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Preface to the Second Edition

Since the first edition of this book in 1986, the filmmaking world has entered a technological revolution comparable to the transitions from silent to sound and from black and white to color. The revolution is digital. When a film production is photographed on film stock, it will most likely be timed (corrected) as a digital intermediate. When a film is photographed on a high-definition camera, it will most likely be distributed to the theaters on film stock. But it may also stay digital as DVD, Blu-ray, or some other format of the future.

Everyone with a cell phone in his/her pocket is a potential filmmaker.

However, before we get tempted to dismiss photochemical film altogether, let’s pause for a moment. As it is, one of the greatest advances in filmmaking in the last twenty-five years was the amazing progress in film emulsions. They are much “faster,” with wider latitude, better color rendition, and less grain. Parallel with the changes in shooting media are huge advances in lighting technologies.

The question often asked is, if new film emulsions are more sensitive to light, why are the companies designing bigger and more powerful lights? The answer given by one cinematographer: “The lights are bigger because you want to place them further away and emulate nature.”

Light sources are put on cranes and inside helium balloons. Fixtures range from a six-inch-long fluorescent Mini-Flo to a 100,000-watt SoftSun. Moving lights, also known as intelligent lights, seen at rock concerts, are being employed now in many feature film productions. At the same time, film electricians are using household bulbs to build strips of light covered with diffusion and often used for creating ambient light.

Like their older colleagues interviewed a quarter of a century earlier for the first edition of this book, the cinematographers and gaffers interviewed and quoted here were very generous in sharing their aesthetics and their techniques. I am humbled in the face of this wealth of visual imagination and knowledge. With so many new technologies available, cinematography becomes an even more individualized art, where different experts often achieve their goals in unorthodox ways.

The reader will notice that the voices of older masters from the first edition were also preserved. These are the classic practitioners, whose aesthetics and wisdom are timeless and whose advice is priceless. A few of them are not with us anymore, yet their visual genius is eternal.

In today’s Hollywood one meets cinematographers from various countries and cultures, which makes for a very rich offering of styles and sensibilities. Light as always plays a crucial role in creating screen reality. Fast film emulsions and very sensitive digital cameras have liberated the lighting domain. Cinematographers and gaffers are constantly pushing the boundaries of what has been done before. Film lighting is an exciting field and the future is bright. (Pun intended!)



Chapter One

The Cinematographer as Collaborator

“Film is light.” This statement by Federico Fellini brings us to the essence of the cinematographer’s art and function. One of the most important abilities of a cinematographer is to see light and to remember it. “Light memory” for the lighting cameraman is similar to the musical memory necessary for a musician.

Light is the most changing element in our daily life. We move among solid objects and among people who do not change drastically during a day or a week. But visually the appearance of our environment and of people around us may change from one hour to the next owing to the time of day, the weather, or the particular source of the light. The best cinematographers are very aware of these changes and store in their memory the impact different types of light have on our emotions and our subconscious. Most people see the change in the quality of light as the day goes by, but a cinematographer must be as observant as the French impressionist painter Claude Monet, who painted the cathedral at Rouen from the same angle at various times of the day. When Sven Nykvist (ASC) and Ingmar Bergman prepared to shoot Winter Light, they spent an entire day observing the changes in light in a country church in northern Sweden in order to be able to reproduce that winter light on a soundstage.

For a cinematographer, watching the light becomes second nature. Whether in a city hall, a restaurant, a nightclub, or the woods, the cinematographer will file it away in his/her memory to be recalled when lighting a similar situation on a movie set. This will help in the final task of a cinematographer, which is to contribute to the visual character of the film.

Light will enhance or diminish the efforts of all the people who create the sets, the costumes, and the makeup.

Filmmaking is a collaborative art. It would be misleading to insist that the cinematographer is totally responsible for the visual character of the picture. Even in terms of the camera moves and framing, the creative process involves the director, the cinematographer, and the camera operator, and whose ideas are decisive in the final outcome will depend very much on their individual talents and personalities. Yet lighting is the sole domain of the cinematographer. This is his/her most obvious contribution. Light can fall on the scene in a variety of ways. It can create a great many moods, but the task of the cinematographer is to choose the type of lighting that will best help to tell the story. The angle of light, its intensity, its quality (hard or soft), its color—these are some of the paints on the cinematographer’s palette. The dark areas and shadows are of equal value. It was said by more than one cinematographer: “What you do not see is as important as what you do see.” The light is there to direct the viewer’s attention, the darkness to stimulate his/her imagination.

As in all arts, there are styles in lighting that characterize certain periods or certain film studios. For example, the glossy Hollywood pictures of the thirties were followed by the stylized low-key lighting of film noir in the forties and the Italian stark neorealism of the late forties and fifties.

Styles are also influenced by the personalities of the cinematographers and the technical progress in film stocks, video cameras’ targets, lenses, and the lighting equipment. Very sensitive emulsions and high-definition cameras, as well as faster lenses, require less light intensity, allowing for much greater use of soft, bounced, or diffused light and of practical light sources that constitute part of the set. They also facilitate greater use of the available light, especially in backgrounds, such as in the streets at night. Collaboration between the cinematographer and the set designer, who provides some of the lighting, becomes essential.

In this chapter we will look at the various aspects of the collaboration between the cinematographer and the other vital members of the filmmaking team. Working with the director is one of the most exciting artistic relationships in this medium.


Working with the Director

Ideally the cinematographer’s relationship with the director is a symbiotic one. The cinematographer embraces the director’s vision and uses his or her visual talent and technical knowledge to capture the director’s inner thoughts and put them on the screen. Needless to say, the process of choosing a cinematographer is of no small importance to the director.


THE HIRING PROCESS

Many directors choose a cinematographer much as they would cast an actor. They look at a candidate’s body of work to evaluate style and experience.


