need that for a Lasse Hallstrom film. This film was shot in what you might call pure classical 
mode: no fancy angles., no fancy techniques."  
   
The filmmakers even resisted the urge toward stylization when creating the elaborate flashbacks and 
'drowning visions' that Quoyle experiences while rediscovering his history. "“We considered a whole 
slew of things like handheld, Super-8 and digital [video], but in the end we decided to keep it 
simple," Stapleton says. "I realized that if I just made a coherent whole out of everything that was 
going on in Quoyles brain, it would be less confusing and more convincing. I really wanted to stay 
away from the Super-8 doco look. When Quoyle ‘remembers’ that his ancestors were bloody pirates 
fighting on a boat, you've immediately gone into something fake if you show it in that manner, 
because theres no way anyone would have had an 8mm camera on a pirate ship!"  
   
Instead, Stapleton created a distinctive look by overexposing the flashback scenes by two stops and 
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instructing Deluxe not to correct the look. "“Conventional cinema spends a lot of time using sepia 
tones or soft filters to constitute memory. I knew that a lot of our flashbacks were either underwater 
or in snow, and I thought that it would be good if they had a burned-out quality - a brightness so 
pronounced that you would almost need sunglasses to look at those memories, because they were so 
strong."  
   
Stapleton shot the film mainly on Kodak Expression 500T 5284 stock, and ensuring that the 
overexposed scenes stayed that way required extra vigilance from the camera crew. "As with all 
things Kodak, the latitude was just astonishing." the cinematographer says. “"There were some 
misunderstandings with the second unit at one point, and they sent back some overexposed stuff but 
forgot to include the note with it. The lab printed it down, and I gasped when I saw it because it 
looked normal! If you really want to create a negative thats unusable except as a burned-out image, 
you’d probably have to overexpose it by about four stops."  
   
Stapleton also found the low-gamma 5284 to be an ideal check on the contrast-increasing ACE 
process. "The most interesting way to print contrasty is to have a long tonal scale on the original 
negative," he says. "Otherwise you double up and you wind up with no tones." Judicious use of the 
5284 with other stocks also allowed Stapleton to “ride the light” within the targeted range: Kodak 
Vision 320T 5277 (along with the 84) minimized contrast on sunny days, while Vision 250D 5246 
bumped it back up when the daylight was overcast. Stapleton also used the 5284 for night scenes.  
   
Printing, however, was done on Fuji stock. "Kodak supplies two print stocks: contrasty and more 
contrasty," Stapleton explains. "The Fuji stock is less so, and because the ACE process adds a lot of 
contrast, I found it better to use a print stock that wasn't quite so gutsy in the first place."  
   
Stapleton supported this delicate tonal balance with his studio lighting strategy. In order to mimic the 
wraparound quality of Newfoundlands wintry daylight, he set units to bounce off of a giant white cyc 
that was erected around the house. "The feature of snow is that you get a lot more light bouncing up 
and everywhere than you would with regular daylight, so we made sure that each window also had 
diffusion frames at the top and both sides, with Blondes, Nine-lights and Six-lights positioned around 
them. When I showed up, David Gropmans carpenter had put shutters on each window, which left a 
1/8-inch gap between each one. I got David to make more holes in the roof and remove some of the 
shutters, as if they'd fallen off. That way I could model the light and lend it much more character." 
 
   
"I did cheat a little bit," he admits, "in that I realized that it would be much more dramatic if there 
were actual stripes and pools of light in the house. A stripe is only created by sharp sunlight, not dull 
daylight, so I took a bit of poetic license and created an ‘in-between’ sort of light. It didn’t quite look 
like sun, but it was pooled. I shined 10Ks and 12Ks through Hampshire Frost diffusion and a little bit 
of smoke. It wasn't direct, but it had a nice, strong contrast so that it could pick up the actors as they 
walked through the pools."  
   
Despite the inherent darkness imposed by the production design, Stapleton decided to base his key 
sources for night interiors on candles and lanterns instead of traditional electric practicals. "Initially 
we thought that the characters should arrive at the house and flip on the electricity, but I had a 
problem with that. I live in the country and am aware of things like generator use, and I thought 
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electric light seemed weird if the house hadn't been lived in for 40 years.  
   
I looked at some old documentaries made in Newfoundland. Candles and oil lamps were expensive, 
so there was a strict routine about your light: you lit the lantern in the kitchen when you ate, and if 
you went to the bedroom, you’'d light a candle and put the other one out. We were a bit concerned 
that the candles and lanterns would look too romantic, but I convinced everyone that we didn't have 
to make it look that way —- it could just look functional. I put three small units on dimmers nearby, 
one above and a couple to the side, shaded off and gelled with half CTO."  
   
The filmmakers remaining challenge was the extensive marine work required to create Quoyles 
'drowning visions'. Because these sequences contain shots from both surface and underwater 
perspectives, shooting was divided into two phases. The underwater shots, supervised by marine 
specialist Mike Thomas, were done in the 'swimming pool' in Halifax. "Mike Thomas had just come 
off of Pearl Harbor, and I left a lot of the underwater lighting to him," says Stapleton. “"I'm not scuba-
trained, but I spent a whole day in the pool paddling around with a snorkel, looking down. The 
underwater set was lit with reflected light and with strong diffused light from above. We used HMIs 
reflected off polystyrene and silver. I wanted a sunnier feel for some sequences, so we then used 
heavy spotlights coming in at 45 degrees. With underwater work, you need quite a lot of strong light 
that can penetrate the water."  
   
The surface work proved much more vexing. The filmmakers initially planned to shoot practically- 
off the Canadian shoreline, but they were told that the frigid water was unsafe for actors. "Luckily," 
says Stapleton, "we stumbled across the fact that St. Johns, Newfoundland, has one of the biggest 
wave tank facilities in the world. It's an absolutely enormous tank, measuring 160 feet long by 100 
feet wide, which is used for testing Americas Cup yachts and such. I tentatively suggested that we 
shoot Kevin Spacey in the wave tank. There was a lot of skepticism in the beginning, but after 
consulting others who had dealt with this sort of problem, including crew members who had worked 
on The Perfect Storm, I convinced everyone that there would be too many problems trying to make 
realistic waves in the studio swimming pool."  
   
The advice from Storms veterans also helped Stapleton achieve a particularly difficult move in which 
the camera rises from beneath the waves and ascends over the action in one smooth motion. "You just 
couldn't do this move with an underwater cameraman. He can come up to the surface, but then he's 
subject to whatever the surface is doing and— if it's very rough, he's going to get knocked about. We 
rented a device that's like a remote head on a crane under the water. You can crane right up out of the 
water and look down, which also gets you over the horizon problem. Instead of having to digitally 
matte the horizon onto every shot, you can actually come up out of the water looking down and avoid 
it altogether."  
   
Such a consistently difficult production could have strained even the most solid collaborators, but 
Stapleton insists that his second experience with Hallstrom was a delight. He is already eager to start 
on their next project. "I certainly feel Lasse and I can make more films together and it will just get 
better. We had our share of problems on The Shipping News, but I don't think I ever heard a voice 
raised once against anybody. He can make the process of filmmaking a happy one."  
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Slow Motion

As a home based amature interested in film, I'd like to know  
about slow motion. When I watch a film, I always love the pure, smooth slow  
motion that is used sometimes (not the blur, stop, blur, stop slow motion).  
Yet at home, using DV video and editing software (Final Cut Pro), when I try  
to make slow motion the product is the blur stop blur - elongated frame way.  
I wish I knew what I'm missing and an understanding of the way film slow  
motion is done. Take note that my camera does not have a shutter  
speedadjustment. --Laszlo 

Film slow-mo is done by increasing the frame rate from 24fps (standard) to  
48, 96, 1000 fps.. whatever.  48fps would give you x2, 72 fps x 3 etc.  This  
is "pure smooth" slow-mo because the image is gathered at twice (sic) the  
speed it is projected: each frame is "captured" 2x, 3x etc in the original.  
The "blur stop blur" thing happens when you stretch the original normal  
speed footage (or video) and print or render it twice or 2 1/2 times,  
creating an artificial slow mo. The shutter speed adjustment available on  
some video cameras, affects the motion-blur of each individual frame  
("sports mode" etc), but this has nothing to do with slow motion.  Video  
slow motion is a technology that is improving rapidly (watch any tennis game  
to see it in action), but is currently very expensive to implement, and  
still not as good as film. 

Is it possible to shoot video at high speed to form slow speed?  
KK 

No! (well not on a low end video camera).  The only way to slow video is to play it back slow and re-
record it.  
This is course, does not give the same quality as film..  
There is work going on to improve this situation but someone else would have to tell you what this is.  
(Actually there are slo-mo hard disk systems around now) 

What do you think of effects like slo-mo and time lapse? Useful?  
Overdone? Are all of those effects created in the filming process, or can  
some of them be done in post-production? --Matt 

When Sam Peckinpah introduced slow-mo in The Wild Bunch to the wider  
audience it was sensational. When Antonioni ended Zabriski Point with the  
entire contents of a house flying though the sky at 300fps it was the most  
memorable visual in the movie.  Now it’s just another available tool which  
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is sometimes used well and sometimes badly.  I like it when it’s appropriate  
-  I use subtly different frame speeds quite a bit, so technically it’s a  
slo-mo shot but the audience wouldn’t see it that way.  Most explosions can  
be shot up to 50fps without noticing that it is particulary slow.  Different  
frame speeds are used all the time in fights and action work.  I did a  
sequence of a man falling down many flights of stairs where we followed the  
falling man with a steadicam, and racked the frame speed from 6fps to 30fps  
(with aperture compensation so the exposure wouldn’t change) quite  
violently.  This greatly increased the sense of buffeting in the mans  
descent of the stairs - something the stunt man couldn’t have done without  
hurting himself!  But it didn’t show as an “effect”. 

Time Lapse is very different, as this is always obvious to the viewer for  
what it is, so it tends to be used more in documentary and wild life  
photography, as well as scientific research. 

Both these effects are not possible with any decent quality in the digi  
world: you can change film speed quite a bit in post-production but it  
becomes apparant if you move more than 50% away from the original speed in  
the slow direction, but you get away with more if you are speeding things  
up. Progress is being made with slo-mo in the Digi world, but it’s still a  
long way from what you can do on film.  
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VFX

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

Special Shots and Visual Effects (VFX)

Q&A PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

There is a shot in Panic Room at the very end, where it seems as  
if the camera is pulling away and focusing at the same time, but nothing  
moves. I've seen this technique done in Raging Bull also. How is it done?  
--T 

It’s a curious thing about the Panic Room - all I have ever heard discussed  
about the movie is how a shot was done.  I’ve never heard anybody mention  
anything about the movie itself - the story, script, acting etc.  This goes  
to show that if you shoot something in a flashy way it detracts from the  
movie itself.  I haven’t seen it yet but I’ll tell you tommorrow.  My guess  
is that it is A “trombone” shot first done by Hitchcock, then Spielberg (in  
Jaws) and now Fincher. You track out and zoom in, or track in and zoom out,  
depending on what you want the background to do. 

 Have you ever seen a shot where the picture is in slow motion and  
then suddenly it switches to fast motion? I was wondering, since I don't  
think you can suddenly switch the frame rate in the camera while shooting,  
how exactly that is accomplished. Is it all shot in slow motion? And then  
the fast part is sped up in post? 

Josh, Bellevue WA 

You can "ramp" the camera from one speed to another, and these days some  
cameras (like the Arri 435) have the ability to compensate the iris for you  
while it is happening.  Naturally it takes a second or two to make the  
change so it is not "instant", but this effect can be created easily in post  
by taking out the frames where it was speeding up or slowing down to make  
the change faster.  If the whole effect is done in post, the slow motion  
part will "step" because the "in-between" info is not on the negative. 

Hello there, 

I have a question that has haunted me most of my life. The answer may be  
simple enough but I haven't encountered it down the years and was never sure  
where or who to ask. Here goes: 

There are several movies in which the main actor plays a dual role such as  
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the story of Al Jolson. In it Larry Parks ends up shaking hands with  
himself, playing the part of Al J. meeting with Larry P. and I'm still not  
sure how it was done. Is there a simple explanation somewhere that I could  
turn to? Is it just a matter of using a split screen? 

Any help would be much appreciated and I can stop wondering about it at  
last. 

-- all the best for now, from Lora Mendel 

In the days pre-computer, all trick shots were called Opticals, because they were printed on a printer 
with that name.  You rightly surmise that the shot in question was split screen, but they might have 
had to do some tricky work to actually make the hands grasp each other. In split screen work, the 
actor cannot "cross" the split as they would disappear behind the other image, but you can have a 
actor meet himself, then when one walks off the other walks off after him: this is done by wiping the 
split in the direction of travel.  
Motion Control came along to allow trick shots to move, by making the camera do an exact move 
several times, by mechanizing the move and making it repeatable.  This had to very exact when the 
compositing was done optically: but nowadays computers can track the movement after it is shot and 
make corrections to any problems during the shoot.  
There are several books about Special Effects (the general name for this fascinating and growing area 
of Cinematography) if you want to get really technical! 

Hi, I've been having trouble shooting through car windshields while  
retaining visibility of the subjects inside. However, I've seen it done  
successfully in a lot of mainstream work. Besides shooting in a studio,  
how would you suggest to deal with the glare from the sun and sky?  
Jeff,  
Baltimore, Maryland 

In still photography, one of the most essential filter for outdoor  
shooting is the polarizer. Are polarizers used in filming?  
Ari 

I’ll answer these two at once.   A polarising filter is an essential tool for shooting car windows, and 
also one of the only ways of deepening the blue of a sky, and lessening the glare off water.  Because a 
polariser reduces the light in the opposite “plane” to how the polariser is set, it can be useful in many 
situations where an increase in colour contrast is sought.  If you have a pair of polaroid sunglasses, 
you can rotate them and you will see a change in  skys, windows and any reflective surface that 
polarises the light.  If you get two pairs you will see the whole view turn black as you rotate them.  
This is because if you polarise the light in two directions then no light will be transmitted.  Don’t 
forget to compensate the exposure ? around 2 stops in most situations. 

I am a director who does cinematography and everything else. I am sort of a  
one man film crew. I have a idea, but it seems complicated. The whole film  
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is set in mirrored rooms, but there are two things that are going to get in  
the way of this. My reflection, which I don't want in it, and the light  
coming from the still cameras (I hire photographers to take pictures of the  
set while we are working on the film). I want the film to look professional,  
but I don't have all that much cash to buy something big. I have a digital  
camcorder, but I am not sure if it is that easy to take out my reflection.  
So what do I do?  
-Jon 

●     Apart from the obvious ie choosing angles where no-one is in frame, here are some other ideas in 
order of increasing cost
●     Take a mirror of matching size on to the set so that you can shoot from the edge of it, and use it to 
disguise yourself and others.
●     Cut a hole in the mirror in the center the exact size of the lens which will then get “lost” in the 
action.
●     Use a half silvered mirror which you can shoot through ? you will loose a lot of light this way but 
it will completely disguise the camera.
●     Take out the reflection afterwards via CGI.
 

What kind of lens would you recommend using for a shot that takes place in a lighted closet, where a 
man is reaching out with their hand towards the ceiling (and the audience) to grab a gun that is 
dangling from the ceiling just in front of the lens? I need the gun and his fingers to be in focus, and 
the man's hand to appear to be exaggerated in length. 

-Brian 

There’s a couple of techniques you could consider using here.  To exaggerate the length of the hand, 
you could use an anamorphic lens rotated to give the effect you want.  Clairmont hire out a lens 
called the “squeegee” or something that does weird things as you rotate it. 

