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When on-set crew photos are 

published, the coolest shots invariably 

center on the camera. No wonder. 

Wrapped around an Arri or Panaflex, 

wielding a super-sized lens, the 

operator appears as the quintessential 

filmmaker. This is the seat of power. If 

an image eludes the viewfinder it’s never 

going to hit the screen. 

Meanwhile, the director of 

photography might be found in a remote 

corner of the set mumbling into his 

walkie-talkie or taking a light reading. 

Indeed, the general perception – not only 

by the general public but by industry 

veterans who ought to know better – is 

that a DP’s function consists of “reading 

the light,” followed by the arcane ability 

to fashion a “look” for the film. 

As any cinematographer knows, 

operating the camera is the jewel in 

the crown. That is where everything is 

resolved. Literally. It has nothing to do 

with ego, everything to do with putting 

the puzzle together. It also involves trust 

and a shared vision. I do not think of 

the operator as an automaton, slavishly 

manipulating the wheels or fluid head. 

They make a unique contribution, 

aesthetically and technically. No shot 

can be accomplished without their 

management. Whether bonding with 

the actors or solving a bump in the 

dolly track, the operator’s skill is 

indispensable in a DP’s game plan.

It is no wonder that a majority 

of student cinematographers elect to 

operate their own camera. “Hands 

on” is the mantra at most top tier film 

schools. In itself, the allure of working 

with sophisticated equipment is almost 

irresistible. Added to that is the rush 

of the inner circle where decisions are 

made, where directors and actors can 

be influenced, often with the camera 

operator’s thumbs up or down that 

decides if the company will move to the 

next shot. 

Unfortunately, working in the 

hyphenated mode is often a mistake. It 

is a blend of contrasting skill sets and 

joining them yields uneven results. The 

obligations of a director of photography 

are as diverse as they are relentless. 

This is not to suggest that camera 

operation is “cinematography lite.” In 

fact it is a demanding portfolio ranging 

from the nuances of framing to hard 

core technicalities such as chasing boom 

shadows and defining actor eyelines. 

Some of the operator’s vital contributions 

aren’t even photographic, like creating a 

positive atmosphere around the camera 

where the cast and crew can do their 

best work.

That said, working as operator 

drastically erodes the time necessary 

to be a director of photography. Multi-

tasking has its limits. With the DP’s eye 

glued to a viewfinder, how is the rest 

of the job supposed to be accomplished?  

You can have your gaffer and key grip 

keep an eye on things, which is why it’s 

essential to hire the best people. When 

high tech is supported by clothespins 

and black wrap, set lighting can shift 

unexpectedly and the keys are your first 

line of defense. However, they cannot be 

held responsible for the photography. 

Even when the day’s work is 

proceeding flawlessly, with every shot 

an amazing tour de force, the DP has 

an obligation to lead the charge. With 

the camera operator in the trenches, 

the Director of Photography should 

be thinking of a way to make it better. 

Whether tweaking a barn door, 

coordinating a light change on the 

dimmer, or grabbing a quick sidebar 

with the Production Designer, the only 

individual destined for the DI suite after 

the movie wraps is the one whose name 

is on the slate. That is where the buck 

stops. 

Most of my colleagues welcome the 

camera operator’s partnership and 

have affirmed this time and again. 

What is less well known is that on 

most mainstream feature films there 

is equally strong support from the 

producers. They know that this is the 

way a camera crew operates at peak 

efficiency. After a fierce debate between 

Local 600 and the studios a few years 

ago, the IATSE lost the mandatory 

operator position. In spite of this 

unfortunate shift in work rules, very 

few production managers today need to 

have their arms twisted when it comes 

to hiring an operator. In fact, they would 

have to be convinced not to have one.

Not all directors of photography 

are in agreement on the subject. One 

accomplished cinematographer, with 

many wonderful films to his credit, has 

been quoted that operating is essentially 

a dance with the actors. In his view, 

“only two can tango.” Which suggests 

that a camera operator, at best, is an 

unwelcome guest in the process. 

Cinematography

Good Idea? 

The DP as Camera Operator
by Thomas Ackerman, ASC

Do I operate my own camera from time to time? On certain 

occasions, yes. Love doing it, always will. And there is no 

question that some shots, particularly hand-held, require 

interpretation. Often it isn’t a matter of right or wrong but 

capturing the rhythm in a personal way. Will I jump on the 

unexpected B or C camera shot that nobody anticipated? 

Absolutely, with pleasure. But for the most part, I need an 

overview that is possible only from the sidelines. 

On a student film production, it is not uncommon to find 

a DP/Operator holding forth, with mixed results at best. 

The lighting process may not suffer because most student 

cinematographers are canny in their choice of support crew. 

Their gaffer, also a shooter, has no doubt accomplished work 

they admire even if it calls into question who is actually creating 

the look of their own film.  On many set visits, I have observed 

the Director of Photography without a light meter, happily 

relying on the guidance from his / her gaffer. Even when dailies 

look great, as they sometimes do, who is responsible?

There is a more insidious downside. The student hyphenate 

may confuse riding the dolly with being a Director of 

Photography. When strapping on a Steadicam the results can be 

even more toxic. In the absence of proper training, this device 

can create a meltdown in which the trainee can do little but 

struggle to keep the frame under control. 

Camera operation and being an effective DP are separate 

functions. When students combine them the question is not 

so much about the quality of the photography but whether 

the images – and the learning opportunity – could have been 

substantially better.

Director of Photography Thomas Ackerman, ASC is 

best known for his work on Jumanji, Tim Burton’s classic 

Beetlejuice, and National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation. With 

a filmography of over 30 titles, Ackerman has worked on a wide 

variety of films, lensed the box office hit comedy, Anchorman: 

The Legend of Ron Burgundy, the hit comedy, Are We There 

Yet?, The Benchwarmers, Scary Movie 4, and Balls of Fury. 

Ackerman’s credits also include True Identity, Dennis the 

Menace, George of the Jungle, My Favorite Martian, The Muse, 

The Adventures of Rocky and Bullwinkle, Rat Race, Snow Dogs, 

Dickie Roberts: Former Child Star, and the Project Greenlight 

film, The Battle of Shaker Heights. Mr. Ackerman wrote this 

article after filming Chipwrecked (Alvin 3) for Fox.
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A Conversation with DP Rick Siegel 
about Jeff Beck Live at the Iridium
The Stuff of Legend: Jeff Beck Honors Les Paul

by Dean Goldberg

Rick Siegel is a renaissance man. 

Not a new millennium, multi-tasking, 

attention deficit double mocha skim 

latte man—a true, master of many 

crafts, man. I’ve logged thousands of 

miles in various locations with my 

good friend, and he’s logged hundreds 

of thousands more without me, 

shooting everything from features to 

documentaries to talking heads. Rick 

is the DP of choice for the world’s most 

popular interviewers. His “faces” reel 

includes everyone from Jennifer Lopez 

to Barack Obama. But if you had to 

typecast this talented fellow, I guess 

you’d have to say that he’s the main man 

when it comes to taping live concerts. 

Ask Billy Joel or Elton John, or Cheryl 

Crowe or Eric Clapton. The list goes 

on and on. That’s why when Jeff Beck 

decided that he wanted to celebrate Les 

Paul’s 95th birthday (posthumously), 

Producer Barry Ehrmann and Enliven 

Entertainment tapped him for the DP 

duties. 

We caught up with each other at La 

Bergamote, a lovely little patisserie  on 

9th Ave in New York City,  to talk about 

old times, the state of digital video, and 

the most effective way to teach 19 year 

olds how to be great cinematographers. 

But by far, the hottest topic on this 

breezy, cool morning—at least for 

me—was Rick’s fabulous two nights at 

Director of Photography for Jeff Beck’s 

Tribute to Les Paul, featuring Imelda 

May, live at the Iridium.

Siegel: Well, first of all you’ve got 

to understand that while the Iridium 

hosted Les Paul for years and is a world 

renowned venue, it’s also a small jazz 

club—140 seats, with a stage that’s 16 

feet wide and 11 feet deep. We had our 

first production meeting several months 

in advance and I then proceeded to scout 

the jazz club several more times. 

My first scout was for aesthetics, 

so I could get the look and feel of 

the venue. It’s rather small and 

intimate when you’re in the audience, 

tiny when you’re trying to figure 

out where to place 8 cameras and 

lighting equipment. The second scout 

was to consider the logistics of how 

we were going to load in equipment, 

park what amounted to 2 New York 

City blocks of trucks. Also, this is a 

basement club, so we had to run our 

cables and lights from around the 

corner, through an office building, 

inside a kitchen, between the 

working wait staff, hot soup, all that 

stuff—and into the club.

It’s one thing if you’re going 

to shoot doc style with a couple of 
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cameras and the house lights, like you 

and I did at the House of Blues in New 

Orleans years ago. It’s a whole other 

story when you’ve got eight cameras, 

fifty lighting fixtures, a mobile control 

room truck and a generator. The day 

of the performance we rolled in around 

4:00AM. We had to have the lights 

hung and rung by the time the back line 

loaded in at 9:00AM. This was all so 

that sound check could start by 2pm and 

once that happens, you’re essentially 

locked in for that evening’s show.

Goldberg: Tell me about the 

lighting.

Siegel: My lighting design was to 

create a warm “Jazz Club Vibe” that 

would support the music of Les Paul as 

interpreted by Jeff Beck and company. 

Instead of follow spots, I used fixed 

300 watt Fresnels and 600 watt Soft 

lights. Since the stage was so small 

and the musicians were not going to 

move very much, I used conventional 

lighting. This gave me the ability to 

really get specific with my design. For 

me this was a location shoot, rather 

than a theatrical venue. The Iridium 

venue is a very different lighting task 

than creating a show for a 20,000 seat 

arena. It has similarities, and it’s also 

a matter of scale. This was an intimate 

performance, where the audience was 

going to be, in some cases, three feet 

away. So I wanted an intimacy that 

comes from using single source lighting. 

While that may seem easier, when you 

think about it, it becomes incredibly 

complicated. We had over fifty lights 

placed in the ceiling alone. 

Goldberg: So the house lights were 

of no use.

Siegel: First thing we did was take 

the time to map out what lighting was 

in the ceiling and numbering them. We 

took every single light out. When we 

scouted I realized right away that 

the house lights were not going to 

work for our needs. Each light had to 

have a specific position and reason. 

For example, Jeff Beck doesn’t 

necessarily play downstage; he likes 

to go across stage. So I could light 

him from the front but then he’d only 

be half lit. You have to watch your 

acts, and light accordingly. Billy 

Joel, for example, always plays stage 

left. Elton John plays on stage right. 

So when they were on tour it worked 

out perfectly!

Goldberg: What about 

the softlights you used in that 

background. Were they LEDs?

Siegel: Yes, they are Color Blast 

units. I use them for scenic. I rarely 

use them for talent—I just don’t 

think they’re handsome enough. The 

color balance isn’t quite right yet.

Goldberg: That’s interesting, 

twenty years ago, you had a precursor 

of the LED ringlite that I see advertised 

these days, that went around the camera 

lens. We used it on a series of comedy 

spots that featured a museum tour. 

Everyone’s faces looked incredible.

Siegel: And we shot that on Super 

16. But those were homemade and were 

tungsten lights. But again, that soft, 

broad, front light is always going to 

give the faces and eyes a great shine. 

A positive attribute of the ring light 

is, if you have perfect skin, they show 

the perfection; alternately if you have 

imperfect skin, the problems show up as 

well. So the LEDs are great. But I don’t 

like to mix them with tungsten on faces.

Goldberg:  And what about those 

beautiful shafts of light on stage at the 

Iridium?

Rick Siegel (pictured right). Photo by Jennifer Johnson.
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Siegel: We used 19 degree Source 

Four ellipsoidals, with a haze machine 

and fan to keep a consistent level of haze 

in the room. They’re mineral oil based so 

they don’t really affect the audience.

Goldberg: How about your crew. 

How large was it?

Siegel: I think we had seven or eight 

in the lighting department, that’s all 

we could handle in such a small place. 

All in about 60 in the entire production, 

camera, stage and lighting departments.

Goldberg: How did you control the 

stage show and video look?

Siegel: All of the camera, lenses and 

related control equipment was provided 

by Tom D’Angelo of All Mobile Video, 

is the man who makes it all happen 

effortlessly. We set up lighting control in 

the front of house position in the venue 

and was controlled by Rob Gawler who 

is Jeff Beck’s Lighting Director. This 

worked out very well. He was totally in 

sync with the look I was after. Because 

Rob worked the console in the house I 

was able to sit next to J.M. Hurley our 

Video Engineer and work from the truck 

to create the look I was after.

Goldberg: What was your credit on 

this show? DP or LD?

Siegel: That’s a good question, 

because they’re two very different 

things. A Lighting Designer needs to be 

able to design the light for a music show. 

A DP does as well, but also needs to 

know about lenses, camera placement. 

And the editorial process. But for me in 

the last couple of years the credits are 

being used more interchangeably.  

Goldberg: One of the elements I 

found so attractive about this show, 

was your use of primary colors. Imelda 

looked wonderful and even Beck had a 

real colorful shirt on, rather than his 

usual tee.

Siegel: I know! And he had to wear 

it two days in a row for continuity! As 

far as the color palette, I think everyone 

felt plugged into the Les Paul and Mary 

Ford thing. I didn’t want a retro look, 

but I wanted a classic nightclub feel.

Goldberg: And you got it.

Siegel: And we got it with elegance, 

while keeping with the small club feel 

of the show. It’s got a little of the fifties 

look, good primary colors and warm 

fleshy tones.

Goldberg: I’ve been a Jeff Beck fan 

since I was a kid—and I’ve sort of kept 

Lighting Plot

Photo courtesy of Enliven Entertainment. 
Photographer: Mark Weiss.
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it up by secretly checking out the latest 

performance on YouTube every couple of 

months. I have to say, I’ve never seen him 

look so good. What’s the secret?

Siegel: Every camera and lighting 

decision I make is in support of having 

JB look as natural as possible, same with 

Imelda. I keyed Jeff very differently than 

I keyed Imelda. He was lit with a series of 

keylights to accommodate several stage 

positions. For Imelda I used a “hard” key 

light to accentuate her stationary stage 

position and beautiful features.

Goldberg: So, any words of wisdom 

to our 19 year old aspiring directors of 

photography?

Siegel: Shoot as much as you can, 

wherever you can. But before you shoot 

look and try to see. Where are you? 

Where is the light emanating from? Do 

you go with the flow or create your own 

space? 

Goldberg: Wise words. And the Beck 

shoot? Final words?

Siegel: It was absolutely awesome.

Goldberg: Thanks Rick. Now, who’s 

getting the check? 

Dean Goldberg began his professional 

life working for a well known New York 

democratic political consultant, David 

Sawyer. As a film editor, then producer/

director, he was involved with more than 

fifty national campaigns, including 

races for; Senator Ted Kennedy; Senator 

John Glenn; Senator Frank Lautenberg; 

Governor Jim Hunt and Mayor Kevin 

White. He wrote and directed television 

episodes for, “Missing Reward,” “Hard 

Copy,” “A Current Affair” and many other 

shows featuring dramatic recreations. 

Cinematography

Discuss this article, and post your ideas, 
comments, and questions in the Online Film 
and Video Production Forums moderated 
by experts at  
www.studentfilmmakers.com/bb.
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Directing

Anyone who has studied cinema has 

likely heard of the “180-Degree Rule.”  

Simply put, if you were to draw an 

imaginary line between two subjects in 

a scene (“screenline”), or the direction 

a subject looks (“eyeline”) or moves 

(“screen direction”), it is typically best 

to shoot all of your shots from one side 

of the line to keep the audience from 

becoming disoriented. While it might 

sound simple, anyone who has shot a 

scene with three or more subjects or 

with complex camera or actor “blocking” 

(e.g., movement) knows it can sometimes 

be a real brainteaser.

Frequently, in both cinema 

production and studies books, the 

180-Degree Rule is accompanied by the 

“30-Degree Rule.”  In an early form, 

the 30-Degree Rule stated that if you 

were going to shoot a second shot of the 

same subject from a new angle, rather 

than just moving straight in (or out), 

the angle should change by at least 30 

degrees to avoid the sensation of a “jump 

cut” (e.g., a jarring cut).  Over time, 

many authors dropped the part about 

it being acceptable to move straight in, 

and that, too, began to be referred to as 

a jump cut.