Alexander Mackendrick, director


It is my impression that most of the cameramen I know have developed a highly personal style. They have an individual character that becomes their stock in trade. During the planning for Sweet Smell of Success, the producer, Harold Hecht, suggested James Wong Howe. I remembered Jimmy as extremely good with strong, melodramatic material and felt his hard-edged approach would be ideal for this particular subject, so I was delighted.

Often a director will screen several films shot by a prospective cinematographer.

Alexander Mackendrick, director


In effect, I believe you have to trust the taste and temperament of the cameraman as you see it in his previous work. Obviously, you should take care to see a number of his films to see how he handles different genres; to see what range he has. Wong Howe had considerable range: I looked at both Body and Soul and Picnic, which was in color and much more sentimental. But what I asked Jimmy for was the black-and-white harshness I’d seen in his melodramatic movies.

Once the director finds a likely choice, he or she sends the cinematographer a script.

Robert Wise, director


When you start to zero in on somebody that you think might be the candidate, you want his reaction to the script. So I usually have him read it and then, without guiding him too much, I get his input in a chat about how he sees it, what kind of texture and quality he feels the picture should have.

Sometimes we may run other films, or I might refer to some films of his that I have seen and certain sequences that I liked. Depending on the kind of story, I may refer to some painters. I did that in pictures that were period pieces. When working on Mademoiselle Fifi, we turned to Daumier and his caricatures, not only for the cameraman but also for the clothes and the props. In current films you might look at photographs of contemporary things, of something with a striking look to it.

In paintings I look for lighting and composition. Very often for lighting. There is much to be gained from the examples of lighting and effects.


TAKING ON THE PROJECT

The process of selection is not one-sided. Cinematographers pick and choose among the scripts which are offered to them to find the stories which, for whatever reason, they would like to shoot. Cinematographers who are in great demand can, naturally, be more selective. As we all know, truly great scripts do not surface too often and sometimes wonderful scripts can turn out to be mediocre movies.

British cinematographer Douglas Slocombe, BSC, who photographed some hundred feature films, admits to reading close to a thousand scripts. Out of this volume of work, he feels that the truly memorable films could be counted on the fingers of one, perhaps two hands.

The script is certainly a useful blueprint the cinematographer can use to judge the worth of the project.


Allen Daviau, ASC

The first time I see the script, I try to read it strictly as a film viewer. Not as a cinematographer. I really just sit there and say, Tell me a story. I try to be as open as possible. And you read some scripts that are good, good movies; you would enjoy seeing them, but would you enjoy shooting the movie, and would it really be fulfilling to you? What is it that you like to do? Sometimes it is the subject that just strikes you, that you would like to say something about. So I look on the basis of an overall thing: How would I enjoy seeing this film? Would I enjoy having my name connected with it? Would I be proud being part of this film? The second time through, reading as a cinematographer, I ask myself, What are the problems here? What are the challenges? What are the things that I would really enjoy working on in this picture? Does it offer me a unique challenge? Someone said, “The day you go to work and you are not slightly scared is the day you better get out of this business, because there is no challenge left for you.” If you really know all the answers going in, then I do not think that you will do very good work on the picture. Because you should never stop having that fear of the unknown.

And I think that is one of the things in the script: Does it offer me something I haven’t done before? Maybe it offers me something I have done before and I know I can do better than I did last time, and that is intriguing to me. But perhaps it is truly the unknown. Maybe it is something that I don’t really like to do, and maybe I can get past that. I know that I do not like to shoot dialogue scenes in cars. And I read a script that was an excellent, very funny script, and 25 percent of the movie is four guys running around in a car on real location. When you think that for that much time the camera is basically rigged on the car, when you can never really see what is going on and you are lighting people in the back seat as well as in the front seat, and you are balancing all different times of day—well, it is a real challenge if you like to do that sort of thing. But I don’t know anybody who likes to shoot dialogue scenes inside cars.

In this case Daviau turned down the job although he liked the script. Since one-fourth of the film took place inside a car, there was no chance that the car scenes could be eliminated. In situations that are not so extreme, it is better to hold off final judgment on a project until you meet with the director.


STYLE

Once a cameraman has committed to a project, he/she and the director have to agree on the style of the film. Describing a visual style with words is no small task. Directors and cinematographers have developed many ways to reach an understanding with each other. A creative cinematographer will analyze the structure of the script and will try to see it from the audience’s point of view. At this early stage much time will be devoted to discussions concerning the concept.

The right atmosphere, style, and visual interpretation will evolve from this process. The cameraman and director will discuss the philosophical premise of the movie—how it should look; what structure it should have; what style of framing, lighting, and color.


Caleb Deschanel, ASC

Style starts to emerge as I’m reading the script. I always read the script three or four or five times. Generally, along the way, I discuss it with the director, and then start to come up with an overall visual concept that I seek for the film. It does not mean that this concept is ironclad. Just the way an actor comes up with his character, I think, the cameraman comes up with his way of seeing a movie. Then hopefully you are in sync with the director. It is important to develop an idea about the story early enough, so that at least you will find out whether you think the same way as the director. Otherwise you get yourself in a situation where you are at odds with each other all the time. You use whatever method you can. With Hal Ashby we started out on Being There by looking at a lot of movies together and discussing the script, and then I would also take a lot of still photographs of locations and look at them with Mike Haller, who was an art director, and with Hal.

For Janusz Kaminski, who over the years shot a majority of Steven Spielberg’s films, the film style is born at the script stage.

Janusz Kaminski, cinematographer


The style develops when the screenwriter writes a script. He or she sets the story in certain settings. Is it an urban setting of contemporary nature, or is it an urban setting in the future, or is it an urban setting in the past? You just have to read a script the right way to realize that there is a style that is being suggested by the screenwriter.