A “tilt-shift” lens (used a lot in commercials and pop videos), will allow you to exaggerate the plane 
of focus by either increasing or decreasing the depth.  It won’t exaggerate the size of the hand but it 
will be quite an arresting effect.  With some cameras you can take the lens out and hold it tilted in 
front of the lens port to get a similar effect ? you could even shoot like this with the help of a black 
cloth to prevent the stray light from getting in. 

I'm preparing to shoot a low budget feature film on a combination of two formats; DV and Super 8. 
I'll be shooting many of the dialogue scenes on DV, and most of the action-only scenes on Super 8. 
One particular sequence has been scripted to take place entirely under BLACK LIGHT (you know, 
those weird bulbs that turn everything white into purple, and show-off all the lint on your shirt). The 
scene calls for dialogue, action, and slow motion. I know that the DV camera works reasonably well 
in low light, but I can't get the "real" slow-motion effect with video. I've experimented a great deal 
with the various stocks Kodak manufactures for Super 8, but I fear none of them will be fast enough 
under the black light, and I can't bring in extra lights without ruining the black light effect.  Should I 
try 16mm and a faster film?  Should I shoot under normal lighting conditions, and find a way to fake 
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the black light effect? Can this be achieved on set with filters and gels, or do I need to use an 
expensive digital effect in post?  Should I shoot in black and white, and add the colors later, like they 
did in TRON?  How would you shoot and light this? -David 

16mm high speed stock is the way to go here ? especially using fast lenses like the T1.4 zeiss lenses.  
Also you can adapt stills lenses for 16mm and even get T0.95 lenses! You have already found out 
that Super 8 is not fast enough, and creating the effect via another route never looks the same.  There 
is no real point is shooting b/w and going digital since it will never look the same.  In a recent feature 
a DP brought in a ton of UV lamps to raise the light level for a big scene and all but destroyed the eye 
sight of both the cast and crew ? so watch your safety issues here!  But bringing it extra lighting to 
raise the stop to the right level is the only way to do it.. Don’t forget that meters do NOT read UV 
light accurately, so it is better to decide the exposure by doing some tests, then use the meter as a 
“relative” guide. 

We are about to shoot a movie which takes place as a whole in a box, designed to fit a 6"2 man. One 
of the shot required is to shoot the person as he is lying there and in this one shot to flip the camera 
by 360 degrees so it would appear that he is face down. This is to be made while filming and not done 
after in post. How would u suggest it to be done?  
Matin 

You need to describe what you mean a bit better for a start!  I think you mean that the camera travels 
around him to look at him from the other side.  Assuming the box is like a coffin, you want to go 
round the box but end up as though you can see in the box??  One way to do this would be to stand 
the box on end on a turntable and put the camera sideways on a dolly.  It would then look like you 
were looking straight down on the box.   When the box starts turning it would feel like the camera 
was tracking, as long as the background was neutral so there wasn’t a foreground/background change 
to give away what you are doing.  I won’t elaborate as this may not be what you are after!  
Whenever you are confronted by a difficult camera move, it is always worth thinking about what the 
visual elements are, and then another method may present itself.  In Buffalo Soldiers, when they fall 
into the flames at the end, that was done with the actors standing up and rotating on a turntable with a 
sideways camera tracking in on them. 

I need to shoot a sequence where the camera goes from a toilet cubicle, through doorways, around 
corners and into the midst of a nightclub. What would be the best and most inexpensive way to do 
this? ??--Phil

"Best" and "inexpensive" have a habit of not mixing too well in any walk of life, and the same applies 
when you make movies! So the smoothest way to do the shot you describe is with a Steadicam 
operated by a very expensive individual who gets more money per day than most people earn in a 
month. Next 'best' would be to do the shot hand-held which will save you the enormous steadicam 
fee, and might even give a better result if you want a more 'point-of-view' feel to the shot (ie more 
shaky). Don't forget that in either case, the operator can jump on and off things like trolleys and 
wheelchairs if that helps the shot. Another factor is the size of the camera: the bigger and heavier it is, 
the harder it is to do the shot however, usually the quality is best. 
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I'm an amateur filmmaker and I'm getting ready to purchase a Steadicam & dolly system. The 
question is when is it best to use one or the other? Clearly, some shots such as climbing stairs or lots 
of turns are possible only with a Steadicam, but what about the shots that could be accomplished with 
both? While the dolly is guaranteed to be smooth it's also so much more work to set up when a good 
Steadicam operator could just get the shot. What's your opinion? ??--Shawn

It's a matter of "feel" - what kind of rhythm do you want any particular shot to have? It takes a very 
very good steadicam operator to make it seem like a dolly shot, so it you want a shot to be really 
steady then use a dolly. Decisions in film making are not made based on whether something is "a lot 
of work": they are made on what is the right way to do the shot for the story you are trying to tell. A 
simplification would to be to say that a steadicam shot is more "point of view like" than a Dolly shot: 
the audience senses the presence of the camera operator more than in the more "neutral" Dolly shot. 

How was the "invisibility illusion" carried out in The Invisible Man? Since it was done in 1933, 
whatever process they used must be relatively simple by today's standards. ??--Chris

The process was called a travelling matte and was done with great difficulty! The principles used 
today are quite similar except that software in a computer does the job. And in just the same way as 
today, the computer operator has a relatively simple job, but the fella who designs the program is a 
genius! The machines and chemistry involved in the "old days" were just as hard to create and 
visualize. The basic idea involved creating high contrast mattes by duplicating the film in a "bi-pack" 
contact printer, and then re-combining this with the original neg to removes certain tonalities. Also, a 
lot of work was done "in-camera" by re-winding and re-exposing the negative. You can do this 
yourself with any Super 8mm or 16mm camera that will run backwards. Film a room with a tripod. 
Re-wind the film to the start (with the lens cap on!) and film it again whilst having someone walk 
about - perhaps in a flowing white dress! The room will then "ghost" through the person. If you put a 
"dissolve" in the middle of the shot, the person would turn back solid, or disappear depending which 
way you did it. Use about 2/3rd exposure for each run, otherwise the whole will become 
overexposed. Have fun! 

I was recently watching the commentary track on Kevin Smith?s Dogma and he began speaking 
about how he loved this "stretch." They then went on to discuss other "stretches" in Jaws and 
Goodfellas which were well done. I guess my question is, what is a stretch? ??--Eric

A "stretch" is sometimes called a "trombone" shot. It is a shot where the camera dollies in and zooms 
out, or dollies out and zooms in. The foreground image (usually a person), stays the same size whilst 
the background is either widened or compressed depending which way you are going. A 10:1 zoom is 
usually the minimum that makes it effective. 

 

2005

Wanted to desperately know how one shoots day for night? Would really appreciate if you could 
answer the same by giving suitable examples (which I could check out hiring DVDs) of how a 
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particular scene that was meant to be night was shot during the day. ??--Arun

The key question is: are you finishing on digital? The amount you can do with "film only" technology 
is a lot less than with digital/digital or film/digital. I guess we should start using the expressions DDF, 
DDD,FDF and FFF like they do for CD"s. (Day-for-Night is well discussed on the CML website 
(Cinematography.net) so take a look there also): So for FFF, you can shoot 2 stops underexposed 
with as many grads as you can put in for sky. It only works in the country where there are no light 
sources, unless you can make lights that look bright in daylight (there?s the sun to compete with?), 
Use no 85 to make the image cooler/bluer. Light your foreground actors with strong lights or mirrors 
bouncing the sun. Many old John Ford westerns used campfire scenes shot Day for Night. The fire 
usually looks weak and overall the scenes look artificial by today?s standards.. but then they are 
usually badly timed on DV or telly so you can?t really tell how the original looked. For FDF (in other 
words with a digital Intermediate), you can put the sky in the frame because you can separate it in the 
timing and make it dark. This opens up a lot more possibilities. The sun can act as a "moon source" 
by timing it cooler and darker (you can do this in FFF too). You still have a problem with light 
sources because they might have to be put in digitally (like a lit window), making the process 
expensive. Still might be cheaper than shooting at night. For FDD or DDD, the same applies. There is 
still no real way of shooting cities in the day and making them look like night, for obvious reasons. If 
you take a look at The Van (dir. Stephen Frears) - if you can find it! ? you will see a lot of scenes 
around a Chip Van. These were all done in a studio with the wider shots done "Dusk for Night" on 
location. Try and see which are in the studio and which are on location!

(If you find anything about The Waterhorse, much of this was shot Day-for-Night (2007).

Who can be officially credited as the inventor/owner of the Zolly shot? I heard some fans say 
Hitchcock can claim ownership when he used it in Vertigo. Others believe Spielberg perfected it in 
Poltergeist and Jaws (I'm not sure which Jaws-- I think it was the second one). But who officially 
used it for the first time and which film or TV project was it used in??-DJ Heinlein

Hitchcock is generally credited with inventing the "trombone" shot which is another name for it. It's 
now been used so many times it's almost a cliché.

2006

In a few movies, as soon as an actor discovers something horrible or comes to some kind of 
realisation, the shot looks as if the whole world around the actor "moves closer" around him/her. 
Everything, except the actor is out of focus, yet the actor stays in focus. Is this a camera or post 
production technique, and how is it done???-Hein

There's a very effective shot in Spielberg's JAWS showing Police Chief Brody sitting on the beach 
and realising he has just seen a boy taken by a shark. I assume the effect is achieved by the camera 
lens zooming in on Brody while at the same time the camera is tracked away from him. My question 
is would the same effect be achieved by tracking in while zooming out???-Bruce

Since this is effectively the same question I have put them together. This type of shot is sometimes 
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called a "trombone" shot, or a Hitchcock as he first used it (I think, but a historian might put me 
right!). It is usually done with a 10:1 zoom (at least) as a 5:1 does not give much range. The idea is to 
track and zoom in opposite directions, so that the image of the actor stays the same size but the 
background changes dimension. The focus is held in the normal way with the focus puller 
maintaining focus as the dolly moves in relation to the actor. As with the use of close-ups, which I 
was talking about a couple of weeks ago, this shot has become overused so it is losing some of its 
effectiveness. We tried doing one in a half hearted way the other day shooting The Hoax, but 
abandoned it after about 15 seconds as it looked so cheesy! I guess a 20:1 zoom might still make it 
mean something but you'd need track 100 yards long!

I have a simple question: is there anyway possible to shoot a film on one side, then turn it over and 
shoot on the emulsion? Can I develop it, and how would I do the exposure if so? 
Giles

I assume this is a serious question! In the days of Standard 8, you did in fact shoot half of a 16mm 
film, then turn it over and shoot the other half and split it down the middle and join it up in the lab. 
I guess you are talking about 35mm film and shooting it the "wrong way" ie through the backing, and 
then shooting it the right way on to the emulsion. Obviously you would have to consider whether you 
wanted the second picture to be the same way up as the first etc etc.

There is no technical reason why you can't do this. You'd expose the film normally when it was the 
right way round, and when you shoot through the backing you would need to test how much exposure 
it needs. I shot something this way in a Music Video in the early 80's and I seem to remember rating a 
500ASA film at something like 8 ASA and getting a result! It had a really dreamy old movie kind of 
look. A loader put the film in the wrong way round one day which is how I discovered this "look" - 
fortunately it was a test day!

David Watkin experimented with having the lab wash off the anti-halation backing from some Kodak 
film he was testing for Yentil and got some results that he loved, but Kodak and the insurance 
company wouldn't let him use it!

I'm a media art student, and I was wondering how people get the effect of one person moving at 
normal speed, with everyone else around them moving at a more rapid speed? 
Jason

There's quite a few ways of doing this. In principle, the person moving at normal speed has to be shot 
at 24fps and the people going faster at a lesser frame rate: anything from 18fps right down to 2fps or 
whatever your choice. Before the advent of the computer such a shot might be motion control if the 
camera was moving, or "locked off" if it was static. The background would be shot at 6fps or 
whatever the choice, and the then the foreground person shot at 24fps either in a blue screen studio or 
sometimes in the same space, although this would result in a see-through look.

Nowadays the elements still need to be separated either via bluescreen or with "rotoscoping" which is 
a fancy way of saying that you sit with the image on a computer and then laboriously frame-by-frame 
draw around the person moving at normal speed and "lift" them from the BG or whatever is 
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necessary to combine the shots. As far as I know there is no push button easy way of achieving this 
effect: it's always going to require a certain amount of painful work! Remember that the slower the 
frame rate the more the motion-blur and vice-versa. This can be used to good effect by say, shooting 
at 6fps and then transferring at 6fps which means it will then be running at 24fps but with a blurry 
effect in the movement. Different shutter angles can also be used to control this effect, as he shutter 
angle affects the "shutter speed" for each frame.

I'm preparing to shoot a low budget feature film on a combination of two formats; DV and Super 8. 
I'll be shooting many of the dialogue scenes on DV, and most of the action-only scenes on Super 8. 
One particular sequence has been scripted to take place entirely under black light. The scene calls 
for dialogue, action, and slow motion. I know that the DV camera works reasonably well in low light, 
but I can't get the "real" slow-motion effect with video. I've experimented a great deal with the 
various stocks Kodak manufactures for Super 8, but I fear none of them will be fast enough under the 
black light, and I can't bring in extra lights without ruining the black light effect. 
Should I try 16mm and a faster film? Should I shoot under normal lighting conditions, and find a way 
to fake the black light effect? Can this be achieved on set with filters and gels, or do I need to use an 
expensive digital effect in post? Should I shoot in black and white, and add the colors later, like they 
did in Tron? How would you shoot and light this? 
David

16mm high speed stock is the way to go here - especially using fast lenses like the T1.4 zeiss lenses. 
Also, you can adapt stills lenses for 16mm and even get T0.95 lenses! You have already found out 
that Super 8 is not fast enough, and creating the effect via another route never looks the same. There 
is no real point is shooting b/w and going digital since it will never look the same.

In a recent feature a DP brought in a ton of UV lamps to raise the light level for a big scene and all 
but destroyed the eye sight of both the cast and crew - so watch your safety issues here! But bringing 
in extra lighting to raise the stop to the right level is the only way to do it. Don't forget that meters do 
NOT read UV light accurately, so it is better to decide the exposure by doing some tests, then use the 
meter as a "relative" guide.

While the narrative aspect of 300 has divided critics and audience reaction, the film has pretty much 
gotten universal praise for its visual appeal. How do you think films like this, with their emphasis on 
post-production CGI work, will affect the role of the cinematographer? By the way, The Shipping 
News was a beautifully shot movie. 
Todd

Thanks for the compliment - always appreciated! 
I said a few things about this recently so I will address the answer more generally to the role of the 
cinematographer in this "CGI" world. Storaro took to calling himself the "architect" of Photography 
at some point, and perhaps there is an indication here as to the future of the DP. It really comes down 
to the particular film: what are the wishes of the Director/Writer/Producer in terms of who they want 
to make "in charge" of the visual side of the film. Traditionally there was always no real answer to 
this: in Dr Strangelove was it Kubrick or Ken Adam (the designer) or Gil Taylor (the DP). Evidently 
Adam and Taylor assisted Kubrick in his vision.. That's doesn't make the achievement of both Ken 
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Adam and Gil Taylor any less - they made history together.

In the more mundane world of 99% of the films that don't change history, it might be anyone of the 
personalities that has the dominance of the visual side of the movie. Visual Fx Supervisors are getting 
paid a lot more than some DP's now which indicates how the good ones are sought after because of 
the valuable contribution they make to the movie. Joe Leterri (who was the VFX supervisor for Lord 
of the Rings) clearly had a major role to play along with Grant Major (the designer) and Andrew 
Lesnie (DP). So the role of the DP is one sense will not change: it is still a collaboration as it always 
was. The difference is that there are a lot more ways, and a lot more people "in the mix", so it is 
harder for a DP to exert his particular influence than it used to be. However, this just means that those 
with no particular personality or vision will fall by the wayside.. so what's new??  