However, while the 180-Degree 

Rule is important and generally valid 

as taught, the 30-Degree Rule is 

inadequate at best and out-and-out 

wrong at worst. What the 30-Degree 

Rule meant to express is the simple, but 

important, idea that each shot should 

be different enough from other shots to 

justify its existence and to maximize 

cutting options. It was in the editing 

room that moviemakers discovered that 

if the size and/or angle did not change 

enough between connecting shots, 

the cut might be awkward; but this is 

actually more of a directing issue, since 

editors can only make choices from the 

material they are given.

While it is probable that in its 

original form the rule also called for a 

change in image size, and most may 

infer it, if you were to follow the rule 

as generally written and change the 

angle 30 degrees, or even more, without 

changing the size, you would likely have 

a very poor cut.  There would still not 

be enough difference between shots. 

Image size matters more than angle in 

differentiating shots. A better guide (it’s 

generally best to avoid the idea of “rules” 

in moviemaking) for changing a shot is 

to increase the size by, say, 50+% (i.e., 

moving from a 50 mm lens to a 100 mm 

lens, from 10’ away to 5’, or, better still, 

some combination of lens and distance). 

Depending on the circumstances, a 

size change of this magnitude could 

be combined with an angle change 

of any degree that does not cross the 

screenline, including no angle change at 

all.  (However, in practice, it is generally 

better to move closer to the screenline if 

you change the angle while moving in.)

More troubling, the evolution of 

calling moving straight in a jump cut, 

along with the negative connotation that 

can imply, is simply wrong. Like a child’s 

game of telephone, the erosion of the 

phrasing of the 30-Degree Rule came 

from it being repeated over and over 

without, at some crucial point, sufficient 

care or understanding. It is also related 

to confusing editing with directing. 

Often, when directing and shooting 

multiple shots of a single subject—say 

a medium shot (MS) and a close-up 

(CU)—one arguably should maintain 

the same angle, if possible. When such 

coverage is part of a shot/reverse-

shot conversation, this helps make the 

cutting flow more seamlessly. When 

editing, the MS and CU of one subject 

will generally be separated by a MS or 

CU of the other subject but occasionally, 

for impact, the MS of one subject will 

cut directly to that same subject’s CU. 

This editing choice is a stronger cut 

that calls more attention to itself but, if 

there is sufficient size difference, it does 

not cross into the realm of a jump cut 

(unless there is a continuity mismatch, 

which is largely a different issue).

There is a usefulness and attraction 

to simple guidelines in moviemaking 

because, when all its different aspects 

are taken together, the mass of 

even simple concepts can easily feel 

overwhelming. The 30-Degree Rule 

became widely accepted despite its 

shortcomings because of this attraction 

as well as its linking with the more 

valid 180-Degree Rule. So, let me offer 

a substitute to the 30-Degree Rule that 

is also simple in its compressed form, 

but which holds up to greater scrutiny. I 

call this the “ABCs of Coverage.” Simple 

stated they are:

A.  Master to Coverage: Change Size 

and Angle. 

B.  Matching Coverage: Match Size 

and Angle. 

C.  Multiple Coverage: Change Size, 

Match Angle.

A. Master to Coverage: Since the 

ultimate goal is differentiating shots, 

changing both the angle and size (and 

lens) between shots will provide the 

greatest change. While size difference 

alone can allow two shots to cut, it 

does not do a very good job of masking 

the inevitable small continuity errors 

that can occur. Adding an angle change 

can provide a little extra cover. The 

more compelling reason, however, for 

changing angle is that many masters 

are shot more perpendicular to the The ABCs of Coverage 
Master to Coverage,  
Matching Coverage,  
and Multiple Coverage
by Peter Kiwitt

Diagram drawn by 
Peter Kiwitt.

http://www.zeiss.com/cine/cp2
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Directing

screenline, which can distance the audience from the story. 

Changing the angle by moving the camera closer to the 

screenline helps bring the audience into the story.

B. Matching Coverage: When shooting shot/reverse-

shot coverage, such as in a dialogue scene, the most seamless 

approach is to match the shots in all their particulars: size 

and angle, but also lens and camera movement (if any). 

Matching the angle refers to matching the relationship 

between the camera and the eye/screenline. Accordingly, if 

there is, say, 20 degrees between one subject’s eyeline and 

the camera, when the camera turns around and shoots the 

other subject, there should also be 20 degrees between that 

camera position and eyeline.

C. Multiple Coverage:  As mentioned, when shooting 

a MS and a CU of one subject, it is often best to change 

the size without changing the angle. If multiple cameras 

are used to shoot both shots simultaneously, it will not 

be possible to match the angles exactly. In such case, it is 

typical to match angles as closely as possible, and place the 

camera getting the tighter shot closer to the screenline. 

However, mismatched angles (i.e., frontal and side angles), 

sometimes of similar size, have become more common with 

multiple camera production.

The ABCs of Coverage, along with the 180-Degree Rule, 

are basic elements of cinema grammar.  Understanding 

them can help simplify learning the craft of continuity 

moviemaking. However, the art of directing is more elusive. 

It is not about fitting a story into a set pattern of shooting 

but, rather, adopting and sometimes ignoring grammar 

to organically create an approach perfectly suited to each 

scene.

Photos courtesy of Peter Kiwitt. The demonstration photos are 

from a video shot by Peter, and they feature his son, Tucker.  

Peter Kiwitt has a M.F.A. from the American Film 

Institute and years of professional experience in “Hollywood” 

as a writer, producer, director, editor, and executive.  He 

has worked in shorts, television movies and series, and 

features in the academic, independent, and studio worlds.  

He is a member of the Directors Guild of America and, 

as a cinema professor, developed original theories about 

cinema.  For a little more on the ABCs of Coverage and 

the 180-Degree Rule, you can go to Peter’s website at:  

http://peterkiwitt.wordpress.com/abcs/. 

30 degrees.

30°

Changing only the size works better. 

But with the camera far from the eyeline, 
changing the angle and size is better still...

Even breaking the “rule” with a 15° shift can still 
work with a 50% size change...

50%

30°/50% 

15°/50%

Carl Zeiss Introduces New Mounts 

for Compact Prime CP.2 Lenses

MFT and E mounts offer even greater flexibility 

for filmmakers and filming photographers.

During the 2011 NAB tradeshow 

in Las Vegas, Carl Zeiss presented two 

new mounts for the Compact Prime 

CP.2 lenses: the E mount and the MFT 

mount. The MFT mount is particularly 

suitable for the new corresponding 

professional camcorders, while the 

brand-new E mount is perfect for the 

new Sony cameras like the Super 35 

mm NXCAM camcorder. A year ago, 

Carl Zeiss introduced the Compact 

Prime CP.2 series during the 2010 

NAB Show in Las Vegas. They are the 

first lenses with interchangeable mount 

developed specially for filming with 

HDSLR cameras. Since then, there 

has been significant demand for these 

lenses among cinematographers and 

still photographers adding new video 

services. Carl Zeiss is now adding a 

new chapter to its Compact Prime CP.2 

success story.

“With these new mounts, we 

respond to many of our customers’ 

wishes asking to use the lenses on 

these new HD video cameras,” said 

Holger Sehr, Product Manager for 

Cinematography lenses at Carl Zeiss 

AG, Camera Lens Division. “Thanks 

to the interchangeable mounts, now for 

five different camera systems — PL, EF, 

MFT, F and E mount — our Compact 

Prime CP.2 lenses deliver superb 

flexibility, can be used in many different 

market segments, and are attractive for 

both end-customers and rental houses.”

With the interchangeable mount and 

the 24x36 mm full-format image circle 

illumination, these latest members 

of Carl Zeiss compact lens family are 

extremely versatile. During the NAB 

Show, Carl Zeiss presented all nine 

fixed focal lengths of Compact Prime 

CP.2 series from 18 to 100 mm, which 

thanks to the new mounts can be used 

for a wide range of cameras — from 

SLR to professional camcorders through 

to professional cine and television 

film cameras. Moreover, the Compact 

Prime CP.2 lenses are highly compact 

with a robust construction, so that 

they can withstand any demand of 

cinematographers and photographers on 

the set.
from top:

The new MFT and E mounts for 
the Compact Prime CP.2 lenses.

The ZEISS Compact Prime 
CP.2 family of lenses.

http://www.zeiss.com/cine/cp2
http://www.zeiss.com/cine/cp2
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helps overall with staying inside of a 

concept of whatever it is I am creating.”

StudentFilmmakers Magazine 

staff spotted Osatinski’s trailer for 

Pisces of an Unconscious Mind on 

The Film and Video Makers Network. 

Drawn by the performances of Berman 

and Manichello, StudentFilmmakers 

Magazine staff sits down with Osatinski 

between filming to discuss directing the 

psychological drama and working with 

the actors.

StudentFilmmakers Magazine: 

How did you cast for your film, 

Pisces of an Unconscious Mind? 

Gleb Osatinski: I knew that I 

needed actors who would be able to 

bring elements of drama and absurdity 

together. At that time, I knew David 

Berman as a filmmaker and friend. By 

accident, I saw one of his pictures on 

Facebook, and it struck to me that he 

would fit the lead. I even didn’t have to 

ask him, he asked me. Subsequently, 

I asked David if he knew anyone who 

would fit the role of a Fisherman. He 

connected me with Richard Manichello. 

We met and instantly I knew he was 

perfect.

SF: What inspired the story for 

your film, Pisces of an Unconscious 

Mind?

Gleb Osatinski: A dream I had 

years ago. The first draft of the script 

was based on that dream. The story 

that evolved was based loosely on my life 

experiences. After I finished the first 

draft, I discussed it with David. David 

and I started collaborating. He became 

deeply connected to the story. We had 

a lot of conversations, which have 

triggered new ideas.

SF: How long did it take to write 

the script?

Gleb Osatinski: It took me a few 

days to write the original draft, and 

about three months to set the structure, 

and the story continues to evolve today 

in the editing room.

 SF: Your two leading actors, 

David Berman and Richard 

Manichello, are directors as well – 

Manichello being an Emmy award 

winning director. What was it like 

having three directors on the set? 

And two of them being your leading 

actors that you would be directing?

Gleb Osatinski: It was a very 

exciting and challenging experience 

for me, and definitely a steep learning 

curve. I wanted to create a truly creative 

collaboration between the three of us. 

They brought really good ideas, some 

New Directors

Gleb Osatinski on Directorial Debut  
and “Life Changer Project,” 
Pisces of an Unconscious Mind
Collaborations with David Berman and  
Emmy Award-Winning Director Richard Manichello

Gleb Osatinski’s directorial debut 

and “life changer project,” Pisces 

of an Unconscious Mind, features 

leading roles played by David Berman 

and Emmy Award-winning director 

Richard Manichello. Shot entirely on 

DSLR, Pisces of an Unconscious Mind 

filmed in various New York locations 

including Montauk, Ft. Tilden, Midtown 

Manhattan, Downtown Manhattan, and 

Williamsburg. 

Originally born and raised in 

Kharkov, Ukraine, Gleb Osatinski, with 

his family, moved to New York in 1994 

following the fall of the Soviet Union. 

In Russia, Osatinski graduated with 

a Masters in Physics, wrote scientific 

papers, and conducted experiments with 

superconductivity. Osatinski says that 

his background in physics helps with 

understanding light, camera movement, 

and creativity. “I think being a physicist 
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of which I incorporated, trying not to 

deviate too far from my vision. Richard 

and David asked insightful questions, 

which triggered long discussions, which 

in the end brought so much depth into 

their performance. I felt that after 

rehearsals, I trusted their experience, 

and they trusted my intuition. 

 SF: What was your prerequisite 

for the crewmembers? 

Gleb Osatinski: When I looked for 

my crew, I was looking for dreamers. I 

guess that was why I felt that making 

this film was like building a dream with 

multiple hands.

SF: Could you describe one of 

the most dramatic scenes in Pisces 

of an Unconscious Mind, and how 

you worked with the actors during 

the filming of that scene?

Gleb Osatinski: There is a scene in 

a therapist‘s office between the therapist 

and patient. The patient is challenged 

New Directors

to overcome psychological barriers. 

The patient resists. There is a lot of 

tension. We see an internal and external 

struggle. Because of its intensity, we 

agreed not to over rehearse it. We really 

only blocked the scene and discussed 

nailing intricacies and dialog. When the 

time came to shoot, they nailed it. 

SF: Tell us about the special 

effects.

Gleb Osatinski: I worked with 

FX designer Katya Austin to create 

special effects and with Jason Milani 

and Meagan Hester to build important 

prosthetics. The real challenge for 

us was to make prosthetics speak 

emotionally on camera and complement 

the story, and I think we succeeded.

SF: Did Murphy’s Law ever 

strike on the set while filming? And 

if so, what was the Challenge and 

Solution?

 Gleb Osatinski: Yes! Our 15 

passenger van with all equipment 

was locked with the key inside. Had it 

happened in Montauk, 3.5 hours away 

from New York, we would have been 

all walking home by feet. Luckily, it all 

happened two blocks away from the car 

rentals, and I got a second key within 

an hour. On the last day someone tried 

to break into it through the window, 

but perhaps was scared off leaving 

only a single screw in the rare glass 

door. An inverter we used for the early 

set stopped working; we had to drive 

at 2am to Home Depot to get a new 

one. One of the lavalieres just stopped 

working during the close-up of the 

most important monologue in the film. 

We were challenged every day, but we 

were lucky at the end. And the least 

to mention, the weather was always 

opposite to what it needed to be. Always. 

But you cannot control that, can you?

SF: What’s next in the project 

pipeline?

Gleb Osatinski: I have already 

started working on the next script, it is 

another allegory, this one representing 

relationship between father and son. 

Can’t wait to film it! 

Photos courtesy of Gleb Osatinski.
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Osatinski’s Quick Tips
 

If you are writing and directing a psychological drama, you should think like a 

therapist, so that the moments that are played need to be truthful. Work your way 

down to discover deep emotions the character’s consciousness may be hiding. Work 

with your actors and ask them to use any techniques to get there and help them if 

you think you need to.

Like any film trust your vision and trust your story. Hide your ego and be receptive 

to the creative collaboration. Collaborate with everyone on the set. Let everyone 

speak and then decide.

Be open to learn deeper meanings of your own experiences because you might start 

seeing your own subconscious at work... or at play. 

http://www.regent.edu/communication
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Documentary

Measure Openness and Transparency

Often, during the initial meeting at a coffee shop or other 

low-pressure location, this is a good time to also ask them a 

few questions that you may want to ask during an actual on-

camera interview. It’s a chance to see how they will respond, 

how open they are. For sure, there are no guarantees that 

come from this. A person can be totally open and articulate 

but, when the camera shows up, become pensive and shy. But, 

if they become this way when the camera is not there, then you 

have a pretty good idea of what you are going to get when you 

hit the red button: which may not be much. 

Be sure not to dig too deep in the questioning at this first 

meeting. You want to save the good and best stuff for the 

camera. But if it’s a particularly difficult or emotional topic, 

you may want to just touch on this with one or two questions to 

see if they are willing to open up to you and give you what’s in 

their heart. See if they will start to give you the truth. If they 

do, then quickly and politely steer them in another direction. 

Again, save the good stuff for the camera. Remember to go easy 

on them. Be general and conversational. 

See If They Have Physical Attraction

Of course, anyone who is physically attractive is going to 

catch the viewer’s eye. But that’s not what we’re talking about 

here. You are trying to discover if the camera loves them. 

Obviously, this doesn’t mean that the female subject need be 

a beauty queen or that the male subject a teen heartthrob. 

Rather, do you think the subject has expressive eyes that might 

be nice on camera? Do they use interesting – and genuine – 

facial expressions? What is their voice like? Are they able to 

verbally communicate in a fashion that is conducive to the 

telling of the story? Sometimes a subject will have the exact 

information that you need to get on film or video, but will not 

be able to verbalize it to you in a presentable way. Not everyone 

is cut out to be in a documentary film. Sometimes the most 

physically attractive person you can find will have the least 

to say. But a “Plain Jane” that you might not look at twice – 

may have an engaging personality, wonderful voice and be able 

to organize and articulate her thoughts in a beautiful way. 