It is not to the point where it tells you how to light or what color to apply, but you are working with a certain genre of the movie. Whether it is a contemporary comedy, a thriller, or film noir, the style is there. Now it is for the cinematographer to give the interpretation. You can have Tom Cruise walking into a dark basement and finding out that somebody is living there. So you have a dark basement, but how far will you take the darkness? In the case of War of the Worlds we were working with lots of colors. It was a little bit of an homage to the old horror movies. So there were reds, there were greens, there were yellows, that kind of stuff. In Minority Report, which is a futuristic movie, there was a void of colors. The images were grainier. The colors were very much desaturated. I was calling it a modern film noir. It was still relatively dark, but we were playing with the color. It was very sleek but not glossy. Again, you start with the script and you are putting your own twist on what the writer is writing. I always say it is all in the script, if you have the ability to read the script and digest the script and send it through your body, through your knowledge, through your mind, and then come up with your own interpretation of the story. What has shaped your individual aesthetics and ability to understand and interpret the story? It’s the aesthetics, it’s everything about you; the way you dress—that’s your aesthetics. The things you like and the way you receive and interpret what is around you shape who you are. And that is unique.

Viewing movies together is the most immediate way of having some common points of reference when discussing style. Good knowledge of a wide range of painters and photographers is the next important step in facilitating the communication between the director and the cinematographer. Being able to describe a certain style as one resembling that of a given painter or knowing where to look for examples of a palette of desired colors helps immensely in arriving at a mutually understandable idea for the visual look of the film.

John Alonzo, ASC

Every situation is different. For pictures like Sounder or Conrack or for a picture like Norma Rae, I did look at some paintings and some books and drawings of the South to get an idea of a kind of look. I would show them to the director and I would say, “What do you think of this Andrew Wyeth or these Shrimpton paintings, does this give you any thoughts, is this the kind of look that you are thinking about?” He says yes or no. So I use those. In pictures like Blue Thunder or Black Sunday there is really no artistic or aesthetic design to those pictures. It is a matter of recording what actually happens.

There is a wide spectrum of directors with diverse backgrounds and experience. Therefore, the collaboration with the cameraman will take various forms. Some directors will need more help than others in developing the visual sense of a scene.

Conrad Hall, ASC

So many directors don’t know anything about film. They are wonderful writers, they know a lot about life and the human equation, and people have given them the opportunity to translate that into a film. And they don’t know what to do. They are so insecure. They wander around the set and a lot of them don’t pretend, and then some of them pretend. It depends on the director you get. Others are people who are knowledgeable visual artists as well as artists in every other sense. You work with them differently. They know exactly what they want. They need you less.

The directors who require the most from cinematographers are the first-time directors.

Adam Holender, who often works with first-time directors, puts them in two basic categories: the literary ones who write their own scripts and often do not quite know how to translate their ideas into a visual form, and the new directors who come from other technical positions such as assistant director, producer, or editor. People in this second group are usually more experienced technicians.

Adam Holender, ASC

Like every other collaboration, working with first-time directors depends a lot on the personalities involved. But one typical problem to be aware of is the degree to which the cameraman assists the director in matters other than cinematography. At a certain point in the production the invitation to offer suggestions may not exist anymore, but the cameraman may not know when to stop. The director grows weary of advice, and such help may start to annoy him.

Another potential problem lies in the director’s not understanding that certain visual concepts require certain disciplines, bring certain limitations. The first-time director may see these limitations as shackles. He may also have to be convinced that certain risks should be shared. If the director does not take advantage of the cinematographer’s knowledge and judgment, the result may be a mediocre product. This is sometimes referred to as “television mentality,” where the range of artistic possibilities on the scale of one to ten becomes, say, four to six.

Most cinematographers are very much aware of the creative discipline necessary to maintain the established style and to serve the story in the best possible way.


SERVING THE STORY

Serving the story usually comes down to serving the director’s concept. Though the cinematographer has an important role in the production, the principal storyteller at this stage is the director.

John Alonzo, ASC

I make it a rule of thumb that I am to interpret the director’s concept. It is a very strict rule with me that I do not allow myself to get so in love with the frame and the lighting that it subordinates what the director is trying to do. And if I spend six hours lighting a set that looks beautiful to another cameraman but does not mean anything to the story, then I am not doing my job for the director.

The power of cinematography lies in the immense possibilities of interpreting reality even within a given concept. The cinematographer’s function is to transform an artificial environment into film reality. Lighting, optical image manipulation, choice of film emulsion or video cameras, and film or video manipulation in the laboratory and/or during the digital intermediate are all tools the cameraman uses to create the photographed reality.

Caleb Deschanel, ASC

You need a certain sense of reality, but in fact you are doing a movie and you are making a statement with the light and with the composition and camera movements and all those things at your disposal as a cameraman. Your first impression should be that it is real for the story. But you can get away with an awful lot. What Vittorio Storaro did in One from the Heart with colored light was incredible. To an extent, it was a reality but it really was hyperreality. It carried beyond conventional reality, but you accept it because of the nature of the story. There is no reason why you cannot carry that sort of thinking to even more realistic settings. Obviously as an audience you do not want to be taken out of a scene by some extreme photographic element, but you certainly want it to carry you along. There are things you can do where you exaggerate reality and create a sense of life; if you would truly study it, you would realize that it is not real, and yet your mind accepts it as being real. I think that is really what you are going for. You are going for a way of taking the greatest advantage of all the tools that you have at your disposal to create the drama, to amplify the drama. Sometimes it means exaggerating things enormously and getting away with it because the audience is carried away by the scene. You can switch key lights and you can change the level of lights and you can dial one light off and one light on when someone moves, and you can do things that, if you were to analyze them, wouldn’t make sense at all. But if you are telling a story and you are in sync with the story, then you can get away with an awful lot. I think that the best camerawork does that. It will make these judgments, it will stretch its “reality” for the sake of telling the story.