Dear Mr. Stapleton, 
This summer we will be shooting a feature film. we'll shoot on super 16 with an aspect ratio 1:2.35. A 
few scenes will start with a total shot of a circus area. Then an actor will pass the camera and it 
becomes a close shot.  
The total must feel like a steady shot as if it's been shot from a tripod. When the actor passes it's 
going to be handheld and we will follow the actor all over the circus area. We want to shoot both 
shots in one camera movement.  
My question for you. What are the options to make a style change from a fixed shot to a handheld 
shot in one take? Considering that this isn't a big budget feature (1 million euros)and steadicam isn't 
an option because it doesn't give a handheld feel to it. Hope to hear from you soon.  
Sincerely yours, 
René Jonkers

The best way to do this would be to place the camera on a fluid head (with the controls quite "loose") 
with perhaps a small sandbag between the two. The first part of the shot you can control by having 
the camera movement as on a tripod (or dolly or that matter). When you want to move into HH, 
simply lift the camera off the support and walk with the actor. The tricky bit is making the transition 
between the two reasonably smooth. Because the 16mm camera is much lighter than 35mm it won't 
be too bad: experiment with how to make this transition - different kinds of handgrips will make a 
difference as indeed will different body positions. It will also help if there is something in the action 
to make the transition: this is a discussion you can have with the actor. I have noticed it is now winter 
so I guess you shot this already! How did it work out??

I am shooting a short film and part of it is set on a train. In a train compartment I need to reflect the 
whole compartment on the train window. My objective is to shoot the whole scene reflected on this 
window. Do you have any suggestions on how to do this? 
I understand I am going to have to illuminate the compartment a lot.. 
Best Regards 
FCF

Yes you are: especially if it is daylight outside. However, I do have some suggestions.

1. Try and have the train travel through interesting light and shade, dark banks trees etc. This will 
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make the interior stand out when it is darker outside and also create a much more interesting variety 
of balance.

2. Try and "ND" the windows (if it is daylight outside). You can do this carefully with soft gel: speak 
to some grips about how to put it on. There is also a brand new polarizing product from Rosco which 
looks really useful in these situations (with a suitable price I am sure!). 

3. If you have trouble hiding the camera, you could shoot through a mirror which would reflect it's 
own image back at the window instead of the camera. This may or may not look odd depending on 
the carriage design and camera angle.

4. Double images off the window might be quite strong/annoying depending on the thickness of the 
glass.

5. Night or dusk will obviously help visibility of the interior a great deal: full daylight will be the 
hardest and the least interesting visually unless heavily broken up.

6. I have not gone into blue screen and matt techniques which is most probably what would be used 
on a film with a reasonable budget. 

Is the steadicam one of the more empowering tools in the arsenal of a cinematographer? 

Yes, yes, yes. The steadicam has become the mast-have tool of modern cinematography. There are 
many shots in today's films that look like they were done on a dolly but were in fact done by one of 
the few and elite steadicam operators. This skill is of the order of an olympic athlete: take a look at 
someone trying to operate a steadicam and doing it badly to see what I mean. This is a tool I insist on 
carrying on every film - you never know when it will save you thousands of dollars in wasted time, 
and also contribute immensely to the versatility of the shoot.

What was the most difficult shot you've ever achieved in your career?

Well the opening shot of Absolute Beginners stands out well above the rest. The shot took 3 week to 
light (fortunately in pre-production!), and several days to execute. It is, in fact, three shots but they 
are joined together invisibly by careful planning of foreground wipes. It was early use of the stepping 
on-and-off crane technique which we had never done before at that time (1985). I remember the 
lighting list started with 85 x 300W lamps and gaffer said: "I guess we'll have to buy a few more!". 

Right up to the last day of pre-production I had not seen anything on the screen that I liked. Because 
of the huge set I was testing the 5294 400ASA stock of the time for use in Super 35mm (optical blow-
up for 70mm release). It did not have the colours I was after and on the last day I decided to shoot 
some 100ASA 5247 - the "standard" of the time. I got this back on Saturday morning and it looked 
fantastic!

So that meant shooting at T2.2 which was not much fun for the focus-puller...especially with the 
special K35 series Canon lenses that were the only ones that covered the Super 35mm format 
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properly at the time and gave me the colour I was after. 

The film was unfortunately destroyed by casting the wrong man in the central role: if they had chosen 
Daniel-Day Lewis who had just achieved fame with My Beautiful Laundrette, it would now be a 
modern classic instead of a forgotten film!

HOME 

Agents  
Animation Techniques  
Bleach By-Pass  
Blue Screen/Back Projection  
Books to Read  
Budget Considerations  
Car Photography  
Cider House Rules  
Clubs etc  
Digital - Scanning  
Director/DP Relationship  
Dp's - where to get them  
Equipment  
Exposure Techniques  
Exterior Shooting  
Film versus Digi  
Filming Monitors  
Frame Rates and Digi  
Framing Techniques  

 
Future Outlook  
Influences  
Jobs in the Industry  
Learning Film Technique  
Lighting Issues  
Miscellaneous  
Multiple Cameras  
Panic Room  
Picture Quality  
Post-Production  
Pre-Production Testing  
Production Designers  
Slow Motion  
Special Shot Techniques  
Student / Career  
Super 35 versus Anamorphic  
The Look  
Timing/Grading Issues  
Women's Issues 

file:///Users/OS/Sites/Cineman%20May%202009/public_html/special.html (11 of 11)09/05/2009 11:09

http://www.cineman.co.uk/post.html


Student/Career

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

STUDENT AND CAREER DECISIONS

QUESTIONS ARE PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED OTHERWISE 

I am passionate about light and am facinated by the way it can be  
manupulated to appeal to the senses. As a (female, British) Theatre lighting  
designer/technician please could I get some advice on how I make the move  
from a 'live' environment to the cinematic? I believe that I understand  
light but have no training in film technique (apart from basic photography  
knowledge) so how is the best way for me to get taken seriously? and should  
I be aiming to do a cinematography training course or going straight in and  
trying to get work on a camera/lx team? 

Sharon 

If you are say, under 27, then consider enrolling at the National Film  
School (in Beaconsfield). If you are under 23ish then you could become a  
trainee under the BECTU trainee scheme then work your way up the camera  
department (tough and long!). Try and fall in with a group of contempories  
who make movies (any kind) as this will get you going. You can always call  
a local university and say you are willing to help crew on student movies  
(always popular!). 

Hi Oliver, Sorry to bother you with an off subject question, but  
I noticed that you mentioned you went to film school in the UK. I´m American  
but living in Europe and thinking of going back to Grad School to study film  
production on this side of the Atlantic, in English. Any suggestions on good  
schools in the UK or Europe or how I should start looking for one? What are  
good criteria to use when reviewing different departments? 

Thanks very much for your help, Kathleen Fox 

I can only guide you to schools in the UK as I don't know about the European  
ones. Amongst the plethora of Media courses, there are only really a few  
that will allow you to seriously make some movies. I went to the National  
Film and Television School (in Beaconsfield) which was excellent, and there  
is the London Film School and the Royal College of Art film department. When  
making your choice, decide how much you are interested in theory and how  
much in practice - making films is a whole different thing from talking  
about them. Then look at the courses offered and speak to some students in  
their 3rd year (canteen?) and ask them what it's been like. Good luck. 
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Regarding the recent advice to the question about  
appreciating films and making better home movies (6-6-01). I had a friend  
who had back issues of 'American Cinematographer' and several other  
magazines whose names I can't remember. I have no interest in ever making a  
movie or even a home movie, but it was fascinating and very informative to  
read how they shot various films and TV movies. 

This might be another avenue for students and others who have a passing  
interest in film to learn about the process. 

(BTW, I was surprised to read about the 'ad hoc' ways of making films. I  
remember that the 'photon torpedo' sound in the first Star Trek movie was  
captured by recording the sound of a fire extinguisher being set off in a  
van being driven past the microphone. Interesting stuff!)  
---------- 

I just wanted to ask about people who work on movie sets. Are they all  
really confident people? The reason I ask is because I really want to write  
and/or direct, but I completely buckle if the spotlight is on me, e.g. at an  
interview. Do/did you ever get dumbfounded upon meeting really big names or  
stars? Anon 

First of all, yes I still find meeting "big shots" a trial, although after  
20 years some of the angst has gone away. It becomes apparent after a while  
that these "icons" are just people with the same troubles as you and I,  
though they are buried and not available for public scrutiny. I worked with  
Meryll Streep years ago and she taught me the following - without knowing  
she did. 1. She knew when to be an actor. 2. She knew when to be a star. 3.  
She knew when to be a mum. 4. She knew when to be herself, and private.  
Remember that fame is manufactured by the press: without it there would be  
no fame, other than down the local pub. Those who are the subjects of this  
process vary in their attitude towards it: to some it is drug they can't do  
without, to others it's a necessary evil of their job. When you encounter  
or meet one of these big shots it's helpful to remember Dylan's song "You've  
got to Serve Somebody" - they do, just as much as you do, and some of them  
are the nicest most pleasant people you could hope to meet and some are just  
the opposite. If you are a strong writer, but fearful of directing, it may  
be better to gain your reputation as a writer, then add directing later as  
your confidence increases. If it's the other way round, then try to get  
jobs directing absolutely anything, as even the daftest project will teach  
you something: directing a play in the village theatre will have it's own  
learning curve. The crew” are for the most part the nicest and most  
ordinary people in the world, with all the stark variation of personality  
that you find in any walk of life. As a famous make-up artist said to me  
once when I asked her is she every fancied the actors she was working with:  
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“Actors? Not likely. I like real men: Grips!” 

As of now my major in school is Film and Video studies. I don't want to be a  
teacher in the film industry, but it's the closest film major that they  
offer here. I recently applied for a 1 year film school, with total hands on  
production in learing how to be a cinematographer. Do you think it is worth  
it to take a year out of school and go to this film school? Do you think  
that it could help getting jobs as a cameraman?  
--Jacob 

If you want to be a cameraman, it sounds like the 1 year course would serve you better than the Film 
and Video studies. As far as employment is concerned, a one year course will not land you any jobs 
as a cameraman, unless you happen to link up with a future Spielberg during the course. 

Mr. Stapleton,  
All the advice I read for aspiring cinematographers is for young people. So tell me, if you're over 30 
and are just now considering seriously pursuing cinematography, are you just simply starting too 
late? 

Thanks,  
Gerald 

It's never too late to start anything as far as I am concerned. I’ am 53 and starting to learn to sail: 
remember that to someone in their eighties, I'm quite young!  
In your case, I would say that if you have a background in photography in some shape or form which 
has been with you for some time, it's not too late. If you'’re literally coming into the field having 
never thought about it before, that might be tough. I was 27 when I returned to London and decided 
to go to film school: I started working professionally when I was 32. For someone over 30, I wouldn't 
recommend climbing the ladder ie going into the camera department and then going from grade to 
grade slowly over the years. You'’d be better off going to Film School (many of which accept older 
students if you can show good reason why you’'re applying), and come out as a DP. Alternatively, 
you have to find chums you can work with shooting low-budget/no-budget films/videos and hope that 
the director you’'re working with takes off, and takes you with him. Good Luck! 

What is the difference between a cinematographer and a DP? I am confused as to whether or not 
these are different jobs or merely synonyms for each other. Also, as far as camera credits go; when 
you see something like "photographed by" (as opposed to "director of photography") what job is that 
credit an indication of? 

- Jordan 

None. DP's sometimes give themselves fancy titles, but in the end the only one that really means 
something different is the English expression Lighting Cameraman which usually means the 
Cinematographer didn't operate (but not always). If there was a God, these various terms would 
actually mean something consistent: for instance, one term like "Cinematography By" for when the 
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DP operates him or herself, and another like "Director of Photography" for when he or she doesn't. 
But, take it from me, if there is a credit that seems to imply that somebody shot the film, then that's 
what they did: the rest doesn't really matter. 

So, is internship a viable way of breaking into the business? For some one who has recently 
graduated with a B.A. in Film Theory where is the best place to embark in a career in film 
cinematography? 

-Sean 

If by internship you mean Camera Trainee (which most people seem to call it), this is an excellent 
way of entering the department. Most union locals run such a scheme and I always have a trainee on 
the films I shoot. Trainees often send me resumes which isn’t a bad idea if they have something 
interesting in them.  
Usually the trainee is chosen by the first assistant cameraman (or focus puller as it's called in the 
UK), but sometimes I'll ask for a particular person if someone has impressed me. One problem with 
being a twenty something year old in the camera department is that most of what you will learn 
(about film cameras) will not be in use in ten years time and certainly not in twenty. Digital will 
revolutionise the film-making process (not, I think, for the better), so you’d best keep track of what is 
going on in the world of Sony 24p etc if you want to be employed as a DP (DV?) in ten years time.  
I’d also encourage you to shoot anything you possibly can, on any format, to gain experience and 
make friends and contacts in your own age group. Editing is also an excellent place to learn about 
cinematography: to know how to shoot a scene, you need to know how to cut a scene. These days you 
have the possibilty of shooting video and cutting on a computer: play around with this to find out 
about editing: this can be invaluable when the day comes to line up some shots where actors are 
walking all over the place talking to each other, you’ve with a director who doesn’t know anything 
about eyelines, and everyone looks to you to figure it out.  
Good luck! 

I live in the UK and currently taking a Bsc. I have taken an active interest in film for many years but 
am at a loss due to the distinct lack of courses on offer in England. Do you have any advice as to 
where I should start in pursuing a graduate position in film? 

--Keith 

As I have been looking at courses for my oldest daughter recently, I have to disagree with your 
opinion about the lack of film teaching. Most of them are undergraduate, but you can take an MA in 
film in many places. As far as practical courses are concerned that lead to a job in the industry, the 
best is undoubtably at the NFTS in Beaconsfield (that's where I went, so naturally it's the best!). 

Oliver,  
You have worked on many projects ranging from music videos and TV  
movies to big-budget features. Is this a natural progression, or is  
it hard to break out of what you are used to?  
Brian, Ireland. 
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Well Spotted! Of course in my life it feels like a natural progression, but  
then I know plenty of Cinematographers from the rock and roll days, who are  
still doing that, or have moved to commercials but not to features. I would  
say it is very much about intention: I always intended to either Direct or  
Shoot Movies, so the other things were stepping stones. The only way to  
progress as a Cinematographer is to Shoot Film, so at the beginning anything  
goes: but the moment you feel you’ve learned a phase, then move on.. but  
plently of Cinematographers are happy doing commercials or rock videos and  
don't want the salary drop, or absense from home that low budget features  
entail. I was/am always driven by Movies.. 

A friend of mine said that when you want to move on, you have to burn your  
bridges. She's right. 

I know that directors can sometimes get their start by just working  
behind-the-scenes on a lot of movies (instead of going to film  
school). Is the same true for cinematographers, or is film school  
pretty much the only way to get the training you need?  
--Ash Jacobson 

Absolutely not. Most Cinematographers trained the traditional apprentice  
route - trainee, loader, 2nd A/c, Focus, Operator, DP. This was the only  
otion till 20 years ago when the film schools produced the first graduates -  
me included. There's really three options:  
1. Traditional as above, but can take a long time to get to the top, on the  
other hand when you get there you’ve seen it all/done it all. This might be  
a good or bad thing depending on what sort of shape you are in when you  
finally make the summit. You make a living!  
2. Film School, where you might meet/work with someone who goes on to direct  
good things and takes you with them. Advantages are that you get to go a bit  
of everything: writing, editing, sound, directing etc. Editing is a very  
important thing to learn if you want to be a Cinematographer who knows how  
to break down a scene into shots - as opposed to a Lighting Cameraman (UK)  
who may hire an Operator to do that. Disadvanges are that you get to be  
broke for a very long time!  
3. Low-budget docos, music videos - just anything where you work with a  
director who goes on to become Mr Super Big and takes you with him. Or your  
work is so startling that someone talent spots you and gives you a job. 