What’s more, emotion, feeling and truth may emanate from 

her eyes and face. When talking informally with a potential 

subject, pay attention to their physicality.

Check for Availability and Guard Against Fair 

Weather Subjects

It would behoove you to be very direct and forthright when 

informing a subject of your intentions for them in your film. 

This includes how much of their time that you will need. 

You may be looking to do a one-time, sit-down interview or 

perhaps you are looking to spend a longer amount of time with 

someone over a period of days, weeks or months. Whatever the 

case, you will want to be honest about this and pay attention 

to their reaction. Some individuals are unaware of the time 

commitments that exist in documentary filmmaking and if 

they are unwilling to give you what you need, you need to know 

that as soon as possible. 

Depending on what kind of project you are doing, you 

will want to make it clear that you intend to live up to your 

responsibilities as a filmmaker. If you are producing a short 

about the daily life of a postman, you will need to let them 

know that you intend to follow them around on a certain day 

whether there is beautiful weather and sunshine and they look 

great. Or if it is raining and they are tired, wet and irritable. 

If it is your intention to give a realistic account of what their 

job is like, then you must make it clear that you intend to be 

Casting Must-Do’s  
for Your Documentary
How to Choose and Select Subjects (People)

by Jonathan Moore

I remember what they tell me about Tamara. And it isn’t 

good. 

I’m preparing to shoot my first documentary, several 

individuals from my hometown strongly warn against using an 

old friend of mine, Tamara Douglas, in the film. But, I protest, 

this project is about the effects of the closure of the 50-year-old 

and 4,000-employee-strong textile factory on the small, tight-

knit community in south-central Kentucky. Tamara is one such 

employee who unceremoniously loses her job and is struggling 

to make ends meet. Plus, I know Tamara to be articulate and 

entertaining. I consider her to be an excellent candidate to 

interview on camera.

No matter, they say. Tamara would not be the kind of 

person I would want to put in a film. She is outspoken and 

might say something that would be too opinionated, emotional 

and perhaps misconstrued. What’s more, I am reminded, 

Tamara is the kind of woman that is known to occasionally use 

some “strong” words when describing how she feels. One man 

insists that I need to focus on people that would simply give the 

straight facts and stay away from any emotional involvement.

And therein lies the problem with documentary. Many do 

not understand that documentary films are, in their heart 

of hearts, not objective, nor should they be. Documentary is 

subjective, personal and always a reflection of the filmmaker 

and his or her themes, emotions and perspectives on the story. 

Even the most sterile and factual documentary films are 

injected with some sense of the filmmaker’s creativity and 

subjective decision-making.

Therefore, documentarians must take care to choose the 

most interesting, articulate and effective subjects as possible. 

The filmmaker may be the one telling the story, but it will be 

the subjects – the people who are in the film – that will serve 

as her mouthpiece.

Depending on the nature and style of the documentary, 

some films may place more importance on the “performance” 

of subjects than others. And it’s no mistake that the term 

“performance” is used, as carefully selecting whom you will 

interview or follow around with a camera is not unlike casting 

actors for a narrative film.

There are a few things that one must look for – and do – 

when choosing individuals to be in your documentary. Below 

are some of the things this filmmaker does when scoping out 

subjects for a documentary.

Meet the Subjects

When time allows, one should create and ask for an 

opportunity to meet with a subject in person before shooting 

commences. Too many times, inexperienced documentary 

filmmakers speak with someone on the phone, set up an on 

camera interview and proceed to be disappointed. It pays to be 

prepared. Try meeting people without a camera. Have a cup of 

coffee. Talk about the project and your hopes for it and how you 

intend to use this person should you choose to do so. Simply get 

to know them – and vice versa. Sticking a camera and a couple 

of lights in someone’s face can be intrusive and daunting. And 

if they have never met you before, that tends to make them 

– and sometimes even you – all the more uncomfortable. But 

if you sit down over coffee or lunch and have a short, casual 

conversation – you can find commonalities and start to build 

a foundation of trust. And trust is a huge word when it comes 

to the relationship between a documentary filmmaker and his 

subjects. Get to know each other. It will pay off when you show 

up with a camera, bright lights and a crew. Or when you are 

following them around in public.

http://www.ftc.edu
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there for the good and the bad. They must be on the same page 

as you.

If you are doing a more serious project, about the mother of 

a man on trial for murder, you will need to communicate that 

you are making plans to document the reaction of the jury’s 

verdict, whatever it may be. If the man is found guilty, you will 

want the subject to know that you are going to be there for the 

sadness and disappointment just as you would if there is joy 

and jubilation over a more favorable verdict. You cannot afford 

to have “fair weather” subjects involved in your documentary. 

They must be all in or not in.

The above suggestions are only a beginning, but are vital 

to your success in screening and choosing good subjects for 

your documentary. These can serve as a starting point for more 

detailed selection processes that you will develop on your own. 

A documentarian must choose the very best because she 

needs the film to be the best it can be. She cannot be swayed 

by sentimentality when choosing who is going to be telling her 

story. One of the most difficult things for a documentarian is 

informing a potential subject that he or she doesn’t represent 

that which you want to be in your film. As hard as that may 

be, if you’ve given the potential subject fair consideration, you 

must absolutely be professional about it – and move on. Your 

film deserves the best you can give it.

I do indeed interview Tamara. I disregard what others tell 

me and go with my own hunches. In fact, Tamara becomes the 

main subject of the entire documentary and does a wonderful 

job. And she only uses a couple of “strong” words!

At 7’0”, 300lbs, Jonathan Moore could be the largest 

filmmaker in the world. Occasionally his height allows him 

to play bit parts in movies. Last summer he had the great 

distinction of shoving Robert Pattinson in the back in a scene 

for the film, “Water for Elephants.” An assistant professor of 

Cinema/Digital Media at Vanguard University of Southern 

California, Moore is currently completing a feature length 

documentary, “Coaches’ Wives,” about women who are married 

to the coaches of sports teams. His work has been screened in 

many film festivals and broadcast on public television. An avid 

screenwriter and director, Moore loves telling stories that touch 

the heart.

Panasonic Delivers Powerful, New  
HD Handheld Camcorders
Unveiled at NAB, Panasonic has started delivering this Fall 

three powerful yet highly affordable HD handheld camcorders.

for in a small form factor with state-of-the art, high-bandwidth 
AVCCAM, Panasonic’s implementation of MPEG-4 AVC/H.264 
high-profile encoding. 

Key new AC160/AC130 features include two SD Memory Card slots 
for relay or simultaneous recording, compatibility with Panasonic’s 
new SDHC full Class 10 UHS-1 (Ultra High Speed) Memory Cards, 
an enhanced viewfinder and LCD display, and DV recording. The 
higher-end AC160 also includes such top production features as 
variable frame rate recording in 1080p, Linear PCM audio, HD-SDI 
output, and switchability between 59.94Hz/50Hz. The AC160 has 
a suggested list price of $4,795.00, and the AC130 has a 
suggested list price of $3,895.00.

And also new this Fall from Panasonic 
are the solid-state AG-HPD24 
P2 deck and AJ-PCD30 
three-slot P2 drive.

The HPD24  
offers a suite of 
powerful features including 
native 24p recording with variable 
frame rates; a super-fast USB 3.0 interface;  
24-bit, four-channel audio recording in AVC-
Intra 100/50; and 3D synchronized record/
playback (two units needed). Featuring AVC-
Intra 100/50 record/playback, the HPD24 
makes 10-bit, 4:2:2 master-quality video 
affordable and portable. This ultra-reliable, 
dedicated deck allows users to playback and 
review P2 cards on its 3.5-inch, 16:9 LCD 
screen; manage clip files and metadata; record 
full resolution, 10-bit quality content from a 
wide range of Panasonic and non-Panasonic 
cameras via its HD-SDI input; and backup 

data onto hard disk drives. The HPD24 offers two P2 card slots, 
battery operation, weighs under 4 1/2 pounds for easy transport. It 
has a suggested list price of $5,300.

The PCD30 P2 drive offers a USB 3.0 interface for super-fast offloads 
from a P2 card. The USB 3.0 standard facilitates dramatically 
higher transfer rates, which achieves offloading AVC-Intra 100 
or DVCPRO HD content at more than 12X real-time, making the 
PCD30 especially well-suited for use in reality television and long-
form video production. When using a Windows PC with a USB 
3.0 connection and simple RAID configuration, users can offload 
three fully loaded 64GB E-Series P2 Cards in under 15 minutes. The 
PCD30 has a suggested list price of $2,255. 

For more information, visit  
www.panasonic.com/broadcast  

or e-mail the company at  
pbtsinfo@us.panasonic.com.

AG-HC160

AG-HPX250

The new AG-HPX250 is Panasonic’s first 
P2 HD handheld camcorder with 10-bit, 
4:2:2 independent-frame, full 1920 x 1080 
resolution AVC-Intra recording, thus offering 
an unprecedented level of image quality in 
such a lightweight camera.

Weighing 5.5 pounds in a sleek body, the 
HPX250 incorporates high-sensitivity 1/3”, 
full-HD 2.2 megapixel 3-MOS imagers 
and a 20-bit Digital Signal Processor to 
acquire native 1920 x 1080 resolution 
images. Offering a wide 28mm to 616mm 
(35mm equivalent) 22X HD lens with 3 
independent adjustable rings (Zoom/Focus/
Iris), the HPX250 covers most shooting 
situations without the need for a wide-angle 
conversion lens. The 22X lens also features 
an Optical Image Stabilizer (O.I.S.) function 
that ensures stable images during shooting. 
The AVC-Intra camera also offers variable 
frame rate capability in 1080p up to 30fps 
(17 steps) as well as 720p up to 60fps (25 
steps) to create fast or slow-motion effects. 
The HPX250 has a suggested list price of 
$5,995. 

Also new from Panasonic are two 
professional AVCCAM HD handheld 
camcorders, the AG-AC160 and AG-AC130. 
Incorporating high-sensitivity 1/3”, full-HD 
2.2 megapixel 3-MOS imagers to capture 
native 1920 x 1080 resolution images, these 
AVCCAM camera are equipped with a new, 
wider 22X HD zoom lens (the longest in 
their class).

These AVCCAM handhelds offer the longer 
lensing that customers have been clamoring 

http://www.panasonic.com/broadcast
http://www.panasonic.com/broadcast
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I’m only half-kidding when I tell people my job as a cameraman 

is 10% creativity and 90% furniture moving. After a couple 

hundred interviews you’ll be pretty good at it. The furniture 

arrangement in most homes, office buildings and conference 

rooms is rarely how you need it to be.  Interviews, especially 

the one-person sit-down variety, are the most common 

assignment for the news and documentary shooter. While 

logging thousands of interviews during my nearly forty years 

as a cameraman, I’ve put together a mental checklist of things 

to think about and do while setting up for an interview. Notes: 

I use the word “client” to include producer or reporter. (Due 

to space limitations, I have omitted discussion of cutaways, 

reverse shots and b-roll.)

 1. How much time do I have to set-up the interview? Ask 
your client for a reasonable deadline. And be ready to roll 
when the agreed-upon period is up. Under pressure I can 
set up for an interview in one, five or twenty minutes. I can 
happily use two hours. Naturally, the look and sound of the 
interview will reflect the amount of setup time available. 
Practice setting up for the ‘Quick and Dirty’ situation. 

 2. Choose a room for the interview. If you have options, 
choose a room with a workable background. When possible, 
avoid light-colored walls (competes with the subject), 
bookshelves (cliché), and windows (unless you have a 
powerful daylight fixture). Look for the largest space 
available. Then position the subject’s chair with enough 
distance from the background to avoid spilled light. If you 
can position the camera far from the subject, you may be 
able to blur the background. Press gently for what you 
want, keep in mind your job is to make the client happy. 
That being said, make yourself happy first.

 3. Daylight or tungsten? If using tungsten fixtures, close 
the blinds or shades or crack them slightly if you like the 
effect. If using daylight fixtures, place the subject’s chair 
near a window for a soft fill.

 4. Position non-swivel chairs for the subject and the 
interviewer, and decide whether the subject will face to the 
left or right of the camera. 

 5. Set up the tripod and camera at a height where the lens 
is level with the interviewer’s eyes. This puts the viewer at 
the same height as the person speaking. 

 6. Level the camera, dial the appropriate filter and adjust 
the viewfinder diopter to the eye you’ll be using to monitor 
the interview.

 7.  Stage your gear in a place that won’t obstruct others from 
moving around or passing through. Locate a convenient 
spot to stage your light kit; tabletop level is easiest on the 
back. Your light kit should include a large soft cloth to use 
as a cushion between your light case and fine furniture. 

 8. For sit-down interviews I use the cross lighting style: 
two light sources that oppose one another. The backlight, 
aimed at the head and shoulders of my subject, is opposite 
the key light, directed towards the face.

 9. Exhaust existing light sources. Is there a lamp or 
window that can serve as a key or fill light? In tight office 
quarters, I’ll often move my subject close to a window and 
add a single backlight. Voila!

10. You can also set up a soft key light (mine is a Lowel 
Rifa 44) behind and far enough above the interviewer so the 
effect is logical, i.e. from an overhead or floor lamp source. 

11. Set up a backlight opposite the key light, preferably on 
a boom arm to keep the stand away from the edge of the 
frame. My dedicated backlight, a Lowel 125w Pro Light, 
has a snoot attached, topped by a small circle of quarter-
blue gel. The quarter-blue gives a slight color temperature 
contrast with the tungsten key light and produces a subtle, 
appealing effect. From the front, the subject is warm and 
from the back s/he is slightly cool. You can also reverse or 
enhance this effect.

12. Add a fill light, if you feel it’s necessary, either from your 
kit or an existing light source such as a lamp. A reflector 
will also work. Or break out a third light to illuminate 
some object or to project a logical shadow pattern in the 
background.

13. Run a/c extension cable from wall outlets to the 
positions of your key and back lights. Pool excess cable at 

the base of the light stand (so that if someone trips on the 
cable, heaven forbid, the light stand won’t fall). In high-
traffic environments, gaffer’s tape loose cable to the floor 
or carpet. 

14. Set up the microphone/s and lay them over the chair 
arms (not on the back or seat, where someone might 
damage them). If the chairs have no arms, tape the mics 
with small pieces of gaffer’s tape to the back of the chairs. 
Run audio cables to the camera, with excess cable collected 
at the foot of the chair (same principle as with the light 
stands). Interview subjects frequently forget they are 
attached and walk away. Very expensive.

15. Get a chair or stool for yourself. The more comfortable 
you are, the less wear and tear on your body and the more 
attention you can give to the interview (or your daydreams).

16. Check the mic levels at the camera with headphones. If 
another person is available, ask them to do a level check 
with the mics about eight inches below the mouth.

17. Set up a monitor, if appropriate. (I use a seven-inch 
LCD near my feet or on a chair in front of me, as a more 
comfortable alternative to the camera viewfinder or its tiny 
LCD).

18. White balance the camera. If necessary, roll 15-30 
seconds of bars and tone.

19 .Check the tilt and pan tension; adjust if necessary.

20. Put a back up battery and extra recording media  
(removed from the case) in a convenient spot within your 
reach. You may have to move fast.

21. If necessary, ask your client what kinds of shots s/he 
wants. One master shot or change the composition during 
questions? Using a crewmember or a volunteer in the 
subject’s chair, show the client what each shot looks like so 
there are no unpleasant surprises in the editing room.

22. More furniture moving. If there’s still time before 
the interview subject arrives, add or take away light or 
background objects. Once you’re satisfied, check with the 
client to be sure s/he is satisfied as well. 

23. Once the interview subject is seated check the monitor 
or viewfinder for hotspots or reflections that you can fix 
either by moving or dimming the light source or with 
pressed powder. I carry small pressed powder compacts for 
dark and light skin.

24. Bless the shot. Look carefully at the edges of the frame for 
light stands, cables or anything unwanted or distracting. I 
once shot a 30-minute interview with a celebrity who had 

an enormous booger partially extruded from her nostril; I 
mistook it for a mole.

To add an appealing edge to an interview – do this only with 

experienced subjects - ask him/her to sit on the front edge of 

the chair or sofa. Or if s/he is behind a desk or table, see if 

they’re willing to lean forward with their elbows on the desk. 