Often the sets or the location will dictate the visual approach to the story. Or it may even come from the cinematographer’s aesthetic taste at the given time.

Haskell Wexler, ASC

What happens photographically springs a lot from what is demanded of the photographer: what kinds of films are being made, how much time it takes to make them, what the sets look like, what the subject matter is.

Style comes from where you are personally. Right now as I am talking to you, I would love to shoot a scene where there is a real bright hard sunlight just cutting through on the furniture and on the clothes. The faces are almost dark. If you are in this kind of mood when you read a script, you may actually talk yourself into believing that this particular script would look best this way. It may or may not coincide. You have to bear in mind that you are not the total maker of the film. You will have to talk to the director and the art director and anyone else who has invested in it.

Cinematographer Conrad Hall dealt with two very different visual concepts when photographing Fat City, directed by John Huston, and The Day of the Locust, directed by John Schlesinger.

Conrad Hall, ASC

In Fat City, the idea of extraordinary tonal variations was like a style for a picture. The interiors—bars and places like that—were very, very dark, so you have a sense of blackness. And then when you come outside, I made the exteriors all very bright and glaring, like a lizard who comes from underneath a rock, a salamander that is blind because it has been hiding underneath a rock, it has not seen the light of day. I wanted the light to be harsh and strong and abusive. And so you go for the range, you go for the contrast. You go for the soft, dark, muted effect inside, and then when you come outside, you go for the bright, brilliant harsh tones. And when those things are cut together, they create a kind of emotional sense, which is productive for the storytelling.

You approach every project from the spirit of the film. Once you get the spirit of the film, then that determines everything for me.

On The Day of the Locust the decision to have it all shot in a warm, golden tone was made right away. Those are the broad strokes. You decide whether you are going to make this a gritty, documentary kind of look for the film about the 90 percent of people who fail in Hollywood, which is what The Day of the Locust is about: people who approach the flame and never get anything but burned. Just 10 percent are working and doing good and thriving in the heat of the flame. So that is a hard story. You could do it gritty. Black and white would be wonderful, because it is a period piece. Sometimes I think that is what we should have done, now that I look at it. That is not what we decided to do. The decision was to make it golden to create not their reality but their dream. So you saw them living in their little apartments and they were happy living in their golden dream of maybe making it one day.

John Alonzo describes another example of lighting in opposition to the subject matter, for stronger impact.

John Alonzo, ASC

We are going to try to do Scarface in soft light because Brian [De Palma] wants it this way. It is a drama, a melodrama. It is violent and very dramatic, but he does not want to light it that way. He wants to light it soft and pretty. As he said to me, I don’t want to telegraph that I am going to do something violent. I want the frame to look pretty, and the people to look pretty. And then we see that they are violent people.

Alonzo brings up another extremely important aspect: the consistency of a visual look.

John Alonzo, ASC

You have an overall picture, an overall script, and then you go from A to Z. Very few pictures are shot in chronological order. The hardest thing is for you to keep a certain style going, so that when you put the picture in chronological order, it has a nice even flow in lighting, in composition, and in the camera moves. This is my realm, my jurisdiction. If you do not pay attention to that, if you are just lighting each scene as if you are lighting a Rembrandt each time, you are going to have a checkerboard effect. You will not have a consistently smooth picture. It may be totally acceptable but it definitely influences the audiences. The audience will think that something is not quite right. This is a brightly lit shot, this a soft light and this is harsh light, this is flat light, and so on. Every scene should be approached with regard to what part it plays overall. Simple things—you are inside a room and the sunlight is coming from a certain side, over this man’s shoulder. If you take him outside three, four days later and the sun happens to be on the other side and it is a direct cut, then you say, Wait a minute, what do I do? Now you have to work with the director and the operator, try to angle him so that the sun comes from the correct side, or you duplicate the sunlight from another direction. Put a silk over the scene and shove in an arc to make the sun come from the side that will match the previous shot. Sometimes people do not think about a problem like this, and the result is an amateurish way of handling it.

Dante Spinotti, ASC, feels that serving the story starts from a clear visual idea.

Dante Spinotti, ASC

I think that the most difficult thing is finding the right way of doing things; in other words, having an idea before you start working on an image. If you have a visual idea, then everything is easy, then there are no difficulties. If you can imagine this particular shape in your head. And the shape has to have a reason, be a part of language that is the language of the whole picture. If I were a painter, it would be finding how this particular picture is going to look and figuring out in my mind that there is going to be a good reason why it is going to look like that. It has to be tight down to the whole concept. Is it period? Is it dry? Is it wet? Is it romantic? Is it dramatic? So when you combine all these and you figure inside yourself what the look of this particular shot or scene is going to be, then everything is easy. That is the most difficult part.

Modern art does a lot in terms of concept, does a lot in terms of color relationship, in terms of balance, in terms of aesthetics. When you think about it, there is always something that is worth looking at. The brain organizes it and there is always something that requires you to get there, another brain work. I am fond of abstract paintings, because the shape is the way it is. Because the surface is the way it is. Because the interaction between the color, between the blue and the red, is the way it is. It is the major exercise of a brain to get there.

When we work, we need answers all the time. In other words, we are confronted with stuff that comes in front of us. We have to have an immediate answer. And you can always give these answers if the brain is accustomed to it, if you feed your brain with the aesthetics. Besides, I personally think that aesthetics could solve a lot of things in life.

Film culture changes with the changing times. The audiences and their demands need to be met by responsive filmmakers.

Harris Savides, ASC

I believe that you cannot trick the audience with artifice and overly stylistic light and camera movement. Today’s audience is very sophisticated and visually savvy; I feel that they like to look at things that look real and natural.