There's numerous other strange ways that Cinematographers are made, but  
generally I’d say they know who they are by the time they’re 30.  
Cinematographers can run sequences of pictures through their mind, the way a  
poet might think of verse, or a chess player plots seven moves adead.  
Pre-visualisation (an Ansel Adams concept) is an essential skill for a good  
Cinematographer. Although the lighting techniques are different, the  
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ability to break down a scene into component shots that make up a suitable  
montage is common to both film and video. The differences from a lighting  
standpoint are large, simply because Film isn’t seen until the next day,  
whereas Digi is immediately available - and hence available for general  
discussion: often the enemy of the artist! The Digi versus Film arguement  
is raging right now, but as far as I am concerned, I’ll be shooting film for  
the forseeable future. 

How did you get your start in features? 

I went to film school in the UK and met some other students who were directors and writers. After 
school they asked me to shoot for them. I did Absolute Beginners and Earth Girls are easy with Julien 
Temple who was a fellow graduate. 

How do you think one goes about continuing to improve and get better as a cinematographer? 

Shoot film at all possible opportunities and challenge yourself with new subjects.  
Test everything to extremes, and don't be afraid of failure!  

Dear Mr. Oliver Stapleton:  
Hello. I know this is supposed to be an e mail address for people who  
are knowledgeable about movies to be writing to. However, I just finished  
reading your essay and I found it very informational and helpful.  
My name is .........., I'm 17 and live in Michigan. I am obsessed  
with movies and can think of nothing more I would like to do with my life  
than to work with them. This is the point in my life when I need to decide  
what I'm going to do with my life and what I really want to do is become a  
casting director. I really believe that I would be good at this and find it  
very interesting. What I was wondering was if, since you are so experienced  
with working in the movies, is if you could give me any information on how I  
need to go about persuing this type of career. Is there some sort of special  
college I need to attend or do I just fill out and application? This is what  
I really want to do in life and anything at all that you could tell me would  
be GREATLY appreciated. I realize you are a busy man, but if you could just  
take a bit of time out of your schedule to write me back, I would be SO  
grateful. 

Hi ,  
Good that you have focussed in on an area you are interested in. There are only really two towns to 
head for in your country: LA and New York. 

At your age, your best bet is to get hold of one of the "resources" publications like Hollywood 
Reporter, and look at the names of Casting Directors (or on IMDB). Find out their addresses and 
write to them (preferably hand-writing), saying you would like to do a few weeks work experience, 
helping out etc. If you are lucky someone will take you in. The more clear and positive you are about 
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why you want to go to X (you like the movies etc) the more helpful that is. Quote dates/months when 
you are free. Give any relevant details of anything you have done outside of normal schooling 
(theatre?). 

You will need to find somewhere to stay cheaply, so if you know anyone in either of these towns who 
will put you up for awhile, then head for that one! 

Good Luck.  

> Like...how not to bug people.  
Bugging people is the only way to get anywhere in the film business - at least in the beginning.  
>  
> What makes you notice somebody?  
Honesty, Truth and Integrity.  
>  
> Would you recommend going to film school?  
Not straight away in your case (18) if you've just finished a zillion years of non-stop education. Get 
some work (any work), travel, have fun and get to know the world wide generation of people your 
own age. After all, you will be spending the rest of your life with them.  
>  
> How long do you have to suffer and re-live with you parents again  
> before you make it?  
Totally unnecessary. If you don't like being at home, leave.  
>  
> Plus what made you decided to become a cinematographer?  
I always wanted to either Direct or be a Cinematographer. 

> And is the old mantra true that it's not what you know, but who you  
> know?  
I would say that who you know often comes from what you know, since those who are listening will 
listen to those who know. 

Hello. I stumbled upon your site and I must say I love it! I am a film  
student at a small private school in Southern California and get little  
exposure to "Hollywood" through my studies here. While I am learning  
technical things in my classes I feel like my I am not getting the best  
possible education in film that is possible. However I was wondering how  
important film school really is? Of course a college education is  
important in any arena, but can i make it with my talent, charm, and  
persistence once I make contacts? I have found independent study much more  
beneficial than class work. My goal is to produce, is there anything you  
can recommend? 

Hello Dana,  
Think of film school as a kind of shelter before the storm.. In it you have all the safety to experiment, 
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try things out, give it a go, without the economic and social ramifications of the work place.  
When you leave, you face the big future where you go on to learn new things in the commercial 
world. The course you have done will help in some areas of the future, but in a way you just start 
again entering the real world of film-making. You are right to value college education for it's special 
status, but the connections from what you are learning now to what you will learn in the future are 
quite oblique.  
If you have a holiday, write to the studios and see if you can get some intern work with a Producer.  
Good luck,  
Oliver S. 

.....I have my heart set on Screen Writing (which i do in my spare  
time), directing, producing or acting. Do you think moving to America would  
increase my chances?  

Working in the US requires a permit so if you don't have this you can visit but not work, other than 
washing up etc. Having said that thousands of "illegals" make it in the US every year so some rules 
are there to be broken. If you can make it to the US, they make a lot more movies than we do, so 
there is a lot more work, but more people chasing it.  
As a first step you might consider going to London for a while and trying to get a PA job at any film 
related company. These are advertised on the various web sites (the Knowledge etc). Alternatively 
just find any job whilst you settle into the city which always takes a couple of years. 

see also: Journey to South Africa 

How did you first get started in the business?  
What was your first job?  
When a film you've worked on gets bad reviews how do you feel?  
--David 

I got started in the business when I was in Cape Town and was offered a job taking Stills for small 
Comedy films being made for the Drive-In circuit. This made me appreciate the work of the 
Cameraman and see the whole team process in action. I felt like an outsider” as I was not part of the 
team, except in the peripheral way that is the lot of the Stills Man. I returned to the UK and went to 
Film School for 4 years where I shot a lot of films on 16mm. I then got a lot of work shooting 
promos” which are now called music videos”. They are a great way to learn to shoot, as long as you 
don't get marooned in the field..  
When a film gets bad reviews it's depressing if the film is good, it's just trying when the film is bad 
but the reviews are, ultimately, of no interest to me at all, as they never tell me anything I didn’t 
know already. When Pauline Kael wrote the review of My Beautiful Laundrette I actually saw things 
in the film which I had not seen without her help. Sadly there are not many reviewers of that kind of 
perception and quality around, so I don't read them much these days.  
I find the judgement of a film I have worked on has to wait around 5 years. Then the razzmatazz has 
died down and you can see what sort of film you made. Some just disappear, and if you are lucky, 
one or two will enter into the hallowed hall of classic”.  
Critics rarely mention Cinematographers by name. When they do they usually credit the Director for 
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the look” of the film. This is OK: it's just the nature of the media which can only handle a few 
recognisable names at any one time.  
As I have said elsewhere, if you want to be a Cinematographer there is only one person you have to 
impress. Yourself.  

2004 

My question is this: I have operated the camera on all my shorts to date and to be honest with varied 
degrees of success, now as I am investing all my money into this film, I am considering shooting this 
film myself but I don?t want to shoot the thing and then have nothing turn out right as I have very 
little experience with 16mm film and even less of lighting for film. Would this risk be eliminated if I 
had a DP? - but this presents a difficulty as the camera is so old that it won?t hook up to a monitor so 
I will have to put 100% faith in the DP to shoot what I need, is this realistic? Also what are my 
chances of getting a DP for zero cash up in Manchester? ??

--Geof 

This must the most impossible (and longest) question to answer I have had to deal with! Yes, a DP 
will make the images better (if you choose a good one), maybe you can get a DP for zero cash in 
Manchester, and yes you will have to put your faith in the DP. Many of the world?s greatest movies 
were shot before the video monitor was invented? If you are obsessed with the precision of the 
operating then you could do this yourself and get the DP to light the film. Or you could work with 
him or her and see how you get on with the collaboration. You might have to work on your ?5 short 
films? logic a bit more: is a novel the same as 5 short stories strung together? 

How does a cinematographer with independent feature experience jump to mainstream or bigger 
budget features? From what I've read, it seems like you need an agent, but any time you phone an 
agent, you are brushed aside. Living in Philadelphia certainly doesn't help with any of these answers, 
and I have been unable to find a cinematographer here that has successfully found an agent. Any 
words of wisdom are greatly appreciated. ??--Leslie

This is a common problem: how do you get from the low budget indie world to the big time? Agents 
are interested in success: they want to make you successful because they get to be 10% of everything 
you are. Then they have loads of clients so all those ten percents mean they earn a lot more than you 
do in the end! They like to take on new people, but only if they think the person has a future. How do 
they determine this? Awards help a lot, even if they are obscure. Being able to 'talk yourself up' helps 
a lot too. When directors interview cinematographers for a job, they don't always give it to the 'best' 
cinematographer. The interview is more of a meeting for both of you to determine how you are going 
to get on. Some big name DP's have shot really bad work when they are shooting with the wrong 
script and director. So it's about the relationship and the same applies to the Agent/DP relationship. 
Oh yes, you have to move from Philadelphia, at least to NY, but preferably to LA if you want to 
shoot studio movies. Sorry.

What is the best way to become knowledgeable with all the different types of film stocks, camera 
lenses, and lab processes for someone who does not have access to, or the money to experiment with, 
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the actual equipment???--Michael

Working at a lab or working at a rental house (like Panavision) is a very good way of learning on the 
job. The jobs in themselves are not so great, but it?s the opportunity to be around all the stuff that 
making movies consists of. Going to film school is another option, but very few these days are 
involved with film as it is ?expensive?. Maybe they should rename some of them Video School. 
Learning film involves a great deal more than learning video, which is a fact brushed under the carpet 
in a lot of so-called film schools. So I would recommend working in the industry rather than going to 
school to learn the things you are talking about. This is the reverse of what I would have 
recommended even 3 years ago. 

Imagine that you have just finished college at The University of Georgia with a Bachelor's degree in 
video production. A couple of nights ago you viewed the Ron Fricke documentary Baraka and 
decided that you want to either work as a DP, camera operator, or even a P.A. for National 
Geographic Explorer or any production company that requires you to travel around the world 
making documentaries. You have limited professional experience with camera work at some 
amphitheaters in Atlanta. What is your next move that will lead you down the right path???--Ian

I guess you have to go somewhere where there are a lot of documentary production companies. This 
shouldn?t be so hard to find out.

One note of warning: documentaries are notorious for paying NO MONEY, especially now that every 
19 yr old girl seems to be making an extreme sports docu with a digi camera and no crew. However, 
there is some incredible work being done in documentaries at the moment which puts a lot of feature 
film work to shame. It's a fantastic field, so if you are set in going into it, make a list of 10 companies 
that have made films you really like in the last two years and keep on pestering them until one of 
them gives you a job. Having a portfolio of amazing photographs would not do any harm either.

Can you avoid being a loader or a camera assistant on your way to becoming a DP? If you can't, 
how can you get hired as one of the lower positions if you've never done it before? ??--Megan

I was never a loader or camera assistant: I went to film school after teaching myself photography and 
then emerged to start being a DP. I could have bypassed going to film school, but then I wouldn't 
have met the directors who were my fellow students who then employed me when we all graduated. 
On the other hand, you can follow the traditional path "up the ladder". You start working as a trainee, 
either officially through a union (like IATSE Local 600), or helping out in local filmmaking. You can 
work at a rental house too: this often leads to working on set. I can't recommend the one course over 
the other: there are many fine DP's who've got to where they are in all sorts of ways. The opportunity 
to shoot a film yourself is one of the key factors - leaving this too late is a mistake often made by 
those going "up the ladder". 

Do you mind explaining what sort of artistic experience and practice you did prior to getting 
involved in film, professionally? (ie. photography, experimenting with a video camera) and what did 
you do when entering the film industry to show off your talent? Portfolio? Lastly, since I'm not 
familiar with the exact roles of a cinematographer on set, was their any training or schooling 
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involved prior to being hiring professionally? Any advice you can give a 17 year old aspiring 
cinematographer would be great. ??--Amanda

That's a lot of questions! In essence, the role of cinematographer is many and varied. The training 
(and by that I mean both formal and informal) involves everything from photography/art to drama 
and music. I never had much luck with portfolios: I always found that it is the "face-to-face" meeting 
that creates a job. At the beginning of course you have to have work to show people: but showing up 
with the work is a lot better than sending it in. Shooting movies is done with a small or large number 
of people, so the job involves a lot of interaction with our colleagues/friends etc. Anything involving 
a camera, some actors, and a script is a learning process. At the beginning it might down the bottom 
of Mum's garden, and later on it might involve spending $100K a day. Whatever it is, you'll still be 
learning, so starting now and not seeing an end to it might be a useful way to think about the journey.

2005

I just started my career as cameraman and I had some work as DP, but I am having some troubles 
finding jobs because here producers prefer technicians with strong personality and technical 
knowledge but almost no artistic [knowledge]. I have both technical and artistic knowledge, but I 
haven't (and I don't want to pretend) an overwhelming personality. What are the ideal characteristics 
for a DP and/or cameraman? ??--Cristian

This is rather a good question as there are many brilliant DP's with the kind of shy and retiring nature 
you speak of, and some of them are not being given the jobs they deserve because of this. The "ideal" 
personality for a DP is the one that gets on with the director (not necessarily the producer!). Directors 
differ enormously in what they are looking for in a DP and a loud, aggressive "love me, love my 
gear" type macho-man does not always win the day. If you are doing good work, you'll be noticed 
and people will employ you -- don't worry about your personality, as that is for others to decide. 
Overwhelming personalities are best left to actors. 

How does a cinematographer with independent feature experience jump to mainstream or bigger 
budget features? From what I've read, it seems like you need an agent, but any time you phone an 
agent, you are brushed aside. Living in Philadelphia certainly doesn't help with any of these answers, 
and I have been unable to find a cinematographer here that has successfully found an agent. Any 
words of wisdom are greatly appreciated. ??--Leslie

This is a common problem: how do you get from the low budget indie world to the big time? Agents 
are interested in success: they want to make you successful because they get to be 10% of everything 
you are. Then they have loads of clients so all those ten percents mean they earn a lot more than you 
do in the end! They like to take on new people, but only if they think the person has a future. 
How do they determine this? Awards help a lot, even if they are obscure. Being able to "talk yourself 
up" helps a lot too. When directors interview cinematographers for a job, they don't always give it to 
the "best" cinematographer. The interview is more of a meeting for both of you to determine how you 
are going to get on. Some big name DP?s have shot really bad work when they are shooting with the 
wrong script and director. So it's about the relationship and the same applies to the Agent/DP 
relationship. Oh yes, you have to move from Philadelphia, at least to NY, but preferably to LA if you 
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want to shoot studio movies. Sorry.

Hey Oliver, I was wondering what the incentives and benefits of your job are? and why did you 
choose this career???-Aka

Nothing like a direct question! So...

Incentives: 
I guess that is the sheer thrill of making images for the cinema screen with great actors, scripts and 
directors. There is something very satisfying when you shoot 14 hours a day for 6 months and see the 
result in 2 hours of screen time and LIKE IT! This of course, is rare, and Good Films are very rare. 
However, you live in hope that each shot you make will add up to a piece that sings.