These two positions center the subject’s energy and add some 

tension to the frame. They also put the subject at a more 

intimate distance to the interviewer and reduce awareness of 

the camera’s presence. 

When I encounter subjects who move around in their chair or 

fidget, I use the tilt lock on my tripod fluid head like a brake 

pedal in bumper-to-bumper traffic. It’s wasted effort to move 

constantly with him/her so once I’ve figured out the subject’s 

pattern, I move, lock the tilt lever slightly for a rest, then 

unlock and move again. This technique works especially well 

for long interviews, speeches and press conferences.

Interviewing Celebrities and Public Figures

One of the many privileges of a career in news and 

documentary camerawork is the opportunity to work alongside 

powerful and legendary public figures. I discovered a little 

secret that never fails to make a celebrity grateful for my 

presence: Become invisible. My role is to be the one person in 

the room who doesn’t need an autograph, a photo or personal 

attention. Sure, I’d be thrilled to get an autograph, but I like 

even more the little nod or wink of gratitude that often comes 

my way as the celebrity leaves the room.

The rewards of shooting interviews are many. You’ll meet 

amazing people and learn at least a little bit about a lot of 

things. You also get to enjoy the lasting physical benefits of 

moving a dazzling variety of furniture.  

David Lent’s career in television spans thirty-five years. David 

co-produced and shot the critically acclaimed PBS special “Life 

Without...Inside San Quentin.” With Susan Burgess-Lent, he 

co-produced the documentary feature “Staying Alive,” based on 

Studs Terkel’s best seller “Working.” David currently works as 

a news and documentary cameraman for numerous domestic 

and international clients including BBC, CNBC, BRAVO, 

FOX News, MTV, GRANADA, TV ASAHI, YLE, ARD, and 

ORF. David is the author of “The Laws of Camerawork” and 

soon to be released book, “Video Rules.”

News and Documentary Shooter Checklist 

for the Sit-Down Interview
by Dave Lent
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mentioned, nor do I have any stake in 

their use or commercial success.

While my first foray into 3D 

production was with RED cameras, 

I now have the opportunity to work 

with the new Panasonic 3DA1 camera 

shooting AVCHD on dual SD cards. 

While I will focus on the post process, I 

have to say that shooting with this small 

camera is very similar to shooting with 

the HVX200 in terms of its ease of use. 

My simple test shots would have taken 

an entire day and small crew to handle 

the gear I would have needed otherwise. 

These shots were handled in less than 

two hours shooting by myself. Of course, 

now we open up the discussion into 4K 

vs. AVCHD, which does not compare, 

but does provide an example of how far 

reaching the options are and the debates 

they foster.  

Using the 3DA1 footage as an 

example, I will highlight a popular 

workflow option while providing a 

perspective on simplicity versus needed 

functionality on higher end options. 

The first steps to take are in the 

organization of left and right eye footage 

by simply creating folders within a 

project name folder indicating Left and 

Right and dragging the entire contents 

to those respective folders. Eliminating 

the step I originally took to process r3d 

files within RedCineX, I was now able 

to import directly into Final Cut Pro 

through the Log and Transfer function, 

just like you would do with P2 card 

contents. Naming structure can depend 

on your own system, but I always include 

something in the name indicating R or 

L so I never lose track and then sending 

them, once again, to respective folders. 

Now you should have transcoded ProRes 

files within your FCP project. An easy 

and simple system some people use is 

to cut the Left Eye footage as usual and 

then apply an EDL to the Right Eye 

footage, thus creating a duplicate time 

line for each eye. This is assuming that 

all of your footage matches perfectly 

if you are using a two camera rig and 

that no adjustments to the convergence 

will be needed. It is a good idea to 

always check the Right Eye throughout 

the editing process to make sure there 

are no surprises in the end once you 

line them up. The 3DA1 clips preclude 

the need to sync your files since they 

are matched perfectly when recording. 

Otherwise, an additional step is taken 

to trim each clip and line them up with 

a slate or equivalent marker, much like 

you would sync picture and audio files. 

This is done before we make a stereo 

file combining the left and right camera 

clips in the next steps.

I have become a fan of the Cineform 

plugin with their Neo3D applications 

including its associated software 

3D Post
5 Helpful Tips When Editing 3D
by William Donaruma

When cooking a recipe with my 

Italian grandmother, she used to say, 

“This is how I do it, but you can do what 

you want.” Of course we were always 

trying to emulate her version of any 

recipe in order to achieve that one of 

kind savory taste, but would eventually 

have to settle in to whatever worked 

best for us given our various resources 

and skills. The same can be said about 

post-production workflows, especially 

given the variety of acquisition options 

available these days. 3D is certainly no 

exception to this rule. I had previously 

written about my first experiences 

putting together a parallel 3D rig with 

RED One cameras and the subsequent 

workflow from r3d files. Since then, 

I have looked into the many options 

available, and with those options come 

many opinions in the professional 

world of 3D. Now let me say that there 

are many pre-eminent names in the 

work of stereoscopic filmmaking, like 

Geoff Boyle, Tim Sassoon and Bernard 

Mendiburu, and I do not fall into this 

list at the moment. There is quite a 

learning curve involved in order to 

achieve and appreciate stereoscopic 

imagery, so what I strive to present is 

a perspective and discovery of what 

the many tools, options and opinions 

there are surrounding the stereoscopic 

world of production, post-production and 

exhibition. It is also important to note 

that I do not endorse any of the products 
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various applications, especially Sony Vegas, which allows for 

3D editing, adjustments, monitoring and authoring.   

Another great option to consider is Dashwood Cinema 

Solutions 3D Toolbox by Tim Dashwood, which allows many 

of the features that Neo3D provides. In fact, a free download 

called 3D Clip Coupler is supposed to become available soon 

that will simply merge 3DA1 clips into stereo files that you can 

then edit. Many tutorials can also be found on Dashwood’s site 

that include Neo3D in conjunction with 3D Toolbox.  

A final step to the 3D workflow would be to export both 

the Left and Right camera edits as separate files and EDLs so 

that further adjustments can be made later, which is especially 

important depending upon what the exhibition format will be. 

Viewing on a 24” studio or production monitor during post 

can look good, but can end up being painful on a large scale 

cinema screen. This is where a Z script can be important, 

which tracks the rhythm of 3D depth. It also allows you to 

save a master Left and Right eye file, so you don’t lock yourself 

into one 3D viewing option for various forms of exhibition. 

A good stereoscopic engineer on set will also help offset post 

and exhibition problems by advising proper lens, distance and 

convergence choices from shot to shot. A variety of 3D apps 

have become available to help track such choices and warn 

against issues that result in improper 3D effects. In particular, 

there are two apps for the 3DA1 that use the cameras screen 

displays to advise against shots utilizing improper lens, focus 

and convergence choices.  

One piece of the hardware puzzle that I will simply mention 

here is the addition of the AJA Kona 3G and Blackmagic 

Design’s DeckLink HD Extreme 3D cards. These units will 

allow dual stream in and out for ingesting various formats 

and outputting both Left and Right streams for monitoring 

and mastering. These can be important elements to the post 

process that you should know and investigate what would work 

best with your system and suite your own needs. I continue 

to experiment with various ingredients myself for my own 3D 

dish, but have not reached a conclusion on either of these as of 

yet.

A great option that I do recommend is to download trial 

versions of many of the various software options and also 

go though some of the documents that highlight specific 

workflows. Cineform has a great whitepaper on Neo3D and 

Final Cut Pro and the CML (Cinematography Mailing List) on 

3D covers a wide range of topics where you’ll get to know the 

top names in 3D work. It is an ongoing education to achieving 

great stereoscopic images and working in 3D post for various 

platforms, acquisition and ultimately exhibition. What I lay out 

above is simply an option to consider and what has worked well 

for me in my 3D recipe. This is how I do it, but you can do what 

you want!

{ William Donaruma is currently working on a live dance 

production combined with 3D projection on stage. He would 

like to thank Michael Gonzales at ESPN 3D for his continued 

support in 3D education and contribution to this article. }

William Donaruma has years of production experience 

having worked for Universal Studios as well as a variety of 

production companies and major television networks in film 

and video production. Returning to Notre Dame to teach 

production courses, he has won the Kaneb Teaching Award and 

was granted a fellowship at the Academy of Television Arts and 

Sciences. His website is www.williamdonaruma.com.

FirstLight. While being a relatively pricey option, the 

flexibility of making various picture adjustments to both eyes 

while affecting the FCP timeline concurrently is fantastic. 

More importantly, you can now export stereo files so they exist 

as one clip also allowing you to adjust convergence and see in a 

variety of 3D views including side by side, difference and simply 

anaglyph so you can do checks with your current monitors. 

In order to use FirstLight you will first have to convert your 

ProRes files (or whatever file type you may be working with) 

into Cineform files by either exporting them from Final Cut 

Pro or using the included ReMaster software that comes with 

Neo3D. This program will take your original files and you 

provide export options into the Cineform codec. It can also 

be used as a conform tool to offline RED files and send them 

back to the original r3d clips for finishing. I like putting them 

into a Cineform folder with Left and Right Folders once again. 

From here you can use the import function or drag the clips in 

the media pane within FirstLight. Mark each clip as Left and 

Right clips in Firstlight (command + L or R) and export as a 

stereo file. This will create a MUX file, or multiplex, combining 

the information from both files into what is seen as one clip. In 

a recent partnership with Panasonic there is now a Windows 

option to automatically MUX the 3DA1 left and right clips from 

a 3D top menu. This should eliminate the need to first import 

into FCP unless you prefer to log and name your clips. A Mac 

version is said to be available soon, probably by the time of this 

printing. You can then look at the file as flat 2D for ease within 

your edit and then change the viewing options as mentioned 

above to check for depth.  

You would then import your Cineform MUX files into Final 

Cut as singular clips and edit as usual. Running FirstLight 

in conjunction with Final Cut will allow you to make various 

adjustments to color, alignment, white balance and more and 

then see the results within your Final Cut timeline, much like 

Adobe Creative Suite products. You can also edit your Cineform 

clips and then import your project into FirstLight allowing you 

to make adjustments to the clips used in your sequence and see 

your changes in real time by switching between applications. 

There are many options that you can explore that I will not 

going into here for the sake of simplicity. It should be noted that 

the Cineform option is also available for Adobe After Effects & 

Premiere, Avid Media Composer and Sony Vegas along with 

Windows, so the Mac FCP option that I use is not the only 

one. In fact, 3D options are becoming more available within 

5 Tips when Editing 3D
 

Speed and Grace: Cutting in 2D will have 
a very different effect in 3D since the variances 
in depth can cause eye strain and become 
jarring. This is where a “Z Script” can be useful, 
which helps map the shots for 3D effect. Think of 
it as a stereoscopic storyboard or shot list.

Having a proper 3D monitor is useful 
for checking your edit vs. using anaglyph on a 
typical monitor, but you have to keep in mind 
what the exhibition format will be. A small monitor 
may look fine in the studio, but the result can 
be painful on a big screen. The same rule is true 
in 2D when you may cut a commercial or music 
video for a small screen, but gets messy in a 
cinema.

Geometric alignment tools are 
important, especially when using a two camera 
system (versus a single recording system like 
the 3DA1), because they allow for independent 
corrections of left and right eye disparity. Vertical 
alignment is especially important. Such tools are 
found in software options mentioned above as 
well as heavy iron solutions such as Quantel 
Pablo.   

Color Matching: While the 3DA1 is 
matching both “eyes” automatically during set up, 
dual camera systems can vary especially when 
using a beam splitter. The glass element will 
reduce light transmission through one lens, thus 
compensation is needed to match both perfectly.

Convergence correction is particularly 
useful to adjust depth settings from shot to 
shot and helps with reasons stated in note #1. 
With the proper tool set, such as Neo3D, you 
can even keyframe your 3D effect within a shot. 
A further need for adjustment would be for 
parallel shooting, whereby the cameras are never 
converged on set to avoid geometric keystoning. 
This is another topic of debate amongst 
stereographers.

http://www.mainemedia.edu
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In their on-set lab, the editorial team had a Quantel which 

handles high-level image processing. “It takes in the two hi-def 

images, from the left eye and the right eye,” Howie explained. 

“An operator balances them out – making sure that they are 

in sync. One camera looks through a half mirror and the 

other is getting the reflection. Plus, there is a difference in the 

brightness in the two.” Once the image is synched and balanced 

for brightness and contrast, Howie could screen dailies in this 

same trailer. “We had a 3D projector set up in the trailer,” he 

said. “Once we wrapped, we’d watch through that day’s filming.  

It would normally be the afternoon of the previous day and the 

morning of the same day. We were watching in 3D wearing the 

same type of RealD glasses that you wear when you go to a 

normal screen in the multiplex. “

On set, Anderson and the producers had two 46-inch 3D 

monitors with live taps – normally from the two cameras with 

which Anderson filmed RE4. Howie noted that these monitors 

assisted with the photographic process overall. “You catch some 

continuity errors on set that maybe you miss when looking at 

a small screen, “ he described. “It allows [Anderson] to play 

more with the 3D. You can adjust the amount of 3D on set. If 

you have the cameras too far apart, or close together, you can’t 

do anything with it. The IO or inter-ocular lenses  – simulating 

the distance between the two eyes – physically move to mimic 

how your eyes are offset.”

Also on his set, Anderson could manipulate his stereoscopic 

lenses, depending on the size and depth of the shot, and the 

distance from the camera to the character. As such, Howie 

detailed the abilities of the crew to manipulate the 3D aspects 

of the film. “You can play with it in post, but if that IO is very 

small, you can’t make the 3D big… and if it’s too big, you 

struggle with it. Luckily, we had the same camera kit and some 

of the same crew who worked on Avatar. We took a gamble, as 

we were filming before Avatar came out. But James Cameron 

screened 20 minutes of the movie in 3D for Paul, and he was 

convinced that it was the right system to go with.”

During principal photography, Howie was availed of the 

exact same 46-inch 3D screen in his cutting room. “We loaded 

up the rushes and they looked as good as they looked on set,” 

he noted. “It allowed us to project onto a big screen and not 

look really nasty. All of my other editorial screens are 2D, so I 

can take my glasses off. Avid has been developing this system 

where the dailies are loaded in with a combined left and right 

eye, anamorphic stretched split screen. One image is stretched 

vertically left eye and on the right is the stretched vertically 

right eye. Then the monitors can use just the left eye to adjust 

the aspect ratio so that it looks great, or send it to the 46-inch 

as a composite. They developed that and were about to release 

it a few weeks after starting principal photography. We got 

them to release the software to us early before it was released 

to others. Avid confirmed that I was the first person in the 

world to cut this in 3D.”

Given the traditional editing process of choosing from 

amongst many angles to make a scene work, the 3D demanded 

several adjustments from editing in normal 2D, especially 

as RE4 is a huge action film. “Now you are dealing with 

depth, which does come into play,” Howie stated. “One thing 

that I found extraordinary is that some rules can be broken. 

Normally, you would not cut from a mid shot to another mid 

shot or a close shot to another close shot in normal 2D, but 

in 3D, you sense the difference in the shot and the cut works. 

Editing in Three Dimensions

Niven Howie Explains His Methodology 

During the Production of RE4
by Scott Essman

The history of cinema is filled with trends, some of which 

are fads while others break new ground. Among them, 3D 

films gained wide popularity in the 1950s to compete with 

the nascent television medium, only to slowly fade into 

obscurity when it was viewed as little more than a gimmick. 

By the 1980s, 3D in feature films was virtually non-existent, 

relegated to special presentations for particular occasions. But 

in 1986, Disneyland debuted Captain EO, a Michael Jackson 

vehicle, filmed in a striking new type of 3D that came to be 

known as RealD. In lieu of the red lens/blue lens glasses, the 

polarized 3D offered grey-shaded glasses which would produce 

a vividly stereoscopic image, greatly enhancing the 3D effect.

Oddly, few films in the 1980s or 1990s capitalized on RealD, 

ostensibly due to the high cost of the equipment required to 

produce the rich images. By the mid-2000s, to compete – again 

– with the growing home entertainment market, including 

DVDs, Blu-rays, advanced cable and satellite, and, most 

prominently, Internet delivery of films, feature filmmakers 

dusted off the new technologies and explored releasing films 

in RealD once again. Two types of processes to achieve the 

technique came to fruition: one in which the film would be shot 

in traditional 2D then converted in the editing process to 3D, 

and the other, more naturally, to film in the 3D process, using 

stereoscopic cameras, and process and screen the final film 

three-dimensionally.