It is because of a situation that we have placed ourselves in. The world is what it is, the political climate is what it is. I think that in this period people want to go to the movies. There was a time when people needed to see those exploitive kinds of special effects, crazy wild movies. Now, I see, people want to see reality. I am probably talking about a certain group of people, but I think that they want to be respected and they want to see reality, they want to be lost in the story. The first thing is the content in films. In commercials it is a different thing. But in film the first thing is content. If the lighting doesn’t work for the content, then you are just doing exercises. Just because you can, just because it is interesting or because you want to copy something you saw in another movie. I think that the most difficult part is getting there. You have to understand what that is. And you feel good about it, you feel like you can do it, you feel like it is right and everybody likes it. Once that’s done, it is almost like your work is finished.

It is just by the sheer fact of going through the script that the dialogue with the director starts. You start poking around the scene. That prompts a memory. You bring that up, you talk about something. It is a discussion; you need that time to sit with the director and go through everything in the script and just talk about what they thought of, what they want. I have been fortunate in working with a lot of writer-directors. So there is a different connection to the material.


Working with the Art Director

The relationship between the cinematographer and the art director cannot be stressed too much. The art director, in supervising the designers of sets and costumes, is an invaluable partner.

The positioning and intensity of the practicals on the set is something the cinematographer should establish with the art director. These visible light sources of various kinds serve to visually enrich the scene, to justify the directions of studio lighting, and to contribute to the level of illumination on the set. They may even serve as the major modeling lights for the scene.

The shape of the set and certain architectural components such as beams or moldings help the cinematographer to hide lamps, stands, and cables. The shape, texture, and color of the walls and furniture have understandable impact on the visual organization of the frame. The way in which the set is positioned on the studio floor—for example, how much space there is outside the windows—will also influence the lighting directions and angles. For these reasons the production designer, art director, and all the people involved in shaping and dressing the sets or in choosing locations should work hand in hand with the cinematographer. The cinematographer in turn can either enhance their efforts or diminish them with choices for lighting.

Haskell Wexler, ASC

Any work the cameraman can do with an art director is money in the bank, because basically an art director is giving you what you photograph. You will be asking for practicals, you two will be deciding where the windows are, whether certain walls are wild, whether ceilings are wild, how high the walls are, and what color they are painted.

Today’s sets, particularly in the special effects films, have very intricate lighting built into the set, like lighting through the frosted glass floors or illuminated tabletops. Sometimes the instrument panels will practically light the set for you. On occasions the lighting that comes with the set or with an event which is part of the scene may have tricky exposure values.

Dion Beebe, ASC

For any cinematographer, working with a production designer is key. I like to work with practicals, so that process of choosing practicals and wall colors, motivating light sources in rooms is very important. Also the choice of shades on the lamps, because the shade emits a color, creates an atmosphere within the room. For me it cannot be random; it is very much an aesthetic choice. It is going to affect what we do in this space.

I really like the sets and costumes to have a little sense of life to them when it is appropriate. Particularly when the costumes are dark, then the choice of fabric becomes really key. You don’t want matte black. The colors and the sheen of fabrics are really important.

James Plannette, gaffer


I did a movie with Steven Soderbergh called Solaris. We wanted to shoot the whole movie at T/2.8. So we did. We had this large space station, and the production designer called me before he really started designing the set with the idea that we’ll design the lighting into the set. He had a bunch of practicals that he had shown me, so I suggested that he put lights in the wall and that we put our own lights behind. We used four hundred nook lights behind these openings. We had them on dimmers, so when they were on camera they were one intensity and when they were off camera they were another. The way it worked was that I would read it with a spot meter, and if the light was three stops over, it was good; anything more than that and they would begin to flare.

It is evident that a wise producer should bring the cinematographer and the art director together as early as possible. However, some producers do not see it this way.

Conrad Hall, ASC

Hopefully you work a lot with the art director. There are very many producers who try to keep the two of you separated—for financial reasons, they say. What a mistake! We should be the closest of collaborators. After we hear what the director has to say, the two of us should collaborate very strongly to provide what he wants.

This unfortunately is not always the case.

Robert Wise, director


I found that some cinematographers are not too inclined to be overly receptive to designers’ set sketches that might indicate certain kinds of lighting, sources of lighting. I had one cinematographer on a major film where the designer would come up and show the sketch of the set coming down the line and the cameraman would look at it and go his own way. He would never really turn to the designer for any thoughts that he had in his head about how it might look. And a few years later I had just the opposite experience with Ted McCord on The Sound of Music.

Much depends upon the personalities involved and also on how much the cinematographer is in tune with the aesthetics of the art director. Avoiding personality clashes saves both the producer’s and director’s sanity.

Alexander Mackendrick, director


If the casting of key talents has not been done wisely, there can be misunderstandings between the production designer and the director of photography. An assertive designer may hanker after lighting that is diffused, general, and unobtrusive, so that tone and color values in the settings and costumes retain their pictorial values. An equally assertive cinematographer may prefer the set, costumes, and furniture to be neutral in color and tone so that the scene is left for him to “paint with light.” If there is discord between the production designer and the director of photography, the director and producer should resolve the disagreement at the earliest stage of production planning.

Filmmaking is not only teamwork, but the team is also composed of people with strong creative egos. This makes it doubly difficult to keep a production on an even keel.

Conrad Hall, ASC

You have to get the right chemistry of the people involved. One important ingredient by which filming chemistry will succeed or fail is the handling of ego. When ego gets involved, it destroys. Now, that does not mean that you do not have an ego. And it does not mean that your ego is not manifesting your artistic decisions, but like being in the army, there is definitely a law of involvement that should be respected. The director should direct, the cameraman should shoot, the art director should art-direct. As soon as we start introducing our egos to take over our jobs from one another, we malign the chemistry by which the films are made. The ego out of line is a bad ingredient, but a strong ego is a wonderful thing for an artist to have.