Benefits: 
Material: It's well paid so that is good: I use this to make my working life 6-7months of the year 
which is about all I can take with the intensity and pressure of the job.

Physical: I like being "out and about" in the world. I enjoy the special places you get to go when you 
make a film. I enjoy working with "locals" in different countries and languages. I love being outside 
all day (not so keen on all night!) Mental: The job combines art, science and planning/management so 
your brain is kept very busy. I never have the feeling of "done this, got the T-shirt" as each film is so 
different.

Why did I choose this career? Not sure I did really, it seemed to choose me.

2006

Can you offer some depth as to how location scouts operate? Are they employed by a studio or do 
they work in a particular region for whatever films come to their area? What sort of experience/
education do they possess to do this job well? 
Sean

You might want to read what I have to say about this job on www.cineman.co.uk before you commit 
to it! They are all freelance and employed for a particular film/TV production. Most operate in a 
particular area like LA, NY etc. The problem with being a location scout in say Paris, Texas, is that 
not too much work will come your way. If, on the other hand, you set up in LA then there is plenty of 
work but lots of people wanting it.

In principle a bigger film will have a location manager who oversees all the locations and employs 
local locations people to help him/her. A smaller film might be done by the same manager also 
managing the smaller locations. The interesting part of the job ? and the reason that the best location 
managers are paid well ? is that you become attached to certain production designers who take you on 
to their films. In Venice last year for Casanova, the location manager was American and had never 
been to Venice. This irritated the local producer, but in fact the location manager has to have a good 
understanding of not just the geography (which he can employ local people for) but also the tone of 
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the film which comes from the director and production designer. As far as experience/education is 
concerned I would say the following qualities are essential:

1. Own a Car. 
2. Speak English. 
3. Good memory. 
4. Reasonable Photographer and able to cope with digi technology. 
5. Able to cope with harassed and violent members of the public. 
6. Able to cope with harassed and violent members of the crew! 
7. Able to function on 5 hrs sleep. 
8. Not mind standing in cold and rain at 5am. 
9. Charm. 
10. Present bad news in meetings with very sprung-loaded people.

The good news is that you don't have to have one single exam pass to your credit to qualify as above!

Working as a camera operator for some time has only been half satisfactory... granted I've worked 
with some wonderful people like Gary Kibbe, but most have moved on to smaller things or left the 
industry entirely, leaving me with no cinematographer to grow with. Is it possible these days to find 
such a connection with a cameraman's crew and work consistently with that person? I'm dying to 
work with a leader so I can grow and learn with that cameraman ... I see so many repeat camera 
operators working with their cameramen over and over...it's like other talented operators can't get a 
chance to ever work with people they admire and want to work with. I love your work... your talents 
far extend the canvas when you step on a set. I would kill to work with you and learn. But do you ever 
take on new operators? Or do you always use the same guys again and again without trying out fresh 
ideas from up and coming operators? Please let me know...  
Jeff

It's true that operating for a particular DP over a longer spell is a great way to learn. Unfortunately 
this gets harder with DPs making films all over the world and producers being insistent on them using 
"local crew". As someone who operated most of my own films (until Casanova when I stopped), I 
always found operator input both a blessing and a curse. It was always a blessing when the operator 
did not try to exclude you from the camera process and contributed in a true spirit of creative 
participation without ego and game-playing involved. It was a curse when the operator tarts about 
with the director and tries to relegate me to the "lighting guy". Mercifully this only happened to me a 
few times on commercials and then I just noted the name in my Black Book and moved on.

The other problem is that IATSE has just given away the operator role in one of the most stupid 
negotiations imaginable. This might have quite bad repercussion in the future as lower budget 
producers insist on the DP operating to save money. This should be a choice made by the creative 
team, not by a line producer. I am using 2 "new operators" here in New Zealand as I write this in July 
2006. The producer told me I could have the team from King Kong and Lord of the Rings so why 
would I complain about that! I like to use "local crew" and get fresh ideas. On the other hand, I teach 
when I am not shooting: shooting is best done by one's fellow professionals and colleagues who 
already have learned their craft. The role of operator is not always a "stepping stone" to being a DP 
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and the "A" camera role on bigger films is nearly always filled by a Steadicam/A camera guy so that 
Steadicam is always an option that is available: something that directors of bigger films are expecting 
as the norm.

We are all learning all the time: getting together with a colleague you can stick with is definitely a 
good aim.

Hi. I'm a camera assistant who's dabbling in lighting when I can. My question for you is regarding 
crossing over from assisting to lighting. At what point do you think it's wise to call yourself a 
'cinematographer' and concentrate on being a DP? The more I light the more I'm learning but I still 
would not consider myself in the same league as the cameramen I work for as an assistant. At some 
point I think I've got to draw a line and stop assisting. Is it only finance that dictates when or is there 
a level of work that should dictate? 
Chris

I can only thank my lucky stars that I never had to make this decision, as I was never an assistant! It's 
one of the hardest decisions you will make in your life and getting the timing right is crucial. If you 
hang on too long you will be "past it", and if you go too early you might come unstuck on your first 
job. However, my instinct would be that if you are asking the question it might be time to move on. 
There is a rule in sailing that if you thinking it might be time to reef the sail then reef it - don't wait! I 
have seen some assistants cross over without any apparent effort into being a DP and others who 
literally ended their careers and now are working outside the business. 

Generally it is good to time the transition when the market is "up" - ie there's lots of work around 
both in commercials and films. Of course you have to aim for what you want: Features? TV? 
Documentary? Commercials etc. Another crucial factor now is what is on your showreel - you can't 
show people your work if there isn't any and you can't get any work if you don't show what you can 
do!! It's a miracle really that any of us get employed?

I always think that having a connection to a least one director is pretty crucial. Your mate that you 
did a couple of free shoots with: when he gets a job and you figure he might ask you to shoot it then 
go ahead - don't think of it as giving up the assistant job but anyone who offers you something to 
shoot should NEVER be turned down as this is always an opportunity to learn and get those crucial 
pieces on your showreel.

2007

I'm a student who's trying to volunteer on productions. I've written letters to producers in pre-
production, asking them if they would like my assistance in the camera department. I've explained 
that I want to be a cinematographer and that I'm currently looking for any association with 16mm 
and 35mm film that I can find. The problem is: they never get back to me! What am I doing wrong? I 
know your film school friends got you to shoot for them, but did you ever write letters to producers? 
And what did you say? 
Nick
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Actually I didn't as I guess I never thought that would work. Producers don't really concern 
themselves with the lower echelons of the camera department as they have more important things to 
worry about - like getting the money to pay you! Your letters should go to either DP's or Focus 
pullers: if you target a particular production that you know about and focus your letter on the people 
involved, as well as showing some knowledge of the particular shoot - even if that knowledge is just 
research - you will stand a better chance than with a general plea.

Although this is what you have been doing, go the next step and try to turn up there they are actually 
doing the prep and see if you can spot the camera team working. Nothing like personal presence to 
make things happen: if you can ask one of the guys for an email address to send your CV to at least 
there will be a face with the email.

When I am older, I wish to pursue a career in cinematography. I'm starting my A-Levels soon & have 
been thinking about my subject choices. I would like to choose subjects relevant to cinematography & 
filmmaking. I was wondering if you had any advice on what sort of subjects are relevant because I 
don't really have any idea! 
Caitlin

The subjects most relevant are the ones that most interest you because those are the ones you will do 
best at: always pursue that you are interested in rather than something that somebody thinks is 
"relevant". Having said that, if it is feature films you are interested in, then drama, English, any of the 
arts are all good subjects. Cinematography, however, is also very technical so physics, maths, and 
chemistry are also all good. In a world obsessed by grades, your best option (as I said) is to do the 
subjects that you like and will give you the best grades.

A-levels seem big at the time, but no one later on is interested in your A levels outside of University 
Entrance requirements: this is why they are important if you want to go to a good university. The 
single most important thing about A levels is that they don't put you off education for the rest of your 
life...get the grades you can but remember that many of life's most successful people didn't get good 
(or any!) grades at school.

How far can stylized filmmaking take someone in the business?  
Andi

This perhaps is a trick question? It depends entirely what you mean by "stylized". For the sake of this 
answer, let's say it means "out of the ordinary", "striking" etc. Clearly images that attract attention 
will promote the careers of the director and/or cinematographer, given that the attention is generally 
positive. Like all work that is a bit unusual, it may have also have it's detractors, but then debate is 
better than silence...

It comes down to the judgement of whether a piece of work is superficial and gimmicky ("clever"), 
but without substance, or is it genuinely original and has depth. Depth might be that quality that 
means you wake up in the morning thinking about the film you saw the night before: something 
superficial might mean it's more likely you'll be thinking about breakfast. When images are a layer on 
top of a story that have no real connection to the story, they can be as "stylized" as you like but they 
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won't really work because they are not part of the whole. If, however, like in a Terry Gilliam film, 
they are an intrinsic part of the fabric, then they will work well.

How do you feel about film schools abandoning celluloid for digital? 
Jack

This is a economic decision and a really BAD ONE. It is also not true of all film schools, and I would 
recommend that serious cinematography students who are considering a school find out whether there 
is any opportunity to shoot on film and, if not, consider going elsewhere. It is inevitable that film will 
be abandoned but it has taken a lot longer to go than those who said in 1985 that it would be over by 
1990. And so on. In the meantime I would encourage anyone interested in images to "learn the craft" 
which includes film. 99% (or whatever is the statistic) of the world's cinema audiences are seeing 
films on film, not matter how they were originally shot so not having an understanding of celluloid is 
a major disadvantage for a cinematographer.

The current generation of students are probably the very last that will have the opportunity to shoot 
film, so I say seize it while you can!

Hi, I've just spent the last hour or so reading your 'So you want to...' article, and found it incredibly 
refreshing to hear an honest analysis on what the movie industry is REALLY like. Unless you were 
cleverly concealing most of the horrid parts I've come to expect when thinking of the big corporate 
monster that is 'Hollywood'. My question is simply: Do I need to get myself a degree in something 
media based, or know someone who can usher me in through the back door, to truly become part of 
the film industry? It is INCREDIBLY competitive and there are hundreds of kids (in the US 
especially) that are churning out of 'film school' who have much more ambition and likelihood of 
reaching their goals than I ever will. So is there really any hope for me?

Me, I should mention, is a 23 year old from the south of England who once dreamed of being a DP 
but backed out due to lack of belief in ones ability and a fear of failure... It is also the person who has 
just started a much respected psychology degree but is now slapping themselves round the face 
wondering why the hell they're not doing something they'll enjoy. I'm fairly lost, feeling old and 
hoping there is someway I can follow a passionately revived dream. 
Jay

Confidence in yourself is one quality that cannot be taught or learned at school. As I implied in the 
essay you read, being "damaged" by education is a reality for a lot of people with degrees and good 
school grades. The key sentence in your question is ..." ...who have much more ambition and 
likelihood of reaching their goals than I ever will". You have to ask yourself WHY are these others 
any more likely to succeed than you? What is it that makes them any more likely to get into the film 
business than you?

With an attitude of failure before you have begun you will not succeed. "Feeling old at 23" is a 
psychological state that you need to move yourself away from as soon as possible. On the whole I 
encourage people to do what they like in their 20's: this might be studying Astro Physics or learning 
to Kite Surf in Corsica. Your 20's are the only truly free time in your life: free from your Parents and 
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(not always!) free from your own partner and children. It's the time to explore and follow dreams and 
if they don't work out, in the words of the song: "Pick yourself up, dust yourself down and start all 
over again."

Stop worrying about other people and get on with what you want to do. You obviously have a good 
sense of humor and that goes a long way in the Movie Business.

Working as a camera operator for some time has only been half satisfactory... granted I've worked 
with some wonderful people like Gary Kibbe, but most have moved on to smaller things or left the 
industry entirely, leaving me with no cinematographer to grow with. Is it possible these days to find 
such a connection with a cameraman's crew and work consistently with that person? I'm dying to 
work with a leader so I can grow and learn with that cameraman ... I see so many repeat camera 
operators working with their cameramen over and over...it's like other talented operators can't get a 
chance to ever work with people they admire and want to work with. I love your work... your talents 
far extend the canvas when you step on a set. I would kill to work with you and learn. 
But do you ever take on new operators? Or do you always use the same guys again and again without 
trying out fresh ideas from up and coming operators? Please let me know...  
Jeff

It's true that operating for a particular DP over a longer spell is a great way to learn. Unfortunately 
this gets harder with DPs making films all over the world and producers being insistent on them using 
"local crew". As someone who operated most of my own films (until Casanova when I stopped), I 
always found operator input both a blessing and a curse. It was always a blessing when the operator 
did not try to exclude you from the camera process (which only really happens in the UK) and 
contributed in a true spirit of creative participation without ego and game-playing involved. It was a 
curse when the operator would tart about with the director and try and relegate me to the "lighting 
guy". Mercifully this only happened to me a few times on commercials and then I just noted the name 
in my Black Book and moved on.

The other problem is that IATSE has just given away the operator role in one of the most stupid 
negotiations imaginable. This might have quite bad repercussion in the future as lower budget 
producers insist on the DP operating to save money. This should be a choice made by the creative 
team, not by a line producer.

I am using 2 "new operators" here in New Zealand as I write this in July 2006. The producer told me 
I could have the team from King Kong and Lord of the Rings so why would I complain about that! I 
like to use "local crew" and get fresh ideas. On the other hand, I teach when I am not shooting: 
shooting is best done by one's fellow professionals and colleagues who already have learned their 
craft. The role of operator is not always a "stepping stone" to being a DP and the A camera role on 
bigger films is nearly always filled by a Steadicam/A camera guy so that Steadicam is always an 
option that is available: something that directors of bigger films are expecting as the norm. We are all 
learning all the time: getting together with a colleague you can stick with is definitely a good aim.

You have worked on many projects ranging from music videos and TV movies to big-budget features. 
Is this a natural progression, or is it hard to break out of what you are used to? 
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Brian

Well spotted! Of course in my life it feels like a natural progression, but then I know plenty of 
cinematographers from the rock and roll days who are still doing that, or have moved to commercials 
but not to features. I would say it is very much about intention: I always intended to either direct or 
shoot movies, so the other things were stepping stones. The only way to progress as a 
cinematographer is to shoot film, so at the beginning anything goes: but the moment you feel you've 
learned a phase, then move on... but plenty of cinematographers are happy doing commercials or rock 
videos and don't want the salary drop, or absence from home that low budget features entail. I was/am 
always driven by Movies.

A friend of mine said that when you want to move on, you have to burn your bridges. She's right.

I came to film through photography, and like an Agnes Varda, find myself in love with both mediums. 
I find myself however, torn between directing and cinematography. The two cross paths, but yet there 
remains a certain place for each. Certain artists with a particular visual flair, an Andrei Tarkovsky, 
or a Theodoros Angelopoulos, have managed to lend their talents to both aspects, so that the union 
between the director and the cinematographer is one that translates into a better film. How were you 
able to decide, doing one and not the other? And what sorts of directors have you found it easiest to 
work with? Thank you in advance for your time. 
Dalmar

I made a film at the NFTS in my final year (1979) called Shadowplay which was precisely about this 
dilemma. It is one faced by all of us that want to tell stories through pictures. The film's narrative 
centred on a still photographer who decided to re-interpret reality by turning the pictures he took 
every day "automatically" into film and adding the story that seemed to come from the pictures to the 
soundtrack of the film. This slowly became a conflict of what was "really" happening against the 
fiction he derived from the pictures. I made the film more as an act of self-exploration than with any 
intention of it being a "finished" film.