Of late, the new RealD achievements of film have received 

varied responses from cineaste and fans alike. While many 

have praised the stereoscopic original negative in such films as 

Avatar, others have lamented the post-production conversion 

process of 2D into 3D, which did work very successfully in, for 

example, Piranha 3D, but was not as universally accepted, in 

the 2010 remake of Clash of the Titans and other releases.

Now, the fourth film in the Resident Evil film franchise, 

RE: Afterlife, or RE4, as it is affectionately known, is the first 

film on record to be shot, edited on Avid, and released entirely 

in the RealD process. To achieve the RealD in the principal 

photography, the filmmakers shot from September through 

December of 2009 with the same Vince Pace 3D camera system 

with which Avatar was realized. Next, the files were converted 

directly on the set to DNxHD side-by-side for 3D offline 

editorial. The editorial team then utilized an Avid Unity 

MediaNetwork connected to three Media Composers—for the 

editor, assistant editor, and the visual effects editor.

 Editor Niven Howie explained his methodology during 

production. “One thing that was very different on this one is 

that I actually met up with the house that was supplying our 

3D camera kit,” he said. “We worked out a workflow for how we 

would supply dailies. Normally a lab processes the 35mm. On 

this, my assistant transfers to a drive and makes DVD copies 

of the dailies for the producers and director.”

Serving as their “3D lab”, the editorial team had a very 

expensive trailer on set. “They took the drives off the camera 

and processed them round the clock — it was all done in 

house,” Howie said. “The other thing that was different for me 

was to cut this in 3D.  Most of the work would be done in 2D 

then switch the drives to 3D and conform the cut to 3D and 

screen it.” However, cutting in 3D meant that director Paul 

W.S. Anderson had the ability to see close to a final version 

during production and through the succeeding months that it 

took to edit the film.
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3D Post

There are some very different aspects to viewing 3D and some 

of the more mundane shots in 2D, are amazing in 3D.”

Howie expanded upon this idea, noting his change in the 

amount of cuts he made in RE4. “In action movies, recently, 

you’d have to do a stunt in five shots to make it exciting. In 

this movie, Ali Larter runs up this wall, leaps back and lands 

on her feet, but it’s done in three shots,” the editor said. “With 

depth, it makes it much more exciting to watch. I cut a little 

bit slower than I would have if it was 2D even though there’s 

some pretty fast action in there. In Death Race, we broke the 

record of number of edits at the lab (3000). The average edit 

length was a second and two frames, and the drama sequences 

were actually quite slow. In this one, I had just over half that 

number of cuts.”

Much of RE4 contained partial or full green screens behind 

the actors. “Something Paul realized that you can really use to 

your advantage with 3D is set extensions,” Howie described. 

“You build two possibly three walls of the set. The third wall 

you can have CG and push it as far back as you want and make 

the place vast. A lot of the sets were two or three walls and the 

third-fourth wall was CG. It worked really well.”

Given the 3D element, most visual effects were still more 

complicated. “The head of the visual effects company expected 

it to be twice the amount of work, but it was actually like 2 

1/2 times the work,” Howie revealed. “You have to integrate 

each image and make sure that they match. If it’s slightly off 

between the eyes, you have to patch it. Effects were tricky and 

much more involved. Also, our preparation for doing rough 

visual effects and green screen keys was more than double the 

work. If you do a dynamic move in on a shot, you have to make 

sure that it matches from left eye to right eye.”

Ultimately, you have to fully understand 3D and how it 

works. “It took me a few months to really work it out,” Howie 

said. “You have to get into the specifics of how the image is 

delivered to your brain. In fact, it’s swapped on the screen. It 

took a few diagrams and some physics to get my head around 

how to alter 3D and create a dynamic translation where you 

start off with shallow depth and increase the depth throughout 

the shot. You can have someone start behind the screen and 

bring them forward into the auditorium. We are pioneers in a 

way as there are not that many people who know how it works.”

“It was an extremely enjoyable educating period,” Howie 

said of his experience on the film. “We are extremely proud of 

what we achieved. Most of the films that have come out since 

Avatar have been dimensionalized in post. Even Avatar, the 

majority of it is CG, so you are already in this fantasy world 

like an animated Pixar movie. But not live-action with real 

sets, real actors, and real bits of scenery. We feel that we’re 

bringing something quite new to the cinema.”

Scott Essman started writing about and for entertainment 

while still at the University of Southern California in the 

mid-1980s. His filmography as producer, director and writer 

includes A Tribute to the Westmore, Monster Kids, Bud 

Abbott and Lou Costello Meet the Monsters, King Kong 75th 

Anniversary Tribute, Ray Harryhausen Interviews, The 

Mummy 75th Anniversary Tribute, Making the Monster: 

Special Makeup Effects Frankenstein Monster Makeup, Jack 

Pierce: The Man Behind the Monsters, and A Tribute to the 

Wizard of Oz.

Todd Prives Shares 3 Quick Tips

Instantly Transform Your Footage with Sapphire Edge
GenArts hosted a series of Live Online Demos for their 
award-winning, Sapphire Edge. Edge is a video effects plug-
in software for Final Cut Pro, Final Cut Express, Sony Vegas 
Pro, and Sony Vegas Movie Studio HD. After attending 
one of the first Live Online Demos in the summer series, 
StudentFilmmakers Magazine chats with GenArts’ Todd 
Prives, whose industry experience spans over 9 years in 
production, post-production and visual effects software.

StudentFilmmakers Magazine: If you could share three 
quick tips for working in Sapphire Edge, what would they 
be?
 

Todd Prives: Experiment! 
Sapphire Edge gives you a lot of 
great looks and starting points to 
treat your video. Use the preset 
browser to see how different 
styles look on your video.
 
Try combining multiple effects on 
a single clip. Often times, using 
a few different looks will give you interesting results beyond 
what the effects are even typically designed to do.
 
Take advantage of Edge’s preset browser’s ability to play 
back a preview of your selected transition. You’ll be able to 
see how your effect applies from your A to B side.
 
SFM: If you could share a special editing tip and VFX tip 
with filmmakers, videographers, and digital storytellers 
around the world, what would those tips be? 
 
Todd Prives: Watch what’s being done out there on many 
different mediums to get ideas. Often times, innovative work 
isn’t just shown on TV anymore, but on places like Vimeo 
and YouTube. 

When used well, VFX can really help add to your creativity 
and engage your audience, but it all comes down to having 
a well-crafted story to begin with. 

For more information about GenArts’ Sapphire Edge, visit 
www.genarts.com.

Sapphire Edge’s Innovative Features

�Over 350 pre-built looks you can preview in 
real-time on your footage.

�Streamlined parameters help reduce design 
complexity and production time.

�Monthly downloads of new presets keep your 
library of looks fresh.
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Music and Sound

anything at all and walked out of the 

room, I would have understood exactly 

what he wanted. I was stunned to have 

just been conducted into composing.

SF: You also did some work 

with filmmaker Yolanda Cruz at 

Sundance. What kinds of things did 

you create together?

Fabian Almazan:  Yolanda had 

been in the Directors Lab for a month 

prior to my arrival. She shot 5 scenes 

from her future feature film, La Raya, 

and I scored a couple of them in the 

three days we had together. I received 

the script ahead of time but didn’t see 

the footage until the day we met. The 

story takes place in Oaxaca, Mexico, 

so before going to Sundance, I did a 

lot of research on Mexican music and 

specifically, Oaxacan music in addition 

to Oaxacan culture, traditions and 

history in general. Once we actually 

started working on the film, that all 

went out the window and then came 

back in through the back door. Yolanda 

wanted me to experiment by scoring 

it with music ranging from electronic 

elements to orchestral to Mexican 

to “universal music using Mexican 

instruments.” In the end, after many 

different versions and sonic palettes, we 

opted to go with a mixture of traditional 

Mexican music, “pop-ish” Mexican music 

and a little of the “universal sounding 

music using Mexican instruments” idea. 

We did exactly what we were there to 

do: “creatively experiment.” I think both 

Yolanda and I learned a lot from the 

experience.

SF: What’s the best part of being 

a film composer?

 Fabian Almazan:  Being in a dark 

room with a bunch of people who are 

completely in trance with a film I was 

involved in.

 

Fabian Almazan was born in 

Havana, Cuba in 1984 and fled with his 

parents as a political exile in 1993. He 

studied piano with Conchita Betancourt 

and went on to join the exclusive 

Grammy Band High School Combo. He 

studied in New York with Kenny Barron 

and began composing chamber and 

orchestral pieces. His compositions have 

won him numerous prizes, including 

ASCAP and Cintas Foundation awards. 

He was one of five composers selected for 

the ASCAP/Columbia University Film 

Scoring Workshop. For the last four 

years he has been pianist for Terence 

Blanchard’s quintet and recorded and 

toured extensively throughout North 

and South America, Asia and Europe. 

He recorded his first CD as leader, 

“Personalities,” which is scheduled to 

debut in October 2011 during a week-

long run of performances at the Village 

Vanguard in NYC.

Creatively Experiment
Fabian Almazan on  

Film Composing
StudentFilmmakers Magazine 

catches up with musician and film 

composer Fabian Almazan, who was 

recently selected for the prestigious 2011 

Sundance Composers Lab. Almazan’s 

debut CD, “Personalities,” is scheduled 

to be released in October 2011 during 

a week-long run of performances at the 

Village Vanguard in NYC.

StudentFilmmakers Magazine: 

When you’re scoring and composing 

for a film, what is your process like?

Fabian Almazan:  It depends on the 

film and the director. If it is a period or 

regional piece, I try to emerge myself in 

the music of that time and place. I then 

proceed to try to recalibrate my aesthetic 

interpretations so that they are in tune 

with that of the director. Music is a 

very abstract thing and it is interpreted 

differently from person to person. I 

can’t assume that I will be emotionally 

impacted by certain music the same 

way someone else will be so it becomes a 

game of recognition of the other person’s 

emotional, musical triggers. After all 

that, an enormous wave of “what am I 

going to write for this” hits me and I get 

to work.

SF: Could you share with us 

one of your most memorable 

experiences scoring and composing 

for a film?

 Fabian Almazan:  That would have 

to be a very recent one at the Sundance 

Institute. I was working on one of the 

cues that Harry-Gregson Williams 

brought in for us to work on, A Day in the 

Life. I guess I should explain the process 

at Sundance first. Composer-advisors 

would come in every two days and give 

us scenes from films they had scored so 

that we could re-score them and compare 

them to each-others’ unique versions. He 

brought in a scene that had the potential 

to go a number of different ways. We all 

[six of us] worked in our own individual 

trailers and Harry would pop in from 

trailer to trailer. When he came into 

mine I was of-course a little nervous to 

play it for him but I admire him so much 

that I was anxious to hear what he had 

to say. To my surprise, it had very little 

to do with what he said but rather way 

more with what he showed. It seemed to 

me that he immediately took the music 

in and in response started making 

little gestures with his hands which 

soon thereafter turned into full blown 

conducting. It was the first time I’ve 

ever had someone so clearly express to 

me the direction my music is trying to 

go in by just moving. He spoke up after 

having intensely waived his arms for the 

computer and me but his gestures were 

so clear and genuine that had he not said 

Almazan’s film score work includes: The Recorder Exam, directed 
by Bora Kim; Exit, directed by Daniel Zimbler; and First Match, 
directed by Olivia Newman.

Fabian Almazan’s 
Studio Setup 

“I use Logic with a bunch of 
plug-ins and just recently 
started using Ableton Live.”

What Goals Do You 
Aim to Achieve 
When Scoring and 
Composing for a Film?

Fabian Almazan's Top 3

(1.)  Please the directors because 
it is their baby they just 
handed over to me.

(2.)  Learn something new from 
the experience that I didn’t 
already know or understand.

(3.)  Have fun.
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Hermann and Nina Rota, but the guys 

who’d inspired them – Stravinsky, 

Wagner, Brahms, Beethoven. I studied 

scores and listened, trying to discover 

what notes you had to write to make 

great sounds. 

Since the mid 60s film scores had 

begun to include pop music. My textbook 

for that was the car radio on the long 

drive to and from my job at the recording 

studio. I scrutinized arrangements 

of pop songs, honing my ears so that I 

could hear the individual parts of a 

drum groove, what the bass and guitar 

were playing. I developed a vocabulary 

that I immediately put to work as soon 

as I reached the studio, using the tricks 

I’d learned from the radio to arrange the 

song of the day. 

 I didn’t need to be concerned with 

sound – I had a good engineer to take 

care of that. That changed by the 80s. 

Like other composers, I built a home 

studio. I learned to program synths 

and networked racks of midi gear to the 

brain in my computer. 

My guitar experience was handy. It 

allowed me to add a crucial live element 

to the electronic sounds. I recorded 

guitars at home. Other instruments I 

recorded in NY.

I was privileged to work with “first 

call” session players. I worked with the 

drummer at the top of the list. Good 

drummers lay down a solid backbeat 

with their right hand. This guy did 

that, then added in between a subtle 

flurry of what’s called “ghosting” – notes 

that acted like frosting on the groove. 

I recorded players who blow into their 

horns and make a sound so sweet that 

you could just sit and enjoy the one 

note. These guys got there by years of 

practice. The folks down the list have 

also practiced hard. The difference 

is in that passion. Whether you’re a 

violinist or composer, what gets you to 

first call is that edge that comes from 

tirelessly seeking the better sound, the 

cooler arrangement, the more evocative 

melody. When I was done recording my 

engineer came to my studio and mixed 

the live stuff with the electronic parts 

I’d developed earlier in my computer.

All in all I’ve spent ten of thousands 

of hours studying and practicing my 

craft. Why bother? Can’t anyone just fool 

around with Garage Band and make 

good tracks?  No. While an amateur 

can use tools like that to come up with 

approximations of real music, there is 

no substitute for the skills conferred 

by all those hours. It’s hard to make 

music that really rocks if you haven’t 

spent years of nights onstage in dives 

trying to get a bunch of drunks to 

dance. You can’t write string parts that 

soar unless you’ve crawled a little way 

inside the great minds that preceded 

you by following the breadcrumb trail 

of notes they left in their scores. You 

can’t make electronica that’s got that 

happening sound unless you’ve spent 

years listening to it and playing with all 

the gear that makes it.  

So that’s how a composer/producer 

gets to be good. More important to 

filmmakers is: how can you tell what’s 

good music?  Listen carefully to demos 

from composers and music libraries. Do 

they move you? Do they excite? 

With composers you have to check 

out their credits and references. Even 

if you like their demo, do they have the 

experience to make music like what’s 

on their demo under pressure and 

deadlines? The more experience they 

can prove, the more likely you won’t be 

disappointed. And a warning: no one 

succeeds in the music business these 

days without a certain amount of hustle. 

That’s fine, except that some composers 

work harder on cultivating their charm 

than on their music. You may enjoy 

their company, but get left with a score 

that isn’t what the guy or gal was busy 

selling you on. 

Auditioning music libraries presents 

another problem. My friend Chris 

Martinez, senior editor of Anthony 

Bourdain’s “No Reseverations” puts it 

this way, “After ten minutes they all 

sound the same.” It’s true. Listening 

to too much library music has a way of 

pulling the wool over your ears. So take 

a break. Come back to the stuff you 

think is good and listen again. Does it 

move you? Will it add to your sense of 

pride in that project you’ve been giving 

your lifeblood to?  If not, keep looking.  

John Manchester has published 

over 500 pieces of production music. His 

music is broadcast daily worldwide on 

programs and commercials. He played 

guitar for Livingston Taylor, opening for 

Linda Ronstadt and Fleetwood Mac. He 

co-wrote songs with Livingston which 

are on the Epic label. John is the owner 

of the Manchester Music Library at 

www.manchestermusiclibrary.com.