Richard Brooks once said to me, “Would you ever like to direct, Conrad?” I was just a brand-new cinematographer at the time, and I said, “Well, I think so, but I am not sure yet, I will see,” and he said, “Everybody should direct a film. You probably want to direct one, but direct your own damn film, don’t direct mine!” And I respect that attitude and I want it respected when I am directing. I am an aide to that man. I am not anybody who is trying to take anything away from him.


Working with the Designers

The costume designer and the makeup artist should also consult closely with the cinematographer. It is particularly essential in black-and-white film, where two colors, like certain hues of red and green, may look exactly the same on the screen, or where a light blue shirt may be preferable to a white one that could create too much contrast. For the same reason, light blue or green bedsheets will be more suitable than white.

In color film production, white fabrics may still need to be “teched” down. This is often accomplished by rinsing them in weak tea. Certain dark velvets may be avoided because in a low-key lighting situation they will look black. Makeup artists will consult the cinematographer about the red sensitivity of a given black-and-white emulsion. With color stock they may be more interested in skin textures.

At the preproduction stage many of these elements will be examined in a series of tests. John Alonzo describes them as helping him to establish the visual character of the picture.

John Alonzo, ASC

I do a lot of tests in different kinds of lighting. Makeup and hair tests, wardrobe tests, and so forth. In those tests I have them moving around in five or six different types of lighting, so that the director can look at it and say, “I like that, I don’t like that.” We try different lenses, different sizes for close-ups: a 50mm or a 150mm, to see how the perspective changes. We don’t just stand an actor and say, “Turn three different ways,” and that’s it. We choreograph moves for all these tests.

For more elaborate productions, these tests will also include sets.

Robert Wise, director


If you get into any kind of special shows, you make endless tests. You test the sets for color, you test your costumes, and you test the labs. You get a difference in the values of your colors from the different labs. You have to test all the way around. And sometimes if you have a big set and you are going to have some prelighting, try to have it done while you are shooting something else. You will test the lighting of the set and you will see how it is coming off. On anything other than a subject that is simple and straightforward, it is very advisable to test to the extent that you can.


Rehearsals

Once the production starts, the relationship between the director and the cinematographer becomes almost symbiotic. There are many variations of this relationship. On one end of the spectrum you will have veteran directors who know exactly what type of staging and what camera moves they want. On the other end there will be newcomers, perhaps from the theater or from screenwriting, who will depend on the cinematographer in these areas. Even the most experienced directors are usually open to suggestions. They recognize that staging and camera movements are inherently connected with lighting and that all these elements create the picture.

The first days of shooting are crucial. You almost have to read the director’s mind. You have to stay physically close during the rehearsals, especially if your director is not too good at expressing his or her ideas. Production time on the set is so expensive that you do not want to spend too much time on theoretical discussions. You try to discuss the scene early in the morning or after watching the dailies the night before.

A storyboard provides a good frame of reference and indicates the coverage needed for the given scene. It can be an important time-saving device. The cinematographer should treat the storyboard as what it is: a guide to the scenes, useful in prerigging the lights.

Robert Wise, director


I storyboard most of the time. The storyboard usually starts before the cameraman is on. Of course you discuss it with him when he is around. Before we start to shoot, he is involved in the storyboard. I like to have a storyboard so that when you walk on the set, you know where you are going to start, where you want to start, where you will put the camera, and where the actors are going to make an entrance. You discuss it with your cameraman in advance. I think that you must know where you are going. But in developing the scene with the actors, in getting the scene on its feet, if it wants to move away from the storyboard, if the actors find additional things that you cannot anticipate sitting in your office, if you find new values, new dimensions, and if that means moving away from the storyboard, you make the adjustments.

On the set, staying close to the director and watching rehearsals allows the cinematographer to understand what the director is trying to do with the scene in terms of the dramatic rhythm of punches and pauses. Only then does it become apparent how the composition, the camera movements, and the lighting can visually emphasize the dramatic structure. At this point a cinematographer’s instinct comes into play. He or she will be influenced by personal background, consciousness, and the subconscious. Films and paintings seen, music heard, books read will all have an effect on the cinematographer’s visual interpretation of the scene.

This is how several cameramen see what is happening on the set at this stage.


Caleb Deschanel, ASC

An ideal situation is one where the camera angle or movement never becomes a matter of discussion, where you and the director are very much in sync and he suggests something and you concur, or you suggest something and he says, “Yes, of course,” or you both say, “What if we did this?” At its best it is a process that evolves. Hopefully no one’s ego becomes involved and you say, “Gee, this was my idea and that was someone else’s idea.”

I believe in waiting for a scene to develop. When you start to see a scene evolve, when actors are rehearsing, there is a point early on when it seems very chaotic and it seems almost impossible to put on film. But eventually the scene starts to have a certain continuity to it; you eventually start discovering that there is a way to put it on film. And the way I really like to work is that you resolve the whole scene from beginning to end before you start shooting. Some directors don’t like to work that way; then inevitably you will get into a situation where you carry the scene halfway through and you are in a position where you have to make certain compromises because you have not figured the whole thing out—compromises in lighting, in camera moves, in positions where you will put the camera, etc. I like to figure out how the scene should play all by itself, which usually means that you have to make a judgment about what the rhythm of a scene is while you are filming it. And where the camera should be. And then usually everything will fall into place.

Planning scene coverage in advance is the most essential element in an effective lighting design.