When I graduated my heart was in continuing to Direct (as it is to this day!), but reality intervened as 
I was continuously offered jobs as a DP and not as a Director. So with a family to support and for 
mostly the wrong reasons, I became what I am today - a successful DP or a failed Director depending 
on how I am feeling that day!

Because I have this Director lurking beneath the surface, I much prefer Directors who I consider can 
do a better job than I would, for obvious reasons. There is nothing more frustrating for a DP than 
being on set with a useless Director when you know you could do the job much better, quicker and 
cheaper. I am also not fond of Directors who are obsessed with the Picture and leave the actors 
stranded with no direction: particularly those that are only interested in moving around some 
foreground salt shaker whilst the Actors are giving their all in the background. I am aware that many 
famous visual Directors like Stanley Kubrick and the Scott Bros. make great movies: it's just that I 
would rather be elsewhere whilst they make them as I am not a very good assistant.

I like collaboration in the true sense of the word. 
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Mr. Stapleton, I was wondering if you could shed some light on which way you believe is the best way 
to becoming a cinematographer. Professors have either told me through the avenue of lighting, or 
composition. I think it's a combination of both. In everything I have shot, whether in 16mm Bolex to 
DV and HD, I have always taken into consideration lighting, framing, and composition, nowadays 
people are more so interested in after effects, editing, in my opinion is no substitute for good camera 
work, where do you see these trends going? Lastly would you suggest picking up a still camera for 
pre-shoot insights? Thank You.

I found both the study and practice of still photography to be excellent (and cheap!) training for 
Cinematography. In a real sense Cinematography is just 24 stills every second, so studying Still 
Photography is the basis of all things: framing, lighting and the way these translate into making an 
image. The photo-chemical method will teach you about film (which, believe it or not, still exists!) 
and digital cameras will teach you about er.. Digital. 

You are quite right that there is no substitute for good camera work. It is a myth that you can "fix it 
later".. No self-respecting professional will work with such an attitude. Human beings have a habit of 
thinking they can get something for nothing: history proves otherwise. Pre-Visualisation is the all-
important tool for creating fine images, whether making "elements" for VFX work or making a final 
photo-chemical image. No thinking means no power to the image: a "snap" is not a Photograph.. 
waving a video camera about is not Cinematography. 

Fine images will continue to be made by people who put in the effort with the tools available now 
and those of the future. No Strain - no Gain!

Oliver, 
I'm going to be completely honest with you, i have only seen about 1/5 of the movies that you have 
done the cinematography for. Making movies is what i am passionate about. I have been making 
them since I was probably about 9 years old. Holding that huge camera on my shoulder that you slide 
a whole VHS tape into was the greatest! But i have a question for you...my friend and I are taking 
film classes in college and we have a lot of great ideas. He takes role of the director and I the 
cinematographer. I have a great eye for different angles and what is going to accent the point we are 
trying to get across. We don't make movies for anyone else but us, but I would like to ask you if there 
is any advice that you have for me. You have some great movies under your belt and I would love to 
have my eye behind a camera for the rest of my life. Is there any advice that you could give me? I 
would really appreciate any tips you had for me.  
Brandon

The web is now full of this kind of advice.. My own is on My Website. 
You seem to have forged a relationship with a Director already: this is a VERY GOOD THING! Not 
only does this mean that if this particular person does well after you leave college, then he or she 
might take you along for the ride. And even if that doesn't happen, the experience of working with 
one person for a while will stand you in good stead. Another way is to get yourself inserted into the 
"scene" in either New York or LA or the main movie city of whichever country you are in.. You can 
do this by crewing for free on small productions and getting to know the independent scene, or by 
lugging boxes about in a rental house and getting to know everyone that way. Making movies is all 
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about relationships.. People who "network" a lot sometimes make some progress, but in the long run 
it's about your skill to do the job for which you are employed. 

I am an absolute film nut, and after studying at film school (Vancouver Film School (very hands on 
school that takes you through the entire process of filmmaking on a small set, still teaches DP for 
film, which was a blast!), I know that making films is that thing I love to do, and feel like I have to do.  
I decided to move to Austin, Texas to work in their young, union-free film industry. But the issue I'm 
having is this - everywhere I've gone to find work has come up empty handed. I'm on sets now doing 
mostly in camera departments (a dp here, a grip there, a first ac on occasion) but all of it's free, and 
although it's fulfilling, I need money, too. Not even a lot, just enough for the old rough over the head 
bit.  
I figure my best skills are in the camera department. What's the best way to get myself onto a paid 
set? I know my roles, and I'm happy to start as a trainee - can I just contact local DPs and ask? 
Would you ever take on a trainee who asked out of the blue?

Yes I would: especially one like you who has been working hard for free and gaining experience. Try 
and get your money elsewhere and keep doing what you are doing. Sooner or later you will hook up 
with someone who takes you on to a paid job, or recommends you as a trainee with a paid camera 
team. Moving to Austin was smart to get the kind of experience you are getting, but eventually you 
will have to got to LA or New York to get with the Big Boys.. If that is what you want. Lifestyle is 
matter of choice (for some!): it's tough to work at the top of the movie industry and live somewhere 
pleasant but it can be done... Generally the trainee is not hired by the DP but by the 1st a/c. So if you 
want to send your CV out, get a list of 1st a/c's and send it to them, but it's not worth sending until it 
is obvious that you have a couple of years of experience in various roles. Another route is to start 
working lugging boxes in a rental company..
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Super 35

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS (1985)

Either you've got no work, lots of friends, no money and a hundred parties to go to and an endless 
supply of drugs or you're inundated with work and so busy that your friends never see you any more 
and anyway when you do have a weekend off there's the two small children and the commune in the 
country to attend to.  At least that's how it feels to me.  This must be success. A friend from my 
previous life visited the giant Notting Hill set of Absolut Beginners the other day, looked around at 
the scale of it all and said: "Well I suppose you could say you're a success?"  I looked at him across 
the chasm of the years and said: "I suppose so." 

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS  certainly marks a moment in my graduation from the National Film 
School four years ago. My studenthood at the age of 27 after 6 years struggle as a stills photographer 
marked an  all time low financially but a real period of learning to light and photograph films.  But 
the best bit was the 18 months I spent making SHADOWPLAY, writing directing and editing what 
turned out to be a flawed but quite curious 70 minute drama about ex South Africans struggling with 
BOSS and paranoia in London low life.  All that time in front of the Steenbeck with my own material 
laced across the mattress and coffee machine taught me more about shooting than I could ever learn 
on the floor staring at a tin of Heinz or a packet of Omo.  I'm not saying that you can only learn about 
film making at film school - Julien (Temple) didn't - but it was perfect timing for me.  The problem 
with loading magazines or focus pulling is that it only enables one to observe and it's only in the 
doing that you really find out the answers - because they have to be the answers for you and not a 
copy of what you saw someone else doing.  Consequently I'm a lousy focus puller but have been 
fortunate to have David Morgan on the team who is simply the best focus puller in the world.  He's a 
nice guy too which is handy.  
I'm not saying that it's hopeless to go through the grades and learn that way: most of today's finest 
cameramen and their technicians learnt precisely that way so it's a method that works. It doesn't 
necessarily suit everyone that's all - and especialy those like me who come into the business from an 
oblique angle - it my case still photography and a 7 year absense from my home country: a sixties 
kid. 

I have to thank Julien Temple for my career to date.  It's not that I haven't shot for many other 
directors, but without his confidence in the first place I may not have ever got those crucial first few 
jobs that enable a cameraman to get something on his reel and get rolling.  Many a producer in that 
first year, confronted with this almost teenage director with web feet as the rags like to say (referring 
to a particularly bizarre pair of shoes he's won't to wear), whispered in his ear- "Zazitsky is avaliable, 
so's Zazootsky and they're both good friends of mine, they're both top men and the clients love 
them..."  But Julien would just reply "Oliver's shooting it", and somehow the producer would know 
that the conversation was over. Later I'd hear some PA saying "Who is this guy anyway..?" -then you 
know you're in with a chance. 

Richard Bedford (the editor) Julien and I have been working together, off and on, for four years prior 
to doing this film.And John Beard (Production designer) who has built the most wonderful sets on 
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very limited recourses has worked with us on many previous promos.  People sometimes comment on 
rushes "That's great, that looks great Oliver" and sometimes all you can say is: "It's the set."  The 
Soho set looked so real that an American producer asked Steve Wooley how we managed to stop the 
traffic -in fact the problem was to get it started!  Like most things that arrive on the screen the 
product is as good as the team that's making it and this film has been a real delight. 

Way back last year when this film was planned Julien and I decided on a very 50's technicolour look 
for ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS.I rapidly discovered that recreating the look of such masterpieces as 
THE RED SHOES or BLACK NARCISSUS (Jack Cardiff) was not going to be easy.  The 3 strip dye 
transfer process has been long gone and is only available (for printing only) in Peking.  We made 
enquiries but it rapidly became apparent after discussions with Les Ostenelli - then with Rank 
laboratories - that the real quality was in the 3 strip camera process and even printing dye tansfers in 
Peking with modern negative was not going to yield the result I was looking for.  Labmen frequently 
would shrug their shoulders when my incessent demands for more contrast be met by bemused 
looks.  The whole drift of film emulsion technology over the past twenty years has been to reduce 
contrast which is traditionally a 'problem' in todays world where the soft commercial look is so much 
in fashion.  There are scores of filters available - low contrast,supafrosts,diffusions etc etc all of 
which reduce contrast.  Lens manufactures have struggled brilliantly to make a lens do at T2 what a 
lens used to do at T5.6.  It was only when I discovered that 600 footcandles of key light was used for 
3 strip technicolour that I began to realise what I was up against.  John Beard was building whole 
streets full of neon and shops and cars in the biggest stage at Shepperton and I'd be lucky to get 60 
footcandles: this was not some high budget epic with lights and sparks round every corner. 

The producers were good enough to employ me for six weeks prior to principal photography which 
was to include a three week prelight for the soho set.  Mike Proudfoot, the operator, was not available 
at the time so I set about some very extensive testing with Steve Alcorn, a mate from film school, and 
Chris Vile the camera trainee.  We started with lenses and established that my own set of Canon 
superspeeds and Cooke 5:1 zoom was as good as anything that Samuelson's had and supplemented 
them with others from the Canon range.  I went for these lenses because they seemed to render the 
kind of colour and contrast that I was looking for.  Also in a series of flare tests I found that the type 
of halo these lenses gave from naked light sources was the kind of thing I like - the Zeiss's looked 
more starry and less even.  On the other hand the Zeiss's won on random striation: if you're not 
carefull with out-of-shot light sources the Canons can streak really badly. Another point in favour of 
the Canon's was their minimum image shift when racking through focus.But what the fuss was really 
all about was SUPASCOPE or whatever we are going to call it. (It later was called Super 35) . The 
current version of blown-up anamorphic prints for projection (the press likes to call it 
CINEMASCOPE) was started by Les Ostenelli, Hugh Hudson and John Alcott for Greystoke where 
they shot 'flat' and then made anamorphic prints afterwards.  The difference from TECHNICOPE - 
the 2 fame pull down system used in the sixties - is that the gate was enlarged to include the 
soundtrack area of the film thus using the full width available.  When the lab made the anamorphic 
print this re-introduced the area to make the soundtrack.  This  system has one major advantage  over 
the old 2 frame system.          Because you use more width you use more height and thus a greater 
area of the negative renders   a less grainy blow-up. (Advances in emulsion graininess also contribute 
towards this improvement.)  Greystoke was not able to use a zoom however because the filing out of 
the gate on one side only meant the lenses were no longer central to the image and this created 
coverage  problems. This has now been solved by Karl Kelly and his team by re-centering the mounts 
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on the BL3 and my Arri III so that the lenses are one again in the centre  of the image.  However 
REVOLUTION (Hugh Hudson) was in production during our pre-production and because some 
rushes had a fault a state of extreme angst and paranioa surrounded this system to the extent that 
Goldcrest would not agree to our using the system and repeatedly insisted that we shot anamorphic if 
we were so insistent on the 2.33:1 ratio.  4 days before day 1 we still did not have permission to shoot 
this system so eventually I told them that I had no further time to change over to 1.85 as all the 
cameras (2 BL3's and my ARRI III) were now prepared for SUPASCOPE and unless they wanted to 
delay the start date we had to shoot... I digress.  Because the image size is wider at the gate,lenses 
must be very carefully checked for cut off as motion picture lenses are designed for 1:1.85 and not 
Super 35.   Fortunately the Canon primes originate in design from stills photography and hence we 
found that the edge definition was a significant improvement over the Zeiss's and Cooke's although 
frankly there is not a lot in it.  I was planning to work at about T4.5 with 5294 until  our stock tests on 
the by now neon-lit Soho set came in.  I sat in the rushes together with the small testing team and saw 
5294 at it's worst.  Grainy, lousy shadows, poor colour and no 'bite'.  Panic.  I'm a great fan of fast 
stock: I shot a whole feature on it in scotland last year (RESTLESS NATIVES) and had no 
complaints.  Perfect matching with 5247: even the dupe release print I saw recently was holding up 
fine. 

Not willing to give up so easily I requested two more batches (different `vintage') and tested them 
Wednesday.  Just for comparison we shot 5247 at T2 and T2.8.  Rushes next day were a revelation: 
both the new batches of fast looked terrible although one was a marginal improvement over the first, 
but the 5247 result was absolutely wonderful.  Suddenly I was seeing on the screen what I wanted to 
see for this film: deep blacks and superb rich colour and no grain.  So I made the decision 
immediately and sent all the fast stock back and re-ordered for slow for the whole film. "Even for the 
night exteriors?!" Yes, everything.  Stuart the loader, a fine critic, asked me the other day: shouldn't 
you have gone for T4.5, maybe used the fast occasionally?  He was concerned about the depth and 
depth has been a problem all along.  Only about 10% of this film takes place in the day - as in all 
Julien's work - and consequently there are always neon's or practicals or TV's featuring in shot and I 
find that with 5247 at 120ASA (my rating) an aperture of less that T3 starts to make these features 
loose their brilliance. This is why I was so keen on T4 or T5.6 with the fast until realising that it 
wasn't going to give us the colour we wanted.  But one other unexpected bonus came to my rescue.  
Many cinematographers stay away from the 18mm lens reckoning it to be distorted and too wide for 
normal use.  But we found ourselves using it more and more: the introduction to Soho, a brilliant 
steadicam sequence executed by Malcom Mackintosh was entirely shot on it and we began to realise 
that the 18mm in scope somehow doesn't appear distorted - probably because we are used to a certain 
amount of distortion in the wide format anyway from the anamorphic camera lenses that usually 
shoot these pictures.  So T2.8 wasn't such a problem anymore because the 18mm has such depth 
anyway.  And the real boon is that a similar stop on the equivalent wide angle in Panavision or 
Techniscope lenses is a real horror to my mind with bad edge fall off and terrible barrell distortion.  
Curiosly enough the least satisfactory definition was obtained in long shots on the 24mm - we tried 
several others but never did find a 24mm that really seemed good at infinity. 

The point I was most insistent about in pre-production about this format were the following: 

     1. The giant soho set would be seen much more fully because we would need to tilt down that 
much more in a `taller' format to        exclude lights, the studio ceiling etc.  For this reason we 
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decided on a common headroom for TV and anamorphic. 

     2. Per given quantity of light, much greater depth of field than anamorphic. 

     3. Smaller lighter lenses with much greater defintion and colour clarity, less prone to flare. 

     4. Perfect matching of anamorphics - because there's only one in use in a controlled laboratory 
situation. 

     5. Greatly improved 70mm blow -up; no de-squeezing necessary. 

     6. Significantly reduced lens rental costs; better look through on camera hence less lightlihood of 
mistakes (flags etc). 