So Many Choices for Music 
How Can You Tell What’s Good?

by John Manchester

Music is the art form that connects 

most deeply with our feelings. As we 

watch a movie we may be unaware of 

the music, but it is always at work on 

our mood, making us feel something 

about what we’re seeing. Filmmakers 

rightfully tend to concentrate on visuals 

before sound. That’s because people 

respond more consciously to what they 

see than what they hear. They know 

right away what their eyes like and 

don’t. Though it’s experienced more 

subliminally, music has a profound 

effect on how an audience takes in the 

visuals.

Where to find good scoring music? 

First, to state the obvious: much as 

you might like to use songs by Vampire 

Weekend or Pink for your latest project, 

or have it scored by James Newton 

Howard or Danny Elfman, it’s not going 

to happen. You can’t afford that music or 

those composers. Your choices for music 

come down to a non-name composer or 

a music library (or combination of the 

two.) 

When I started producing music in 

the 70s anyone could tell good recorded 

music from bad. Good music was played 

in tune and time by skilled studio 

musicians, and recorded clearly. Most of 

it was made in big cities like NY and LA 

and London, because they attracted the 

best players and studios.  

The digital revolution changed that. 

It ushered in synthesizers, samplers and 

computer based music workstations, not 

to speak of auto-tune. The result was 

that anyone with a modest budget and 

some time could produce music which 

was in tune and in time, and which 

sounded much closer the big time stuff 

than the amateur efforts of musicians in 

the 70s. This also meant that composers 

had to become producers. 

But here’s the rub: all music that 

comes from digital workstations is not 

the same. The good stuff is effective 

in evoking mood and feeling. It has 

compelling rhythmic grooves, and 

unusual sounds that perk the ears. It 

scares, thrills, makes you feel warm 

inside, or  LOL. Bad music also has an 

effect. A negative one. Its limp rhythms, 

clichéd melodies and overused sounds 

make you feel tired and bored. Its 

cheesy quality makes you feel crummy. 

All things you don’t want your audience 

to feel. 

How do the better composer/

producers make good music? It starts 

with passion. As any music professional 

will tell you, they are not in the music 

business to get rich or for their health. 

They struggle in this competitive field 

because they grew up listening to music, 

loving the way it made them feel. At 

some point that love became too great 

to be satisfied by listening alone. They 

needed to get their hands on the tools 

and start making their own music. 

Because of how it would make them 

feel. Filmmakers understand this very 

well, because the same kind of passion 

has them determined to work in a tough 

business.

Passion is not enough. Knowledge 

and skill are required. That means 

study, practice and experience– years 

of it. The passion helps with that, 

supplying the energy to do all that hard 

work. Creating music with a digital 

workstation is less about the analog 

skills of a pianist, and more about 

digital choices – this sound or that? How 

much of this effect? The best composers 

combine their tactile musician skills 

with a deeply informed knowledge base 

in order to make the best choices.  

My experience as a composer 

started with learning guitar at age 12. 

It progressed through a BA in Music, 

then performing in bands – everything 

from funk to bluegrass, culminating 

with opening for Linda Ronstadt and 

Fleetwood Mac in 1978. Around that 

time  I took a job as a producer at a 

recording studio.  

I taught myself to compose orchestral 

music, studying what moved me –not 

just great film composers like Bernard 
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main conflict in a movie emotionally too for all the violence to 

make sense.

In the movie Ninja Assassin, there are lots of flashbacks 

at the start showing the lead character Rain (hot!) as a child 

kung fu student and all the horrible things they did to him, 

which creates sympathy and emotional identification. We also 

really get a sense of who this character is right away by seeing 

so much of his past. By the time the fight scenes get heavy in 

Act 2, the audience is already in love with the main character 

and has something at stake emotionally wanting him to win 

each time. 

(2.) Unique Genre Elements. Show us something 

we have not seen before in a new spectacular, visually 

stunning way each scene. The hall of mirrors fight scene in 

Enter the Dragon was an instant visual classic. The parcour 

plus kung fu style of the movie District B13, combines two 

familiar subjects to create a new unique genre. The way 

Grasshopper in Kung Fu would lift the big burning pot up 

with his forearms, getting burned into a symbolic brand, in 

the opening credits each week was a unique way to show the 

suffering this particular kung fu student went through to get 

over feeling pain and create character identification. In Ninja 

Assassin the lead character as a little boy has his feet whipped 

bloody for making sounds while walking across a creaky floor. 

Fight scenes especially need unique genre settings and 

techniques. Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon showed us fight 

scenes in the tree tops. Red Cliff created a lush, epic medieval 

battlefield Braveheart style movie with lots of spear fighting 

but in China. Ninja Assassin had lots of blood sword trails and 

spouting gore. 300 showed us Spartan warriors who relished 

battle with a unique enthusiasm for battle, even though it was 

not technically a kung fu film.

(3.) Strong Themes. Make the story mean something 

like a modern fable. The biggest difference between 

Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon and the latest Hong Kong 

action flick is the strong theme. People want some of that 

ancient wisdom from kung fu movies. Watching people kick 

each other and jump around for some silly plot goal for 90 

minutes is just not as interesting as having an invisible force, 

deeper meaning or controlling idea. Not all movies have themes 

–many people could not even tell you the theme of a certain 

movie, but know when it is not there, since the story feels thin 

or meaningless.

One theme in a story usually controls the why events are 

happening in the plot. This makes theme one of the first things 

you should think about when writing a kung fu script. If your 

theme is luck, your lead character will have lots of luck in 

accomplishing their plot goals, while other characters will have 

bad luck. The theme of Braveheart is freedom and Mel even 

yells this several times during the movie. All of the battles are 

about the freedom to not have your wife sleep with nobles by 

law. 

Books like the Tao Te Ching have great ideas for themes 

in kung fu type films. You could pick the 56th verse with the 

unique theme of “silent knowing,” and then quote passages 

from it at key points in the film or create a tag line characters 

repeat. “Those who know do not talk. Those who talk do not 

know.” The lead character arc would then go from being a 

motor mouth chatterbox and knowing nothing, to being silent 

and knowing everything. All of the characters in the film who 

talk a bunch would be shown to know nothing, while the silent 

ones who rarely say anything know a lot more. Then you pick a 

main character and plot goal to show your theme, like a street 

kid who wants to become a king gangster. He learns to keep 

his mouth shut since it keeps getting him into loads of trouble 

during Act 1 and 2, until he gets the value of “silent knowing,” 

and achieves his plot goal at the end by being silent.

(4.) Plot Twists, Shocks and Scene Reversals. Plots 

need to have a surprise, twist or scene reversal every few 

moments to keep the audience guessing as to what may happen 

next. The character sets off to accomplish a plot goal, but 

nothing goes as planned. Many kung fu films have plots that 

lack enough suspense and twists.

(5.) Dynamic Use of Surroundings and Objects for 

Fight Scenes. Jackie Chan does this really well in films like 

Drunken Master II. You want to come up with new settings 

and ways to use the objects we have not seen before that look 

visually stunning. Each storyboard should hold up as a prize 

winning photograph or comic book illustration composition 

wise. Try making the objects symbolic and relate to plot, theme 

and character. A movie about luck may have a character hitting 

another one with a big rabbit stuffed animal.

Make Better Blockbuster 
Kung Fu Films
8 Training Secrets for Mastering the Art

by Sherri Sheridan

Kung Fu films need more than good fight scenes to succeed. 

The biggest challenge most kung fu films face in capturing 

Western audiences is character identification, unique genre 

elements, plot twists and strong themes.

Enter the Dragon was the first big kung fu film to crossover 

because it was made by a Hollywood studio that knew how 

to mix the ancient mystical Asian fighting elements with 

mainstream America tastes. The TV show Kung Fu in the 80’s 

was another brilliant combination of East meets West, with a 

Shaolin monk wandering through the wild west trying not to 

beat too many people up. Drunken Master II with Jackie Chan 

did a great job of combining comedy with drama and “drunken 

boxing” fighting style action scenes. Each great kung fu film 

has things it does best.

(1.) Character Identification. Your characters have to be 

hot. It does matter as much how well they fight, but if they are 

not super hot visually they do not get to be on the screen. 

We need to love watching the characters and relate to them 

emotionally. Bruce Lee was the first martial arts movie star 

to really cross over big in America. Why? Because he has an 

amazing screen presence with an intense visual magnetism 

just dripping off his body along with good looks and a heavy 

dose of sex appeal. 

Many kung fu films fail because they feature actors that 

do not have the Bruce Lee factor of electrifying visual appeal. 

Just because the actor can do great fight scenes does not mean 

people will want to watch them in a film for over 90 minutes. 

Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt are big movie stars because 

they look great on film and have strong sex appeal. When these 

actors are on the screen you cannot take your eyes off of them 

and will look at them even when other characters are talking 

with less screen presence. Visual appeal cannot always be seen 

with the naked eye, which is why studios do screen tests to 

see how the actor’s energy and presence comes across on a flat 

screen. Even if you cannot afford a top star for your film you 

can take the time to find up and coming hotties that can fight 

for the leads. 

Red Cliff has a huge character identification problem in Act 

One of the script. The fighting starts almost right away – which 

is fine in a kung fu movie, but you still need to stop the action 

now and then to let us get to know and love the new characters 

fast. The first 20 minutes of any script needs to have as much 

character identification moments as possible, so that when the 

characters go into Act 2, where there is lots of conflict, you care 

about whether or not they die or get hurt. If you do not get a 

chance to know the characters, and like them at the start, you 

lose interest in the movie right away and never catch up really. 

Part of strong visual appeal is also having good character 

design and costumes that look different so people can pick out 

their heroes in crowded battle scenes. 

Braveheart has a long slow start with a love story and 

showing the characters being directly affected by these local 

nobles getting to sleep with their wives. This was the whole 

plot goal motive of the movie so it made sense. Mel’s character 

in the movie even kisses a bloody beat up handkerchief from 

his dead wife before he goes into battle each time. You see him 

lose his loving wife at the start, and then you see him fight for 

freedom and understand why these horrific battles are taking 

place. Mel’s character in Braveheart is not fighting for more 

land or money; he is fighting for the right not to have his wife 

passed around by noblemen as law. We need to understand the 

Continued on page 45
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(6.) Real Stunts Verses CGI. Does it matter? It helps a 

film’s buzz if you hear they did not use CGI for the dangerous 

stunts and they look impressive. Then again, if you can find 

a new way to do extreme kung fu stunts using CGI, go for it! 

Crouching Tiger used lots of wire action for the tree top scenes 

and no one complained since the fight scenes still looked real for 

that set. Think also of strong acrobatic stunts throughout the 

story to get in and out of difficult situations that could get even 

more extreme with a little CGI.

(7.) Symbolic Stunning Settings for Each Scene. You 

really need to make a list of what sets you have available, would 

love to use or can drive to, that look amazing on film in a never 

before seen way. If you live near a stalagtite cavern, you would 

want to do a fight scene in there with nice lighting. Sets are 

part of unique genre elements, but seem especially important 

in kung fu films to add flavor. Think of dangerous places to 

fight that look beautiful or have strong graphical visual and 

emotional styles.

8) No Subtitles Please. If you want your movie to do well 

in the west avoid using subtitles. People do not like to read 

while watching a film and will miss things visually. Shoot in 

English with no over dubs either, since they sound funny, and 

wreck the true emotions of the real actors, if the added voices 

are off even a little. 

The biggest trick to doing a great kung fu film these days 

is doing an original one with a strong lead actor who has an 

amazing screen presence. You also want to make sure you 

choose unique and visually stunning settings and genre 

elements, and have lots of little twists in your story every few 

minutes. Kung fu films do not have to feel like a formula, they 

just have to do something new and unexpected while meeting 

all the other basic fight film requirements. 

Sherri Sheridan teaches storytelling techniques to digital 

filmmakers and animators with her books, classes and 

workshops. She’s also the creative director at Minds Eye Media 

in San Francisco (www.mindseyemedia.com), where she directs, 

produces, animates, writes and designs projects for a wide range 

of clients. Sherri is the author of the books, “Maya 2 Character 

Animation” (New Riders 1999) and “Developing Digital Short 

Films” (New Riders / Peachpit / Pearson 2004). Recently, she 

created a 20 hour DV workshop based on the books called, 

“Writing a Great Script Fast,” available at www.MyFlik.com.

As artists, we spend years learning 

and doing our art. We practice, rehearse, 

take lessons. We put our focus on the 

creative act, whether painting, writing, 

photographing, dancing, sculpting, 

composing or playing music.  

Yet, there’s another part of our 

creative work that gets far less attention, 

but can be just as important. It’s the 

moment before we start. Sometimes this 

moment can be filled with anxiety – 

rushing to get to the computer to write, 

the flurry of words, trying not to forget 

the idea or the phrase that will make 

our work brilliant. Trying to get the 

painting on canvas, the musical notes 

on the page, to capture the idea and the 

form. 

But this moment need not be frenetic; 

the frenzied moment can actually work 

against the flow of our work. Instead, 

this can be the moment when we 

prepare for, and set up the conditions 

for, the flow of the creative process. It’s 

the moment when we take a breath, 

gather ourselves, center ourselves, 

and dwell in a space of silence. It’s the 

moment when the pianist sits before the 

piano, and then slowly raises her hands. 

Or the artist takes a moment to take in 

the dimensions and look of the empty 

canvas, before filling it with form. Or 

the writer stares out the window, not so 

much deep in thought but deep into the 

quiet before the thoughts come. Or the 

photographer stops for a moment before 

or right after taking the photo, to hear 

that small voice that says, “turn around, 

the photograph is behind you!” 

We might think of this moment as 

Centering or Gathering. For those who 

are spiritual, it might be the moment 

of Tuning In to the Creator, or getting 

in touch with the Creative Energies 

that we see as implicit in life and in the 

creative act. One of the descriptions that 

might ring comes from the first book 

of Genesis in the Bible. Right before 

God created the world, right before the 

Light began and all the other splendid 

creations, we’re told, “The Spirit of God 

was moving over the water”. Sometimes 

the word used is “sweeping” but the 

more correct translation is actually the 

word, “hovering”.  The Spirit hovers 

before the moment of Creation much 

like an eagle hovers over her nest. She 

broods. She warms the egg right before 

it’s hatched. It is not a violent motion, 

like a lightning bolt or a Eureka clap of 

thunder, but a moment of waiting. 

This is a tender image. It implies 

standing still. It’s calm. There’s no 

sense of hurry or the frenetic whoosh-

whoosh that sometimes comes when 

we approach our work with desperation 

or fear. Sometimes this moment is one 

of seasoning, or waiting, or letting 

something simmer. We move into the 

rhythm of the process, almost as if the 

creation we’re about to do has to first 

be breathed into us. In some spiritual 

teachings, it is said that true creativity 

and true change can only happen in the 

space between the in-breath and the out-

breath. That’s where the magic happens. 

I first became aware of the 

importance of this moment at the Maui 

Writers Conference many years ago. 

I was sitting in the audience, waiting 

to hear a speech by an inspirational 

speaker named Dewitt Jones. Dewitt 

was a professional photographer and 

motivational speaker. His topic was 

Creativity. I watched him right before he 

spoke, sitting in the front row over to the 

side. He seemed remarkably calm. There 

was a sense of solitude around him. It 

was clear that he was not creating a 

space for people to come up and talk to 

him, but creating a quiet space out of 

which he would speak. Something was 

happening there, and I was fascinated 

because I was still rather new at giving 

keynote speeches and had few role 

models. I later reflected, “What was he 

doing in that space, and how much of 

that beautiful and flawless speech was 

attributed to those moments he took 

before he began speaking?”  I wondered 

how to tune into that quiet voice that 

sometimes led us into unexpected 

directions, or simply surrounded our art 

work with the presence of the Muse.   

The Creative Breath
The moment before we start our creative work…

by Dr. Linda Seger

Some master piano teachers spend time with 

even proficient pianists discussing the approach 

to the piano – that moment of sitting quietly at 

the piano, opening up the space before the playing 

began. It is the pregnant pause – filled with 

anticipation and possibilities.  

The image of this waiting is almost like a 

glassblower preparing to create the glasswork. 

The breath comes into us that enlivens us, that 

speaks through us. Sometimes we might think 

of gathering our thoughts, but in this moment, 

the mind is more empty than full. It is expectant 

without being desperate. This has little in common 

with cramming for a test, or filling our mind with 

form and content. We don’t push or tug at it. We are 

preparing to let it happen. 