Allen Daviau, ASC

A big thing for a cinematographer is to get into the habit of asking, “How are you going to cover the situation?” Work with your director on the coverage, because we all can fall into the trap of making a beautiful master scene that is absolutely horrible for the coverage. Particularly when you are working on a TV movie, where you are really moving fast, you’d better be able to get in there, get your master shot, and know exactly how you are going to proceed with your coverage.

All too often we fall in love with our master and then we find out in editing that the scene plays mostly in the close-ups. It will happen that way, and it is terrible if you have sloughed off the detail in your close-up.

You get to know how a director likes to work. Many times you get the basic gist of it and you start lighting before the rehearsal is even completed. The official procedure is to have the rehearsal, mark the positions without the camera, then start lighting the scene. The operator starts working with the camera, and we have full rehearsal before shooting. What happens more and more is that if I wait till the director stops staging a complicated master, I will be out of time. So I often have to start lighting when he is blocking. If suddenly he says, “This does not work, let’s go over here and change it all,” well, I have to tear it out and it is gone. But more often than not I will be well ahead of the game by starting to light during the blocking of the scene.

Sometimes the scene is so sensitive that only essential people are present. But most of the time it is desirable for the whole crew to watch the rehearsal.


Conrad Hall, ASC

I try to get the director to rehearse the whole scene. I like to have everybody connected with the scene—props, wardrobe, everybody—watching at that time. Camera, lighting, grips, the whole lot just sitting around, watching the director work with the actors, and the cinematographer kind of tagging along behind.

And sometimes directors like to have the editor on the scene at that point. Schlesinger is a man like that. He loves to have his editor down there, because eventually the editor is going to have to put it together. So he likes to have the whole team down there. And you rehearse the whole scene, ten pages, five pages, three pages, whatever. It might be several days’ or weeks’ work, depending on the schedule you have. That way everybody knows what is to be expected and can contribute more effectively.

When working with the director on a scene, you digest like a cow. You chew all day long; you go out and graze in the fields and you get your belly full. And then you pick a nice tree to sit under and you burp the grass up again. It is like that when you are working. You digest the scene with the director, imbuing yourself with every possible rhythm and every piece of information that you possibly can, to be ready for the moment. Filming is the moment of many factors coming together in that special way which at another moment would be different.

Other cinematographers prefer to have only the essential people present during the rehearsals.

Richard Kline, ASC

The way I like to work on the set is to have it cleared at the beginning of all but just a few necessary people. And I have a complete rehearsal of the scene, to see where we are. Prior to that I have a rough idea of how the scene might look, and I might prerig some lights just to set a mood. After rehearsing the entire scene, we may find that the mood is not right and might be totally changed.

When the director works with actors, I hover and observe and I walk various positions and see what the sets are. It will probably take only fifteen minutes but it is well worth it. It also gives the actors a chance to develop in the scene and to discuss it. Then after that rehearsal, the director and I decide how we are going to attack it.

There is no rule about which shot to start with. You may start with a close-up first. It is possible. And work your way back to a long shot. It is a rarity when someone will go for that, but there could be an emotional impact which you will lose going from a long shot and a medium shot to a close-up. You might drain the actor of the key moment needed in a close-up. So there would be this rare case when you would want to start with a close-up and work your way back. I compare filming setups to tennis. You have a serve, which could be a long shot that gets you into play. Usually you start with a long shot and in a serve you have maybe an ace, which is an equivalent to staying on long shot. But the idea in tennis is basically to work your way to the net. You have better control if you work your way to the net.

Rehearsals add another dynamic to the evolution of a scene from the script and storyboard stage. The action has become three-dimensional, and this quality must be captured now on film.


Composition

The basic need to represent a three-dimensional reality on a two-dimensional surface is certainly not new in the visual arts. What separates film from the other visual arts is that it is kinetic. The filmmaker is composing motion.

Composition of movement in time can be broken down into several dynamics. Movement of the camera and/or of subjects in front of the camera is called intraframe movement. Screen sizes and angles of view can be manipulated in this way. Interframe movement is created by editing, cutting from one angle to another or from long shot to close-up. The combination of camera movements and editing becomes a truly powerful system for manipulating the film reality. Whether static or moving, the frame represents spatial depth, or three dimensions, on a two-dimensional screen.

Alexander Mackendrick, director


We’re told by those who have studied the psychology of perception that shadows are one of the clues by which the brain recognizes spatial depth. The fact that the projected image is always seen as a window into a three-dimensional world is one reason for the filmmaker’s use of these dark and light areas for “designing in depth.”

The figurative painters and engravers of graphic illustrations in the nineteenth century are worth study by filmmakers. Gustave Doré’s work is an example. He used a formula enormously effective in emphasizing design in depth. In the foreground a subject might be lit strongly, with an emphatic key light and strong modeling. But behind this would be figures more or less in silhouette, in shadow and two-dimensional. These, in turn, would be outlined against a brighter area in middle distance, illuminated features of architecture or figures. These were again silhouetted, light against dark, against a further background of shadow, gray but still dark. Each recessive plane contrasts with the one beyond it or in front.

The Spanish painter Francisco Goya wrote some two hundred years ago, “I see [in nature] only forms that advance, forms that recede, masses in light and shadow.”

Conrad Hall, ASC

In soft lighting you build depth by contrast. In other words, you put the person in light and you take the light off the background. Or you put the light on the background and you take the light off the person. Or you do it with color, like for example putting a person against a blue wall. Creating the reality requires a sense of everything—of movement, of color, of value in terms of contrast, of drama, of cutting. To be good, you’d better know everything.

It becomes obvious that a thorough knowledge of composition is an absolutely essential skill for lighting. A cinematographer needs it not only to create meaningful visuals on the screen but also to communicate with the director.