A point I was not making and one which I think needs de-emphasing is that this system is not a 
`multi-format' system enabling any kind of print format to be stuck from it.  Although physically this 
is possible - we shoot the whole negative area - the framing requirements for TV and scope are quite 
different and whilst we obviously will be able to make a satisfactory print for TV by a mixture of 
scanning and using the lower part of the frame, it is simply not possible to optimise for two quite 
different ratios and although the producers argument is that more people see the film on TV or tape 
my argument is that they are probably eating dinner anyway.  In other words the composition should 
be at it's optimum where the film is seen at it's optimum: in the cinema on a large screen with great 
sound and an audience that looks at the screen.  The TV audience will simply see less of the film but 
then that's true anyway because Grandma will probably pop up in the middle anyway.  To be serious, 
there is always going to be a compromise between the requirements of the scope screen and TV and 
as I see it the compromise has to be on TV where are all the other losses of picture quality, sound size 
etc are apparent anyway.  I think it is of great importance to make cinema films for the cinema; to 
attract audiences back to the cinema we have to woo them with all the attractions the cinema can 
provide - by using the argument that more people will see it in telly anyway we accept defeat.  On  
"My Beatiful Laundrette" (Steven Frears), we decided that the film was for TV so we shot for TV on 
16mm and put the money we saved into the production.  Ironically the film is to open in two London 
cinemas in November: C'est La Guerre. 

Looking back at Absolute Beginners, I realise all sorts of things that we could do better next time 
round, especially in relation to pre-production and sets.  Not having shot an epic like this before (an 
epic for me that is!), I didn't know some of the things I now know about studio sets, particularly in 
relation to lighting.  John Beard would give me a drawing of a set and I wasn't too good at being 
constructive about my requirements at that stage: I was more used to looking at something and then 
making suggestions, but on a studio that is often too late - particularly in the tight situations we 
always seemed to be in.  For instance we quite often had areas where a band would be playing and I 
would not spot that there wasn't anywhere to hide back or side lights: now I know better!  We 
constantly would ask for floors we could track on but then the Art Department has other problems 
with labout or the uneven floor and we would arrive and promply have to lay boards all over the floor 
and then have to cope with not getting them in shot.  It's not that these problems don't happen 
everywhere but it would be useful next time around to try and minimise them.  A real masterpiece of 
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co-operation was the planning for the set of Dido's party.  I had a notion in pre-production that to 
have a hot-head on a python arm running along outside the set above one wall with the camera 
`dipped' into the action could save a lot of time and give us the kind of freedom to move the camera 
that I know Julien is addicted to.  We wouldn't have to worry about the floor and all the technicians 
could be off the set completely.  The system worked very effectively and we got some shots that 
would have been impossible any other way.  It did however prove extremely  difficult to operate and 
Colin Manning (the Grip) was occasionally heard saying things like "Gosh I don't seem to be able to 
stop this jolly old thing.." or something like that. (I hadn't met Colin before this shoot: he's the best). 

I came across this in a diary of the time - 1985.  Thought it might enlighten a few readers about the 
beginning of Super 35.  
  

What difference does making a film "Super" make (ie. the difference between  
16mm and Super 16 or 35mm and Super 35)? 

"Super" is this context means something different to the way it is used in Absolutely Fabulous.  It 
means that the soundtrack area of the negative is used for picture, which means the picture is wider, 
resulting in an increase in quality when the film is "blown up". Super 16mm is now shot much more 
often than regular 16mm as it suits the new 16:9 TV ratio, as well as providing a superior blow-up to 
35mm should it be required.  Super 35 is used as an alternative to anamorphic when a 1:2.35 ratio is 
required. 

 I read your article on film formats and it seems to me that, with  
the squeezing process of anamorphic, some horizontal picture quality must be  
lost - why don't the film makers just produce film with wider cells?  
james 

Distribution and projection is the answer.  The thousands of movie houses  
throughout the world are equipped with projectors that project 35mm film, so  
producing film in a wider format would not be popular or economic.  However,  
the IMAX system is an example of what you are talking about - great image  
quality but limited to a small number of theatres, and also very cumbersome  
equipment for the shooting process. 

I'm trying to figure out different alternatives for my second short  
film, which will shot on film. Can you tell me what kind of difference in  
the budget does it represent to shoot in a 2.35 aspect ratio as opposed  
to 1.85 or 1.66. And what are the ups and downs (budget-wise) of  
shooting in super 35 as opposed to anamorphic? 

Thank you very much.  
A. Rezzak 

Any kind of 2.35 is going to be more expensive than 1:1.185.  I assume your film will have some 
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kind of cinema release, otherwise there is very little point in using the 2.35 format.  However, using 
Super 35 for tape transfer only is not an extra cost over 1.185.  
The differences in principle are these (for cinema release).  
Super 35 uses “standard” lenses and the rental for these lenses is the same as for 1.185  
The dailies (rushes) will be in Super 35 so cannot be screened on a conventional projector.*  
To make the 2.35 print for showing in a normal cinema, the Super 35mm neg is “squeezed” on an 
optical printer which is an expensive one-off process.  
For Anamorphic, the lenses cost more to rent but no “squeezed” optical print needs to be made so the 
money is spent during shooting rather than in post-production.** 

*this is important to consider if you are making  a cutting copy of your film which you are going to 
show to potential sponsors for final printing.  You would have to find a projection facility capable of 
showing Super 35mm.  
** This cutting copy can be shown in any cinema capable of Anamorphic projection.  
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

DISCUSSION ABOUT FORMAT AND THE SUPER 35 VERSUS ANAMORPHIC DEBATE 

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS (1985)

Either you've got no work, lots of friends, no money and a hundred parties to go to and an endless 
supply of drugs or you're inundated with work and so busy that your friends never see you any more 
and anyway when you do have a weekend off there's the two small children and the commune in the 
country to attend to.  At least that's how it feels to me.  This must be success. A friend from my 
previous life visited the giant Notting Hill set of Absolut Beginners the other day, looked around at 
the scale of it all and said: "Well I suppose you could say you're a success?"  I looked at him across 
the chasm of the years and said: "I suppose so." 

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS  certainly marks a moment in my graduation from the National Film 
School four years ago. My studenthood at the age of 27 after 6 years struggle as a stills photographer 
marked an  all time low financially but a real period of learning to light and photograph films.  But 
the best bit was the 18 months I spent making SHADOWPLAY, writing directing and editing what 
turned out to be a flawed but quite curious 70 minute drama about ex South Africans struggling with 
BOSS and paranoia in London low life.  All that time in front of the Steenbeck with my own material 
laced across the mattress and coffee machine taught me more about shooting than I could ever learn 
on the floor staring at a tin of Heinz or a packet of Omo.  I'm not saying that you can only learn about 
film making at film school - Julien (Temple) didn't - but it was perfect timing for me.  The problem 
with loading magazines or focus pulling is that it only enables one to observe and it's only in the 
doing that you really find out the answers - because they have to be the answers for you and not a 
copy of what you saw someone else doing.  Consequently I'm a lousy focus puller but have been 
fortunate to have David Morgan on the team who is simply the best focus puller in the world.  He's a 
nice guy too which is handy.  
I'm not saying that it's hopeless to go through the grades and learn that way: most of today's finest 
cameramen and their technicians learnt precisely that way so it's a method that works. It doesn't 
necessarily suit everyone that's all - and especialy those like me who come into the business from an 
oblique angle - it my case still photography and a 7 year absense from my home country: a sixties 
kid. 

I have to thank Julien Temple for my career to date.  It's not that I haven't shot for many other 
directors, but without his confidence in the first place I may not have ever got those crucial first few 
jobs that enable a cameraman to get something on his reel and get rolling.  Many a producer in that 
first year, confronted with this almost teenage director with web feet as the rags like to say (referring 
to a particularly bizarre pair of shoes he's won't to wear), whispered in his ear- "Zazitsky is avaliable, 
so's Zazootsky and they're both good friends of mine, they're both top men and the clients love 
them..."  But Julien would just reply "Oliver's shooting it", and somehow the producer would know 
that the conversation was over. Later I'd hear some PA saying "Who is this guy anyway..?" -then you 
know you're in with a chance. 
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Richard Bedford (the editor) Julien and I have been working together, off and on, for four years prior 
to doing this film.And John Beard (Production designer) who has built the most wonderful sets on 
very limited recourses has worked with us on many previous promos.  People sometimes comment on 
rushes "That's great, that looks great Oliver" and sometimes all you can say is: "It's the set."  The 
Soho set looked so real that an American producer asked Steve Wooley how we managed to stop the 
traffic -in fact the problem was to get it started!  Like most things that arrive on the screen the 
product is as good as the team that's making it and this film has been a real delight. 

Way back last year when this film was planned Julien and I decided on a very 50's technicolour look 
for ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS.I rapidly discovered that recreating the look of such masterpieces as 
THE RED SHOES or BLACK NARCISSUS (Jack Cardiff) was not going to be easy.  The 3 strip dye 
transfer process has been long gone and is only available (for printing only) in Peking.  We made 
enquiries but it rapidly became apparent after discussions with Les Ostenelli - then with Rank 
laboratories - that the real quality was in the 3 strip camera process and even printing dye tansfers in 
Peking with modern negative was not going to yield the result I was looking for.  Labmen frequently 
would shrug their shoulders when my incessent demands for more contrast be met by bemused 
looks.  The whole drift of film emulsion technology over the past twenty years has been to reduce 
contrast which is traditionally a 'problem' in todays world where the soft commercial look is so much 
in fashion.  There are scores of filters available - low contrast,supafrosts,diffusions etc etc all of 
which reduce contrast.  Lens manufactures have struggled brilliantly to make a lens do at T2 what a 
lens used to do at T5.6.  It was only when I discovered that 600 footcandles of key light was used for 
3 strip technicolour that I began to realise what I was up against.  John Beard was building whole 
streets full of neon and shops and cars in the biggest stage at Shepperton and I'd be lucky to get 60 
footcandles: this was not some high budget epic with lights and sparks round every corner. 

The producers were good enough to employ me for six weeks prior to principal photography which 
was to include a three week prelight for the soho set.  Mike Proudfoot, the operator, was not available 
at the time so I set about some very extensive testing with Steve Alcorn, a mate from film school, and 
Chris Vile the camera trainee.  We started with lenses and established that my own set of Canon 
superspeeds and Cooke 5:1 zoom was as good as anything that Samuelson's had and supplemented 
them with others from the Canon range.  I went for these lenses because they seemed to render the 
kind of colour and contrast that I was looking for.  Also in a series of flare tests I found that the type 
of halo these lenses gave from naked light sources was the kind of thing I like - the Zeiss's looked 
more starry and less even.  On the other hand the Zeiss's won on random striation: if you're not 
carefull with out-of-shot light sources the Canons can streak really badly. Another point in favour of 
the Canon's was their minimum image shift when racking through focus.But what the fuss was really 
all about was SUPASCOPE or whatever we are going to call it. (It later was called Super 35) . The 
current version of blown-up anamorphic prints for projection (the press likes to call it 
CINEMASCOPE) was started by Les Ostenelli, Hugh Hudson and John Alcott for Greystoke where 
they shot 'flat' and then made anamorphic prints afterwards.  The difference from TECHNICOPE - 
the 2 fame pull down system used in the sixties - is that the gate was enlarged to include the 
soundtrack area of the film thus using the full width available.  When the lab made the anamorphic 
print this re-introduced the area to make the soundtrack.  This  system has one major advantage  over 
the old 2 frame system.          Because you use more width you use more height and thus a greater 
area of the negative renders   a less grainy blow-up. (Advances in emulsion graininess also contribute 
towards this improvement.)  Greystoke was not able to use a zoom however because the filing out of 
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the gate on one side only meant the lenses were no longer central to the image and this created 
coverage  problems. This has now been solved by Karl Kelly and his team by re-centering the mounts 
on the BL3 and my Arri III so that the lenses are one again in the centre  of the image.  However 
REVOLUTION (Hugh Hudson) was in production during our pre-production and because some 
rushes had a fault a state of extreme angst and paranioa surrounded this system to the extent that 
Goldcrest would not agree to our using the system and repeatedly insisted that we shot anamorphic if 
we were so insistent on the 2.33:1 ratio.  4 days before day 1 we still did not have permission to shoot 
this system so eventually I told them that I had no further time to change over to 1.85 as all the 
cameras (2 BL3's and my ARRI III) were now prepared for SUPASCOPE and unless they wanted to 
delay the start date we had to shoot... I digress.  Because the image size is wider at the gate,lenses 
must be very carefully checked for cut off as motion picture lenses are designed for 1:1.85 and not 
Super 35.   Fortunately the Canon primes originate in design from stills photography and hence we 
found that the edge definition was a significant improvement over the Zeiss's and Cooke's although 
frankly there is not a lot in it.  I was planning to work at about T4.5 with 5294 until  our stock tests on 
the by now neon-lit Soho set came in.  I sat in the rushes together with the small testing team and saw 
5294 at it's worst.  Grainy, lousy shadows, poor colour and no 'bite'.  Panic.  I'm a great fan of fast 
stock: I shot a whole feature on it in scotland last year (RESTLESS NATIVES) and had no 
complaints.  Perfect matching with 5247: even the dupe release print I saw recently was holding up 
fine. 

Not willing to give up so easily I requested two more batches (different `vintage') and tested them 
Wednesday.  Just for comparison we shot 5247 at T2 and T2.8.  Rushes next day were a revelation: 
both the new batches of fast looked terrible although one was a marginal improvement over the first, 
but the 5247 result was absolutely wonderful.  Suddenly I was seeing on the screen what I wanted to 
see for this film: deep blacks and superb rich colour and no grain.  So I made the decision 
immediately and sent all the fast stock back and re-ordered for slow for the whole film. "Even for the 
night exteriors?!" Yes, everything.  Stuart the loader, a fine critic, asked me the other day: shouldn't 
you have gone for T4.5, maybe used the fast occasionally?  He was concerned about the depth and 
depth has been a problem all along.  Only about 10% of this film takes place in the day - as in all 
Julien's work - and consequently there are always neon's or practicals or TV's featuring in shot and I 
find that with 5247 at 120ASA (my rating) an aperture of less that T3 starts to make these features 
loose their brilliance. This is why I was so keen on T4 or T5.6 with the fast until realising that it 
wasn't going to give us the colour we wanted.  But one other unexpected bonus came to my rescue.  
Many cinematographers stay away from the 18mm lens reckoning it to be distorted and too wide for 
normal use.  But we found ourselves using it more and more: the introduction to Soho, a brilliant 
steadicam sequence executed by Malcom Mackintosh was entirely shot on it and we began to realise 
that the 18mm in scope somehow doesn't appear distorted - probably because we are used to a certain 
amount of distortion in the wide format anyway from the anamorphic camera lenses that usually 
shoot these pictures.  So T2.8 wasn't such a problem anymore because the 18mm has such depth 
anyway.  And the real boon is that a similar stop on the equivalent wide angle in Panavision or 
Techniscope lenses is a real horror to my mind with bad edge fall off and terrible barrell distortion.  
Curiosly enough the least satisfactory definition was obtained in long shots on the 24mm - we tried 
several others but never did find a 24mm that really seemed good at infinity. 

The point I was most insistent about in pre-production about this format were the following: 
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     1. The giant soho set would be seen much more fully because we would need to tilt down that 
much more in a `taller' format to        exclude lights, the studio ceiling etc.  For this reason we 
decided on a common headroom for TV and anamorphic. 