For those of us who are Spiritual Creatives 

(and perhaps many of us are) we might call this the 

moment the Spirit breathes into us so we can let 

the breath out into the New Creation. Artist Dean 

Andrews calls it “circling the fire”, a slow circle 

before actually digging into the project. She calls 

the frenetic moment “vacuuming the garage” which 

seems to accomplish very little. 

For a few, this waiting and letting it happen 

might come naturally. But most of us have to 

practice learning to wait, as much as we practice 

our art. We prepare for the Opening, for the Flow, 

and learn to work out of the Quiet. Out of the 

Hover. Out of the Creative Breath. 

Dr. Linda Seger has been exploring the 

integration of creativity and spirituality for over 

30 years. She’s an international speaker, writing 

consultant, and the author of 12 books, including 

Spiritual Steps on the Road to Success: gaining the 

goal without losing your soul and Making a Good 

Writer Great.  She has M.A. degrees in drama and 

religion and the arts and a PhD in Drama and 

Theology. Her websites are www.lindaseger.com 

and www.spiritual-steps.com.

Continued from page 43
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someone’s etchings. Point is, think 

strategically. You want to get invited 

to openings – art openings. And take 

someone along who is an art history 

major who knows the reference of 

“Bonfire of the Vanities.” You’re there 

ultimately to talk about your film 

project; s/he handles the discussion 

of falcated brush strokes. 

“Follow the money.” Join a museum 

(student rate) which at least occasionally 

reprises, say, film noir. Go to openings 

of small pictures, buy some popcorn 

and water. Remember this: the big dogs 

drink water. Look around. They are 

the folks you want to meet. A reception 

is no time for a buzz. In particular, 

don’t be afraid to be literate. I met 

an aspiring actor (female) in the 

City. I asked her what she had read 

recently. She blushed. “Petronius.” (For 

the classically-challenged, he wrote 

“The Satyricon.” You may have seen 

the film.) She was a classics major, 

ultimately headed for the business 

side of film, via law school. My 

response: “Business card?” 

Go to your dark, primal 

side. Embrace motorsports. Stay 

with me on this. We’re not talking 

about re-making Grand Prix or, 

separately, Steve McQueen’s memorable 

quotation, “Racing is life. All the rest 

is just waiting.” We’re talking about 

money. The uber-rich are involved in 

Formula One (which will be racing 

soon in Austin, Texas). They don’t call 

it “The Circus” for nothing. My mantra 

here is simple: be where money is. And 

competition isn’t. An art gallery. At the 

racetrack. At a charity event.

SF: When you say, “they have 

to be ready,” what do you mean by 

that? What things should young and 

startup filmmakers be armed with 

and have ready in their guerilla 

filmmaker arsenal?

William F. Vartorella, Ph.D., 

C.B.C.: You’re on an airplane or in 

an airport gate area. First, if you are 

traveling, this might be a rare time 

when the black T-shirt “uniform” might 

prove useful. At least look like a creative 

type. Second, choose your reading 

material carefully. Instead of The 

Story of O or Justine, the latest issues 

of Variety or The Hollywood Reporter 

are great choices. People notice. Carry 

a business card. “Are you a filmmaker?”

Answer is “yes.” “Are you 

good?” Answer is “yes.” “What 

have you made that I might have 

seen?” Improvise, with the truth. “I 

did a short that appeared at “x”, or, “I 

did a short that won a small award” or 

whatever is honest. If you have a trailer 

on your cell phone, rough “dailies” or 

something to show, do it. Remember, 

in film, show, don’t tell. Energy 

counts. Carry a synopsis. Now you have 

moved from not being on everyone’s 

lips to at least someone with a story to 

tell. Everyone likes a good story. People 

give money to people, not necessarily 

ideas. 

Guerilla arsenal? Synopsis, case-

hardened practice on your short, short 

pitch, and the ability to ask these 

questions: “What kind of movies do you 

enjoy?” “Have you ever been on a film 

set?” “Do you know anyone with cash 

who might be willing to make a small, 

reasonably safe investment?” Answer to 

the first will give you an idea whether 

you’re in the ballpark. Second, indicates 

experience (few have, obviously), but 

more importantly, piques interest. 

Third is very straightforward and 

opens discussion. With digital gear and 

the Internet, the cost of filmmaking 

is not only attainable, but accessable 

to even small, qualified investors – 

here a technical term for those with 

demonstrable assets of U.S. $1 million 

or more. 

Books? Three in particular, D.B. 

Gilles, The Portable Film School, Josh 

Horowitz’s The Mind of the Modern 

Moviemaker, and – finally and most 

important – Gunnar Erickson and 

others, The Independent Film Producer’s 

Survival Guide. The last is especially 

useful as it gives you insight into how to 

talk to your entertainment attorney. 

Finally, social media. The average 

time spent online embracing social 

media has risen to about five hours per 

day. For the moment, it’s the next big 

thing. And YouTube is a great place to 

look for interviews on film pitches, etc.

Bill Vartorella is no stranger to 

film, whether from the creative side 

(taught screenwriting at the university 

level), exotic location “scouts” (the 

rainforest of Guyana), or the business 

perspective (film incentives advisor to 

State and international governmental 

Film Commissions). He helped secure 

funding for and assisted in the build-out 

of a broadcast quality college TV facility 

and developed internships at major 

media in the U.S. and Europe, including 

ABC Network. He has appeared in 

BBC, Hollywood film, and educational 

TV productions--often for “the blink of 

an eye.” Vartorella was a co-expedition 

leader featured in The History Channel’s 

The Lake Murray B-25 (Mega-Mover 

series), where his behind-the-scenes 

work included help negotiating the 

contract for the expedition and securing 

film tax incentives for the expedition 

leaders. 

Vartorella shares his insights and 

tips in this candid interview.

StudentFilmmakers Magazine: 

You once said that “the big thing 

young filmmakers don’t understand 

is opportunity is everywhere – but 

they have to be ready.” What are 

some examples of opportunities 

that young and startup filmmakers 

might not be aware exist? 

William F. Vartorella, Ph.D., 

C.B.C.: Every aspiring filmmaker should 

read Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Purloined 

Letter.” The point here is opportunities 

are in “plain sight.” Everyone wants to 

go to a premiere, but they are thinking 

of film, which isn’t where you have 

the best chance of meeting investors 

(or, producers, for that matter). Too 

much competition. Young filmmakers 

should shadow gallery openings in 

major cities. Dress creatively, go to the 

gallery on a rainy day, sign-up for their 

e-mail list. Why? Directors, executive 

producers, actors collect art. Take a 

look at the annual collector’s issue of, 

say, Art and Antiques. You need to 

know which A-list actor collects ancient 

Egyptian bronzes. Instead of, “I loved 

you in,…” you ask some simple question, 

based upon a little reading, about his 

collection. Not quite the same as seeing 

Pitching to Film Investors
A Glass of Water with  
William F. Vartorella, Ph.D., C.B.C.

Co-expedition leader Bill Vartorella takes a 
late-night break at the scene of the raising of 
The Lake Murray B-25, documented by The 
History Channel as part of its “Mega-Mover” 
series. Photo courtesy of Bill Vartorella.

Vartorella Tip:

Top 3 Things Investors Want 
to See During the Pitch
 

(1.) Enthusiasm
(2.) Honesty. 
(3.) Realism. 

Honesty is critical as it is the least-used 
strategy in American business. The 
realism part is on the money side. Know 
the basics of above-the-line and 
below-the-line costs. The enthusiasm 
should be obvious. But it comes with 
a caveat. Be enthusiastic about the 
other person’s questions. And tantalize 
with small financial nuggets, such as 
the incentive situation in states such 
as Florida, Georgia, or Louisiana. Or 
“imported from Detroit” with up to a 42% 
incentive.

Vartorella Tip: 

Common Questions 
Investors Ask
 
If the investor is film-savvy, 
they will ask: 

(1.) Who is “attached”?
(2.) How is the deal structured?
(3.) Is distribution in place?

If the investor is not film-
savvy, they will ask:

(1.) Who is “starring”?
(2.) When do we make money?
(3.) Can I read the script?

 
The scary question is the last one. 
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Disney has actually done more harm 

that good. On the other hand, more 

imaginative approaches to traditional 

animation do offer more than a glimmer 

of hope. Kung Fu Panda for example 

was outstanding as a film and even 

proved a bigger success at the box-

office. Critically acclaimed films such 

as Triplets of Belleville, Secret of Kells 

and more recently, The Illusionist 

give further signs of hope. (Although 

it must be pointed out that all of these 

Oscar-nominated movies were made in 

Europe!)

As far as the Disney closure was 

concerned, I had seen the writing on 

the wall some time before. Indeed, 

as a gesture of defiance against the 

inevitability of what was happening, 

I started to write my second book on 

traditional animation techniques, 

“Animation from Pencils to Pixels 

~ Classical Techniques for Digital 

Animators” a couple of years before. 

It was my own personal effort to keep 

the knowledge and the principles 

of traditional animation alive and 

available. To support this mission I 

also embarked on a short film that 

was designed to accompany the book 

in CD form - “Endangered Species”. 

Endangered Species was never really 

designed to be conventional audience 

material. Its insider, mockumentary 

style attempted to highlight the amazing 

rise and fall (and the possible rise 

again?) of an irreplaceable 2D tradition. 

I attempted this by replicating some of 

animation’s finest moments through the 

film, then writing about them in the 

book - explaining why I chose the clips 

I did, how they were created originally 

and how I replicated them digitally.

I never in all honesty believed 

“Endangered Species” would attract 

the interest it has. It somehow seems 

to have gained momentum with time, 

not the reverse. I think it hits an itch 

that no one has been able to scratch. It 

was actually unfinished when the book 

first came out but the final version 

ultimately became a slow-burner in 

terms of its acceptance. Out of respect 

for this I later posted a low-resolution 

version of it on YouTube and now 

sell (via my blogsite) an online DVD 

version of it (accompanied by my British 

Academy Award-winning HOKUSAI 

~ An Animated Sketchbook as well as 

a number of my most respected TV 

commercials). A book of the artwork 

and the making of the film are being 

planned next.

At the recent CTN Expo event in Los 

Angeles I was totally overwhelmed by 

all the gestures of support and affection 

animators from every aspect of the 

industry have shown me in my defense 

of the medium. I was particularly struck 

by the number of general audience 

members who earnestly tell me they 

totally miss traditionally animated 

movies - and I am even more surprised 

by the number of computer animators 

who actually wish they could trade-in 

their computers for pencils and paper 

once again! All this proves to me that the 

great art-form of traditional animation 

is not in any way dead and buried just 

yet, and that a genuine renaissance 

might be just around the corner.

Corporate Disney may have lost the 

plot on what is needed long ago but I do 

believe that the artists and animators 

they left in their wake still have a loud 

creative voice, if they are enabled to use 

it. Traditional animators everywhere 

wait for a chance to prove themselves 

once again and my own plans are not in 

any way deterred by current mainstream 

apathy. I believe that given one chance, 

the case can be proven that audiences 

will still flock to see well-made, 

imaginative, creatively groundbreaking, 

traditional animated movies if given 

opportunity. Let us remember too that 

traditional animation is no longer just 

about ‘cartoons’ any more. Renascence 

artists and animators everywhere have 

grown out of that notion long ago.

Needless to say, my colleagues and I 

are sharpening our pencils as we speak! 

Each of us is developing a number of 

new and original concepts so that others 

–specifically, in America – will know 

what is possible. Through our work 

we might again attract the financial 

support to show the world that Michael 

Eisner was wholly wrong and that 

traditional 2D animation in the USA is 

very much alive - and even willing to 

kick some butt to prove it!

Tony White is an award-winning 

author, animator, director and educator 

- currently full-time senior lecturer and 

program advisor at DigiPen Institute of 

Technology in Redmond, WA, where he 

teaches the ‘Senior Film Project’ class 

as well as the Advanced Animation for 

Portfolio class. Tony is also founder and 

president of Animaticus Foundation, 

a non-profit organization committed to 

preserving, teaching and evolving the 

art from of traditional 2D animation 

in this digital age. The Foundation’s 

main success is in hosting the annual 

2D OR NOT 2D Animation Festival 

in Seattle – now in its 5th year, with 

the next one being at the Eames 

Theater, Pacific Science Center. 

Tony’s personal blog can be found at  

http://blog.animaticus.com.

Traditional 2D Animation
Down But Not Out!
by Tony White

The demise of the traditional, hand-

drawn animation industry in America 

occurred quite rapidly in the end. It had 

taken over 100 years to grow and mature 

the art form but almost in one terminal 

swoop of the axe it was suddenly swept 

away and filed under the ‘antiques’ 

column. The advent of readily accessible 

computers and computer animation 

was perhaps the first nail in the coffin 

of traditionally drawn animation. 

But the real collapse occurred when 

corporate Disney CEO, Michael Eisner, 

famously closed their amazing 2D 

animation studio in Burbank in 2002. 

In all honesty it wasn’t as if the Disney 

studio was producing great and classic 

animated films at that time. It most 

certainly wasn’t! But this wasn’t the 

fault of the artists or the animators 

who still did their work to high degrees 

of skill and integrity. It was more a 

question of the terrible judgments 

made by the upper management – i.e. 

for green-lighting projects that should 

never have seen the light of day in the 

first place! Consequently, the closure of 

the studio was more a veiled admission 

that the leadership had lost its way and 

that the vulnerable artists, animators 

and art form in general were most 

convenient scapegoats!

What had been increasingly 

happening at corporate Disney until 

that point in time was in essence a 

180-degree reversal of what Walt had 

always believed in when he established 

the studio during its golden years. 

Walt’s vision was always to create high 

quality stories for generations to come, 

not next year’s window of marketing 

opportunity. But the opposite was now 

true of the studio that still bore his 

great name. Also, big savings were to 

be made in shutting things down and 

there were most likely a few bonuses to 

be made in the wake of that decision – 

that is, if the corporate norm was being 

upheld. The real problem with the studio 

closure however was not so much in 

relation to the Disney studio shutdown 

specifically, but with the message it 

sent out to the rest of the industry at 

that time. This effectively flagged to the 

world at large a message that said it was 

an end of all traditional animation, not 

just failed Disney animation. The fallout 

proved catastrophic. Traditional 2D 

animation was suddenly a sinking ship 

that everyone had to jump off before it 

went down!

Beyond the USA this was most 

definitely not the case. Here the 

traditional animation industry still 

thrives and remains in comparatively 

rude health. With initiatives such as 

the remarkable “Cartoon Movie” event 

in Europe, the long and continuing 

tradition of Manga and Anime in 

Japan and the emergent giant forces 

in India and China picking up 2D 

animation’s baton, the picture is so very 

different! Yet in the USA, all this seems 

immaterial. It certainly didn’t help that 

Michael Eisner was widely reported as 

pronouncing that “2D is dead!” when 

he closed the studio in 2002! Somehow 

the notion stuck that he actually knew 

what he was talking about and from 

that moment on the Hollywood ‘movers 

and shakers’ continued to wash their 

hands of traditional animation – except 

of course they outsourced the cheap and 

nasty stuff abroad!

Traditional animators themselves 

have never given up believing. It is 

clear we no longer have the support of 

the Hollywood hierarchy but we know, 

deep in our hearts, that traditional 

animation still has so much to offer. 

Even Disney made a feeble, more recent 

attempt at reviving 2D with their The 

Princess and the Frog movie, but this 

largely unoriginal, unremarkable 

pastiche of all that was once great at 

In the USA traditional hand-drawn animation is now 
considered a lost cause. But is it really down and out? Author 
and animation director, Tony White, considers the question 
and champions his own vision for a new renascence of this old 
artform.
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Film Business

that they will “1099” the individual and the government 
will eventually get their money. They believe that by simply 
1099’ing the individual at the end of the year absolves them of 
any tax liability – it doesn’t!

Another problem is that many production companies will pay 
the individuals cash and then never submit their earnings 
(1099 data) to the government. So, the government loses 
payroll tax revenue from both the employee and the employer. 
Under this scenario, this is out and out tax evasion – a criminal 
offense.