Alexander Mackendrick, director


Composing in depth isn’t simply a matter of pictorial richness. It has value in the narrative of the action, the pacing of the scene. Within the same frame, the director can organize the action so that preparation for what will happen next is seen in the background of what is happening now. While our attention is concentrated on what we see nearest to us, we are simultaneously aware of secondary activities that lie beyond, and sometimes even of a third plane of distant activity: the dramatic density of the scene is much greater.

Design the blocking of the actors, the framing of the shot, with this sort of thing in mind, and the cinematographer with a grain of sense will instantly realize your intention. He will use light to assist the eye path of the audience and to give dramatic depth to the scene. Most cameramen I’ve worked with have been very intelligent, quick to pick up on the director’s intentions without the need for explanation.

Composition, both in framing and lighting, directs the viewer’s eye to the appropriate part of the scene.

Jordan Cronenweth, ASC

First of all, the composition has to tell the story and create the mood. If there are a lot of elements in the composition besides the subject, you may need to lead the eye to the subject. You can do that with light. You can create certain selectivity within the composition with lighting or as an element of the composition. A lot of composition is just plain feel—how you feel.

The criterion is really the story. If you have somebody coming out of a dark building through the doorway, you can have the camera way back and show the whole building and a little bit of the sky; you can have that camera closer to the door and show nothing but black and then a sliver of sky, and you can have the camera move with the guy back from the door; or you can have a close-up of him. I mean, you can interpret it in a thousand ways. But if you are just going for the composition, you are abandoning the story.

Lighting composition not only directs the audience’s attention to the particular subject, it also elicits certain emotional responses to a scene.

Haskell Wexler, ASC

I do not think that the director and the cameraman should be at odds as far as framing is concerned. They are two creative people looking at the scene. And part of the framing is where the light is in the frame. If, for example, a person seated at a table has a little bright window sharply behind the right ear, it would tell a different story than if that bright window were more over his right shoulder, out a little bit. It has a different emotional effect, and so where this little window in the background appears in the frame is part of the framing. So the lighting and the framing are the same thing and they have to be joint.

There are basically four popular screen ratios: academy (1.33:1), wide screen (1.85:1 and 1.65:1), and anamorphic (2.35:1). With such a variety of screen ratios, in the words of Robert Wise, “You cast your screen size to the subject matter.”


Robert Wise, director


When I did The Hindenburg a few years ago, it was perfect for the anamorphic format. But one thing that I deplore about the anamorphic is its lack of depth. I love to be able to rake the foreground and to carry somebody back in the distance and keep that in focus. Split diopters help in these situations.

Among visual artists, the filmmaker has a rather unenviable position of not being in full control when his work is being presented to the audience. For people who rely heavily on composition to tell their stories, this can be very frustrating.

Alexander Mackendrick, director


In the 1950s a real problem cropped up when the framing of the image became ambiguous, unpredictable. Were we working just for the cinema screen or for television? When the framing has to be a compromise, the result is often disastrous.

When any of my films were reframed—the film image rephotographed for television broadcast—I could not help feeling a sense of outrage. If I remember rightly, Augustus John, a well-known British portrait painter, discovered that after he had sold a portrait, the new owner cut nine inches off the bottom of the painting so that it would fit a space on his wall. John sued for damages, even though the painting was no longer his, and, as I recall, won his case. I feel the same way about screen images. And it’s not just aesthetics; it affects the narrative. In A High Wind in Jamaica one of the key shots was a wide-screen shot of seven children sitting in a row as they are interrogated by the lawyer; the point of the scene was the silent reaction of two children who happened to be on each end; neither of them appeared in the television version.

It is the unfortunate lot of filmmakers that they are not in charge when their work is being projected. A visit to a local theater can at times be a heartbreaking experience, let alone seeing one’s film on television.

In spite of this uncertain future, the film crew puts all its talents and skills into producing a well-composed picture.


Working with the Crew

There are three people on the crew ultimately concerned with the composition of the frame: the director, the cinematographer, and the camera operator. The balance of power among these three individuals is affected by many factors: personal experience, the subject matter or genre of the story, the individual background, and national tradition. An American cinematographer who also directs discusses his interpretation of the balance of power:

Haskell Wexler, ASC

I do not think of the director of photography as only the lighting cameraman. I think of him as the cameraman who sets the frame, the camera movement, and the lighting. He does it in service to the director. If the director says, “I want to play this scene very static,” then the cameraman does it this way. The cameraman may suggest, “I understand what you mean, but I think that if we make a very small move toward her when she says such and such line, we will be on the medium shot. It will keep the static quality and maybe help what you are trying to say.” And the director may say, “I said I want this thing static, I don’t want any dolly move.” At this point you may doubt the aesthetic wisdom of his judgment, but you do the static shot. What I am saying is that a good director of photography feeds the director what he thinks about the scene after he gets the idea from the director what the scene is all about. If he is just trying to make what he calls a good shot, then he has no right to say anything, because making films is not just making good shots. Making films is making films. The best world is one where there is mutual respect and there is a give-and-take, an acceptance of the fact that the director is the boss but a recognition that he is just a human being who sometimes can be right and sometimes can be wrong.

Traditionally, the cinematographer’s role is perceived differently in Britain.

Alexander Mackendrick, director


I distinguish between the way I work with the lighting cameraman and the way I work with the operator. As director of photography and boss of the whole camera crew, some cinematographers will probably challenge me on this, insisting that they are responsible for all of it. However, my temperament has been to feel that I have to design every camera angle, every screen size, every camera move. I have to work directly with the camera operator on this and cannot afford to go through the director of photography, though, of course, he will be present as the decisions are made. This is because, as director, I am, above all things, concerned with narrative content, the story. Other values are very important, but they come later. Since the story is told through the positioning of the actors in relation to the camera, since the blocking of actors’ moves within the scene is inseparable from the design of camera moves in relation to the performer, the camera operator and I are concerned with narrative. He is the director’s right hand and he is my man.
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