     2. Per given quantity of light, much greater depth of field than anamorphic. 

     3. Smaller lighter lenses with much greater defintion and colour clarity, less prone to flare. 

     4. Perfect matching of anamorphics - because there's only one in use in a controlled laboratory 
situation. 

     5. Greatly improved 70mm blow -up; no de-squeezing necessary. 

     6. Significantly reduced lens rental costs; better look through on camera hence less lightlihood of 
mistakes (flags etc). 

A point I was not making and one which I think needs de-emphasing is that this system is not a 
`multi-format' system enabling any kind of print format to be stuck from it.  Although physically this 
is possible - we shoot the whole negative area - the framing requirements for TV and scope are quite 
different and whilst we obviously will be able to make a satisfactory print for TV by a mixture of 
scanning and using the lower part of the frame, it is simply not possible to optimise for two quite 
different ratios and although the producers argument is that more people see the film on TV or tape 
my argument is that they are probably eating dinner anyway.  In other words the composition should 
be at it's optimum where the film is seen at it's optimum: in the cinema on a large screen with great 
sound and an audience that looks at the screen.  The TV audience will simply see less of the film but 
then that's true anyway because Grandma will probably pop up in the middle anyway.  To be serious, 
there is always going to be a compromise between the requirements of the scope screen and TV and 
as I see it the compromise has to be on TV where are all the other losses of picture quality, sound size 
etc are apparent anyway.  I think it is of great importance to make cinema films for the cinema; to 
attract audiences back to the cinema we have to woo them with all the attractions the cinema can 
provide - by using the argument that more people will see it in telly anyway we accept defeat.  On  
"My Beatiful Laundrette" (Steven Frears), we decided that the film was for TV so we shot for TV on 
16mm and put the money we saved into the production.  Ironically the film is to open in two London 
cinemas in November: C'est La Guerre. 

Looking back at Absolute Beginners, I realise all sorts of things that we could do better next time 
round, especially in relation to pre-production and sets.  Not having shot an epic like this before (an 
epic for me that is!), I didn't know some of the things I now know about studio sets, particularly in 
relation to lighting.  John Beard would give me a drawing of a set and I wasn't too good at being 
constructive about my requirements at that stage: I was more used to looking at something and then 
making suggestions, but on a studio that is often too late - particularly in the tight situations we 
always seemed to be in.  For instance we quite often had areas where a band would be playing and I 
would not spot that there wasn't anywhere to hide back or side lights: now I know better!  We 
constantly would ask for floors we could track on but then the Art Department has other problems 
with labout or the uneven floor and we would arrive and promply have to lay boards all over the floor 
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and then have to cope with not getting them in shot.  It's not that these problems don't happen 
everywhere but it would be useful next time around to try and minimise them.  A real masterpiece of 
co-operation was the planning for the set of Dido's party.  I had a notion in pre-production that to 
have a hot-head on a python arm running along outside the set above one wall with the camera 
`dipped' into the action could save a lot of time and give us the kind of freedom to move the camera 
that I know Julien is addicted to.  We wouldn't have to worry about the floor and all the technicians 
could be off the set completely.  The system worked very effectively and we got some shots that 
would have been impossible any other way.  It did however prove extremely  difficult to operate and 
Colin Manning (the Grip) was occasionally heard saying things like "Gosh I don't seem to be able to 
stop this jolly old thing.." or something like that. (I hadn't met Colin before this shoot: he's the best). 

I came across this in a diary of the time - 1985.  Thought it might enlighten a few readers about the 
beginning of Super 35.  
  

What difference does making a film "Super" make (ie. the difference between  
16mm and Super 16 or 35mm and Super 35)? 

"Super" is this context means something different to the way it is used in Absolutely Fabulous.  It 
means that the soundtrack area of the negative is used for picture, which means the picture is wider, 
resulting in an increase in quality when the film is "blown up". Super 16mm is now shot much more 
often than regular 16mm as it suits the new 16:9 TV ratio, as well as providing a superior blow-up to 
35mm should it be required.  Super 35 is used as an alternative to anamorphic when a 1:2.35 ratio is 
required. 

 I read your article on film formats and it seems to me that, with  
the squeezing process of anamorphic, some horizontal picture quality must be  
lost - why don't the film makers just produce film with wider cells?  
james 

Distribution and projection is the answer.  The thousands of movie houses  
throughout the world are equipped with projectors that project 35mm film, so  
producing film in a wider format would not be popular or economic.  However,  
the IMAX system is an example of what you are talking about - great image  
quality but limited to a small number of theatres, and also very cumbersome  
equipment for the shooting process. 

I'm trying to figure out different alternatives for my second short  
film, which will shot on film. Can you tell me what kind of difference in  
the budget does it represent to shoot in a 2.35 aspect ratio as opposed  
to 1.85 or 1.66. And what are the ups and downs (budget-wise) of  
shooting in super 35 as opposed to anamorphic? 

Thank you very much.  
A. Rezzak 
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Any kind of 2.35 is going to be more expensive than 1:1.185.  I assume your film will have some 
kind of cinema release, otherwise there is very little point in using the 2.35 format.  However, using 
Super 35 for tape transfer only is not an extra cost over 1.185.  
The differences in principle are these (for cinema release).  
Super 35 uses “standard” lenses and the rental for these lenses is the same as for 1.185  
The dailies (rushes) will be in Super 35 so cannot be screened on a conventional projector.*  
To make the 2.35 print for showing in a normal cinema, the Super 35mm neg is “squeezed” on an 
optical printer which is an expensive one-off process.  
For Anamorphic, the lenses cost more to rent but no “squeezed” optical print needs to be made so the 
money is spent during shooting rather than in post-production.** 

*this is important to consider if you are making  a cutting copy of your film which you are going to 
show to potential sponsors for final printing.  You would have to find a projection facility capable of 
showing Super 35mm.  
** This cutting copy can be shown in any cinema capable of Anamorphic projection.  
 

2005

You shot Ned Kelly in Australia, in the widescreen 2.35:1 format. Did you shoot this film in Super 35, 
and if so, was the ability to get enough anamorphic lenses within Australia a consideration for 
shooting in this format? ??--Simon

Yes. I wanted to shoot this film in anamorphic but a number of factors got in the way of doing so?. 
The budget was relatively small so anamorphic was perceived by the producers as being more 
expensive though I personally don't feel this is the case if you stay away from Panavision. A lot of the 
film takes place outside which meant that that last half hour of light at T2 would be usable in Super 
35mm but not in anamorphic. The lenses are often T2.8 and don't look very sharp under T4. Night 
exteriors require more light level in anamorphic which means bigger lights? this again is a producer 
perception but there is some truth in it, though I would dispute it takes any longer. Occasionally we 
needed multiple cameras: this means hiring more lenses and equipment. With Super 35mm you can 
trust the lenses to be good "out of the box": with Anamorphic a lot more time and money goes into 
testing them to make sure it is OK. I was quite happy with the result (when you see a bleach by-pass 
print!).

A cinematographer has a few formats to choose from or recommend for a project such as super 35, 
anamorphic, etc. I recall John Mathieson B.S.C. choosing super 35 for Kingdom or Heaven because 
the lens choices, their f stop range and the variety of sizes of the Arri cameras. Another example I 
recall Janusz Kaminski A.S.C. shooting A.I. in 1:85:1 mainly for more vertical space in the frame for 
the sets. Despite technical reasons clearly than can be a creative preference; I believe Donald 
McAlpine A.S.C. prefers anamorphic for its sharpness and color reproduction over super 35. Can 
you elaborate on why a cinematographer chooses a format and what benefits and/or drawbacks 
certain formats have. If you have a preference I would love to hear why you prefer a certain format.  
Matthew
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Lasse Hallstrom, when we introduced him to the idea of 1:2.35 on The Shipping News, said the 
reason for shooting it was to "looks cool". This is just a facetious way of saying that there really is 
not a logical argument for a particular format. However, I can give you a few of the ones I have heard 
and you can draw your own conclusions. As a preface, it used to be that "widescreen" made the 
screen wider, but actually nowadays it has a tendency to make the screen narrower in the vertical 
dimension. This is because both home theatre and some multiplexes use a common width of the two 
formats (1:1.85 and 1:1.235), and just cut of the top and bottom which has the effect of making the 
overall picture smaller - the reverse of what was intended when widescreen was invented! Looking at 
the two formats here are some ad hoc comments on each one.

1:1.85 
Is closer to the "golden ratio" as loved by painters.  
Transfers more easily to the old TV format as well as the new one. 
More vertical space (as you pointed out). 
Close-ups tend to "fill the frame" better without having a lot of dead space around them. 
Not "real cinema".

1:2.35 
Looks cool. 
More cinematic than 1.185 (why??) 
Favorite for epics and invented for them. 
Can work well for comedy with longer master shots and less cutting (Tootsie,.etc) 
Cuts off feet a lot. Tricky for films with tall parents and small children. 

The complex arguments for Spherical versus Anamorphic as well as the now increasingly used 
"Super 1:1.85" format, are too long to go into detail here. Anamorphic certainly is perceived my 
many as being the "most cinematic" because of its shallow focus but hey Citizen Kane is not exactly 
"Uncinematic" so I never quite know what people are talking about when they come out with these 
ideas. Recently I guess you could look at Lord of the Rings (Super 35) and compare it to Narnia 
(Anamorphic): both relying heavily on computer input and both look fine for different reasons. 
Personally I preferred the look of Rings, not because of the fact that it was shot on Super 35 but 
because I preferred the darker lighting style. Would Rings have looked "better" shot on Anamorphic? 
Who knows? It wasn't.. so that's that.

There are many logical reasons for choosing one format over another but in the end I find none of 
them really make sense. I prefer to make the call based on intuition: what feels right for the particular 
film probably is right. On Restoration we tested and chose Super 35mm until one day before we 
started shooting when the tests were projected by mistake in 1:1.85 and we all thought - this is SO 
MUCH BETTER! So we switched one day before we started based on a mistake by a projectionist: 
what was important is that I was able to see this at the time and start the discussion that made the 
change. If we had shot the film in Super 35, would it still have won an Oscar for production design 
and costume...who knows?
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Grading/Timing

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

GRADING/TIMING AND THE DI PROCESS

QUESTIONS ARE PRE-2004 UNTIL LISTED

Mr Stapleton, I am a cinematography major and a couple of days  
ago I saw Roger Deakins' work on the film O'Brother Where Art Thou. The film  
used the new practice of scanning the film and then digitally color  
correcting instead of the traditional correction with chemicals. Roger  
Deakins stated that he can control every aspect of the colors in the movie  
and pretty much create any look he wanted on the spot which would not be as  
possible with traditional timing. Do you in the future intend to do your  
films in this form, as it looks like the wave of the future? 

This, along with Digital, is fast becoming the most popular topic amongst  
cinematographers.  On the upside is exactly what you have stated above - the  
control of inividual colours etc.  However, as Roger himself has said, the  
whole process is very lengthy and very painful.  Now of course he was one of  
the first to do this, so naturally it will get better and easier.  Cartier  
Bresson coined the phrase "the decisive moment", Ansel Adams came up with  
the idea of "pre-visualisation". Taken together, these two ideas represent  
for me the task of the Cinematographer.  If you get it right on the set  
there should be no need for all this adjustment afterwards, unless, like  
Deakins, you want a "non-naturalistic" look for certain parts of the movie.  
So, no I don't feel the need to do this on the movies I am shooting at the  
moment, as I am happy with the look(s) I have achieved through the  
traditional method.  Perhaps I won't catch the wave, and be left on my  
surfboard wallowing in the trough... 

Can you discuss the camera filters you use most frequently when you shoot?  
How much of the color effect in your films is accomplished by filters or  
lighting gels and how much by timing? Thanks, Rob 

Apart from an 85 filter (for converting tungsten film to daylight), I only  
use ND grads a lot.  This is for creating tone in the sky, and sometimes for  
darkening a side of the frame that I can’t adjust for some reason with  
lights.  I very occasionally use Tiffen SoftFX or Pro-mists for close-ups  
where the actress is in extreme close-up and has a not-so-great skin.  The  
most important use of filters (for me) is to control the stop for day  
exteriors: consistency of T-stop controls the depth and makes for cross cuts  
that match. I’ll use all sorts of devices for flashbacks and dreams, from  
spraying plain glass with anti-flare to nets and stockings etc. I used a lot  
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of colour in lighting gels for Absolute Beginners and Earth Girls are Easy  
with Julien temple directing, as he liked the old technicolour 3-strip look,  
and this was a way of simulating the saturation of the dye transfer process.  
At the moment, I seem to be in a period of photographing more naturalistic  
films, so mostly use lighting gels to “correct” the colour of the artificial  
light to match the natural light. Timing can only colour the scene overall,  
(redder, bluer etc) so the internal colours of a scene have to be achieved  
on the set.  Computer control of timing (as in Oh Brother Where Art Thou?),  
enables individual colours to be altered in tone and density which makes for  
a freedom that some would say is not necessarily an advantage! 

Hi Oliver,  
 Do you prefer to use filters (contrast, ND grads) while you are shooting or finalise the crucial "look" 
of the film during the grade?  
 Cheers,  
Darren 

I’m not quite sure what this question means, as a Grad filter and/or contrast change  can’t be added 
during the grade, unless you are grading electronically - like for a commercial.  I only shoot films 
now , so electronic grading is not an option for me so all decisions about contrast, grads etc are made 
in the shooting phase.  Commercial cameramen may gave you a different answer. 

What is telecine? ??

Veen 

Congratulations on winning the Shortest Question Award! Telecine is the process whereby the 
negative or print of a film is transferred to ?tape? or more likely the hard drive of a computer these 
days. During this process the ?initial? timing (grading) of the picture is done, although this can be 
altered considerably later on during the editing process. Usually the whole of what was shot is 
transferred, though it does not have to be if the director has already decided which ?takes? he or she 
likes.  
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Women

So You Wanna Work in the Movies

I have a passion for film and would love to become a  
cinematographer. I am worried about the physical requirements of the job  
though. Although I am a hard worker and have a great deal of mental stamina,  
physically I am only about 5'5" and weigh 110 lbs. How do female DPs compete  
with the men who dominate the field? Are my chances of making it  
dramatically reduced? 

--Melissa 

Your physical stature has absolutely no bearing on making it as a DP.. being  
a female, however, does.  The industry is slowly coming out of the dark ages  
as far as employing women is concerned.  In the US there are now a number of  
very successful female DP's, as well as Electricians, grips etc.  It's a  
slower change in the UK, but it's happening.  There are a lot of female  
assistants in the camera department: hopefully they will continue on to  
become DP's.  One irony of the situation is that when a female DP does shoot  
a major feature film, she tends to get a lot of attention!  My best advice  
is to just concentrate on doing what you want to do, and wear jeans to work!  
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So You Wanna Work in the Movies

I have a passion for film and would love to become a  
cinematographer. I am worried about the physical requirements of the job  
though. Although I am a hard worker and have a great deal of mental stamina,  
physically I am only about 5'5" and weigh 110 lbs. How do female DPs compete  
with the men who dominate the field? Are my chances of making it  
dramatically reduced? 

--Melissa 

Your physical stature has absolutely no bearing on making it as a DP.. being  
a female, however, does.  The industry is slowly coming out of the dark ages  
as far as employing women is concerned.  In the US there are now a number of  
very successful female DP's, as well as Electricians, grips etc.  It's a  
slower change in the UK, but it's happening.  There are a lot of female  
assistants in the camera department: hopefully they will continue on to  
become DP's.  One irony of the situation is that when a female DP does shoot  
a major feature film, she tends to get a lot of attention!  My best advice  
is to just concentrate on doing what you want to do, and wear jeans to work!  
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