When an employee works for an employer, the employer 
contributes an “employers” share of payroll tax dollars to the 
government. This is not to be confused with the “employee” 
portion that comes out of the employees check. When the 
employer pays into the state unemployment fund, the state 
receives a record that that employee “worked” for that employer 
(the production company). The state sees that the production 
company “paid in” to the unemployment fund and everything 
is okay. That means that the state received the proper payroll 
taxes from both the employee and the employer. That is the 
way it should work.

If you’ve paid your crew as an IC (with no taxes taken out) the 
problem starts when a crew member files an unemployment 
claim after your shoot is finished listing you as their last 
employer. The unemployment office that examines the claim 
will eventually note that there is no record of his supposed 
employer (your production company) ever registering with 
them or paying payroll taxes into the system on behalf of this 
individual.

This will immediately cause a red flag at the unemployment 
office (who are always on the lookout, especially for 
entertainment companies). They will eventually contact the 
individual and ask further questions, more specifically, “give 
us copies of your check stubs for examination”.

When the documents are examined, the unemployment office 
will take note that there were no employee taxes taken out the 
individuals check. This will in most instances always result in 
a state investigator showing up at the door of your production 
company with a subpoena to examine your payroll records, 
bank accounts, and other books.

After the extensive audit, the State will determine that your 
production company failed to pay the proper employers payroll 
taxes, and you will be subject to paying not only the original 

taxes, but now additional fines and penalties. The State may 
also have agreements with the IRS which will allow them to 
notify them as well which can then result in a Federal audit.

Should an audit occur and the auditors find that the officers/
owners were negligent in paying the proper taxes, the results 
can be catastrophic. The entity type of your organization 
(such as an LLC or corporation) will be of no protection or 
defense. The government will want their money and they will 
come after anyone that they think that they can collect it from 
– the “deep pocket” individuals.  

They will (and have) put liens on people’s bank accounts, 
garnished wages and even taken persons’ homes in an attempt 
to collect their payroll tax debt. Their attitude is that you are 
a “criminal” for “defrauding” them and they will stop short of 
nothing in order to get what is due to them.

How can I protect myself?

If you are a filmmaker and are budgeting a production, 
take the time to budget in the necessary amount of money it 
takes for your payroll “fringes”. It is not worth the extra risk 
to yourself, your associates, or your investors for the sake of 
trying to save money. If you can’t afford to do the production 
legally, then postpone it until you have the necessary funds.

Since most productions are funded by investors, ask yourself 
this question: Would you be willing to go to your investor, and 
state, “I’m trying to save your money by not paying the required 
taxes. Even though it’s really illegal, are you okay with it? Will 
you be willing to pay the fines and penalties later if we get 
caught?”

Chances are you would not be willing to make that statement 
to your investors. They would think that you are unprofessional 
and you don’t know what you’re doing. Are you willing to take 
the risk and explain it to them down the road if you fail to tell 
them now? Are you willing to put your own security on the 
line?

Don’t make the mistake that I’ve heard from other producers 
over the years – “if only I’d done it by the book”.  They will tell 
you that it’s just not worth it!

Kevin King is the CEO of ABS Payroll and Production 
Accounting Services. 

Think Twice Before You Hire Your Crew as 

“Independent Contractors”

How You Can Protect Yourself

by Kevin King

As a Director of Payroll for over thirty years, I have seen and 
heard many stories from Producers that should make you 
think twice before you decide to hire your crew members as 
independent contractors. Many producers say, “I just can’t 
afford to put the crew on payroll - there’s no money for it”.  

The real fact of the matter is this: Are you willing to break the 
law and put yourself and your investors at risk because you think 
you can save money?  Many independent filmmakers just don’t 
understand the reality of what the law requires with regards 
to hiring independent contractors (IC’s), and that is the reason 
for this article – to make sure that you are well-informed before 
making a catastrophic decision that could cost you (and possibly 
your investors) dearly.

One exception to this would be if the crew member had his or 
her own “loan-out corporation” in which case, that individual 
is an employee of the loan-out corporation. Typically, the only 
crew members who usually do this are UPM’s, Line Producers, 
Directors of Photography and other high paid individuals.

What is the Determining Factor?

There are many factors which determine how an individual is 
classified. However, the IRS guidelines state:

“The general rule is that an individual is an independent 
contractor if you, the person for whom the services are 
performed, have the right to control or direct only the 
result of the work and not the means and methods of 
accomplishing the result.”

“Under common-law rules, anyone who performs services for 
you is your employee if you can control what will be done 
and how it will be done. This is so even when you give the 
employee freedom of action. What matters is that you have the 
right to control the details of how the services are performed.”

Some of the other factors include:

�  Who has control over hours of work
�  Who has control over the location/place of work
�  Who has control over the sequence of work
�  Who furnishes the tools, equipment and materials
�  Whether the worker has a risk of profit and loss
�  Whether the employer has the right to fire without 

breach of contract liability
�  Whether the worker has the right to quit without 

breach of contract liability

With the main determining factor being that an employer 
has “the right” to control how the job will be performed; this 
puts almost all below-the-line employees into the “employee” 
category.  

Many producers will argue that it is the “length of time” that 
will qualify their selected individual to be an independent 
contractor – “after all, it’s only a two day shoot”. Whether that 
individual is on the clock for ten days or ten minutes – it doesn’t 
alter the fact that they are an “employee” – not an IC.

Other producers are under the impression that having a written 
“independent contractor agreement” with the individual will 
protect them (or make it legal). They believe that by having an 
individual sign a document that says that they (the individual) 
are independent contractors, and, as such, are responsible for 
their own tax, that relieves them of any tax liabilities. Such an 
agreement is not valid and would be disallowed in an audit. 
Under the law, the contract is not controlling as to the definition 
of independent contractor or employee.  

How do I (or my company) get into trouble?

Many producers are sometimes aware of the fact that they 
might be breaking the law when they make the decision to 
categorize their crew as IC’s. They justify this by saying 
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What’s New at Columbia College Hollywood?

D. L. Hughley Receives Honorary Degree from CCH

Comedian-Actor-Producer D. L. Hughley was honored as a 

Doctor of Humane Letters from Columbia College Hollywood in 

Commencement exercises, at which his son, Kyle, will receive 

a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree from the renowned film school.

Mr. Hughley is recognized as one of the top stand-up 

comedians on the scene today and for his sharp, topical wit. He 

has hosted the CNN talk show, D.L. Hughley Breaks the News, 

as well as starred on the HBO special, Unapologetic, and series 

such as, The Hughleys, and Studio 60 on the Sunset Strip. He 

was one of the standout comedians profiled in the documentary, 

The Original Kings of Comedy, and has made frequent 

appearances on talk shows and in comedy specials.

Kyle Hughley is a founding member of the CCH acting 

troupe, The Pioneers, but has emphasized writing in his studies.

“D. L. Hughley has a unique world view that he is able to 

express through the arts,” said Richard Kobritz, CCH President 

& CEO. “A touchstone for the CCH mission is to encourage 

our students to find and express their own unique voice. Mr. 

Hughley is an inspiration for them.”

Columbia College Hollywood is a Tarzana-based 60-year old 

nationally-accredited not-for-profit film four-year film school 

offering BFA degrees with emphases in directing, producing, 

cinematography, writing, and editing/VFX. Alumni of CCH 

include directors Robert Schwentke (Red), Salim Akil (Jumping 

the Broom), Jaume Collet-Serra (Orphan), Timothy Linh Bui 

(Power Blue), and Barry Cook (Mulan).

Recent Honorary Degree recipients include Nancy 

Cartwright (2010), John Ratzenberger (2009), John Badham 

(2008), Fern Champion (2007), Steve Binder (2006), Robert 

Townsend (2005), and Dan Petrie, Jr. (2004).

For more information about Columbia College Hollywood, 

visit www.columbiacollege.edu.

On Campus

Columbia College Hollywood Start Dates

    Winter Quarter: January 9, 2012
    Spring Quarter: April 9, 2012
    Summer Quarter: July 9, 2012
    Fall Quarter: September 24, 2012

Upcoming “CCH Experience Day” Date:

    Date: Sat., Nov.12, 2011 
    Time: 11am-3pm
    Place: Columbia College Hollywood 
    Address: 18618 Oxnard St., Tarzana, CA 
    RSVP To: 1-800-785-0585 
    Email: admissions@columbiacollege.edu
    Website: www.columbiacollege.edu

Did You Know?
If you’re a high school filmmaker, you may 
be eligible to apply for the L.A. High School 
Filmmakers Scholarship Fund. Check this 
out on the CCH website. Columbia College 
Hollywood’s next “CCH Experience” day is 
Saturday, November 12, 2011. If you didn’t 
catch KCAL-9’s recent news segment 
about Columbia College Hollywood on their 
“Best Deals” TV show, you can watch the 
segment on the CCH website.

Cinematography
Workshop Series with Peter Stein, ASC  

Presented and hosted by StudentFilmmakers.com
Venue: StudentFilmmakers.com Headquarters, Manhattan, New York City.
Early-Bird Benefits and Program Details at: www.studentfilmmakers.com/workshops

Saturday, Oct. 29, 2011, 1:00pm - 5:00pm

Composition and Camera/Actor Choreography, 
Using the Location to Best Advantage

Saturday, Dec. 3, 2011, 1:00pm - 5:00pm

Lighting to Create a Mood

Limited Seating. 
Register Online Now at  
studentfilmmakers.com/workshops. 

For advertising and sponsorship opportunities, 
please contact us at 212.255.5454.

About Peter Stein, ASC:
As the Director of Photography on over 50 feature films, TV movies, and 

documentaries, Peter Stein, ASC has photographed classic cult films in 

various genres, including comedy and horror, as well as major studio and 

independent releases, and noted documentaries. 

He was invited to join the prestigious American Society of Cinematographers 

in 1999. One of his first feature films as a Director of Photographywas the 

horror film classic Friday the 13th Part 2, the second largest grossing film in 

1981 for Paramount. Among other horror genre films he shot are Stephen 

King’s blockbuster hit Pet Sematary, C.H.U.D. and Steven King’s Graveyard 

Shift. He has photographed numerous documentaries such as the critically 

acclaimed A Midwife’s Tale for PBS’ American Experience and the feature 

documentary Just Crazy about Horses which played theatrically in New York 

and LA. Among other documentary work is HBO’s Laughs and The Mystery of 

the Morro Castle. He also shot the PBS documentary Tupperware which was 

the front cover story in the Sunday NY TIMES television section.
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Lighting

even when it’s dimmed. The barn doors, lenses, and accessories 

fit together very well [it’s very Swiss], and the system takes 

a lot of abuse, they are extremely rugged. The units can be 

hot striked, there’s no wait time at all.  Kobolds are extremely 

energy efficient; 2400’s can be plugged into a standard Edison 

outlet.

SFM: What are some key features that make the 200 

and 400 Kobold HMI systems unique and different from 

other HMI systems?

John Engstrom: The facts that it is weatherproof, 

dimmable, and made in Switzerland are all very unique 

features. The lights are made extremely well, and their light 

shapers are very interesting.

SFM: Filmmakers come to you and your crew for 

recommendations all the time. What do you recommend 

the 200’s and 400’s be used for?

John Engstrom: They are great lights when you need 

something portable. The lights can run off of battery belts 

when you don’t have access to power and a generator is not an 

option. Because they are daylight balanced, they are great to 

supplement natural light when you need just a little bit of fill – 

or a highlight in some hair, etc...

SFM: Our readers are filmmakers who shoot in 

various formats including film and the ever changing 

HD formats. There’s a lot more coming and a lot more to 

see in the world of HDSLR filmmaking. Are the 200’s and 

400’s appropriate for HDSLR filmmaking?

John Engstrom: Absolutely – they are fantastic with 

HDSLR’s as well as all of the formats. Because of the higher 

sensitivity of the sensors these days the 400W HMI is more 

relevant today than ever. 

SFM: Could you share a best practice in relation to 

lighting with the 200 watt HMI system?

John Engstrom: Like any other HMI you have to be 

somewhat careful while jostling the head around as when 

HMI’s get hot is when the bulb is the most vulnerable. The 

other thing to know is that even though the ballast and head 

are water resistant – it’s still very important to make sure 

that when the ballast is plugged into an extension cord that 

the connection never gets wet otherwise there will be a short. 

I usually cover the connection with duct tape, and keep them 

elevated when it starts raining. Never let it get submerged in 

water – the connection, the ballast, and the head... 

Kobold makes a light tube that can be used with a 200 to 

put a catch light in an eyeball. 

SFM: Could you share a best practice or technique in 

relation to lighting with the 400 watt HMI system?

John Engstrom: The 400 looks great in Kobold’s para 

umbrellas. They make a mount that you can put four 400W 

heads into one umbrella that looks amazing, and is very unique 

to Kobold.  

For more information on Kobold HMI lighting systems, visit 

www.bronimaging.com.

HMI Lighting and Kobold HMI Systems

Q&A with John Engstrom 

StudentFilmmakers Magazine catches up with photo 

industry veteran John Engstrom. The New Yorker was 

travelling in Germany at the time. Engstrom talks about HMI 

lighting and Kobold HMI systems.

StudentFilmmakers Magazine: Tell us about 

your background in worlds of feature filmmaking, 

commercials and music video production, and still 

photography?

John Engstrom: I started primarily in still photography 

in the car studios of Detroit in the early 90’s. I assisted some 

pretty big automotive photographers there, and learned how 

to light cars using tungsten lights. In the motion world, I 

have mainly worked as a gaffer and a grip for commercials, 

industrial videos, and television, but I also have been an AC as 

well. I started a grip and lighting company called  Scheimpflug 

ten years ago which pretty much absorbed my schedule –  so, I 

really don’t ever have the opportunity to work on set for three 

or four months straight – so my feature film background has 

been limited to supplying equipment to various productions 

and working a week here or there.

SFM: When and how did you get started in 

filmmaking?

John Engstrom: I assisted Photographer and Director 

David LaChapelle for ten years, and was his first assistant. My 

experience when I started with him had been fairly limited to 

still photography, and the experience put me on some pretty big 

sets, and exposed me to the world of motion. The experience 

really got me interested in the world of motion, and I have 

since been working in both worlds ever since.

SFM: Filmmakers go to you to get impossible jobs 

done. Could you share with us one of your most favorite 

or most memorable experiences working on set or on 

location?

John Engstrom: Some of my most memorable experiences 

came on the set of David LaChapelle, but singling one of them 

out is very hard to do. Because I come from a world where I had 

to do everything. I have a broader range of experiences that go 

beyond just being a camera guy or just a lighting guy, and I am 

resourceful technically. When it’s time to travel somewhere far 

away and they need a gaffer that can be an AC, operate, or DIT 

is when I get called, and why people say something like that I 

make impossible things happen....

One of my favorite jobs was in Africa where I was under 

continuous and incredible circumstances the entire time, and 

had to do things such as ratchet strap lights to trees, hang out 

of a helicopter, ride elephants, and so many other things that 

challenged me mentally and physically.

SFM: What is HMI lighting, and could you talk a little 

bit about HMI lighting?

John Engstrom: HMI’s are light sources that are designed 

primarily for the film and television world. They are lights that 

on the outside look very similar to tungsten lights, but the light 

they put out is daylight balanced, and they use a header cable 

and a ballast to regulate voltage. The output of light is four 

times greater per watt than a tungsten light which uses most 

of its electricity to generate heat.

SFM: In the world of HMI lighting, Kobold’s latest and 

greatest designs include their 200 watt HMI system and 

400 watt HMI system. Tell us about the 200’s and 400’s.

John Engstrom: The 200 and 400 Kobold HMI’s are very 

nice mainly because they are very small, weather-proof, and 

the ballast has a dimmer. The color balance remains consistent 
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DSLR Filmmaking

The matte box has a fixed position French flag which 

makes flag drops impossible. This allows mobile shooting 

without fear that the French flag will wreck a live shot

SFM: Could you share one best practice or technique 

in relation to shooting with shoulder mount rigs? 

Tim Ovel: A camera and rig is a tool.  Become an expert 

on using this tool. You control it; it shouldn’t control how you 

shoot.

SFM:  

Tell us about 

the indiGO Jib. 

What inspired the 

development of the 

indiGO Jib system? What 

separates the indiGO Jib 

from other jib systems?

Tim Ovel: A customer I met 

at NAB in 2010 was lamenting 

the fact there were very few portable jibs, and even fewer 

that were of any quality to get good shots. It doesn’t seem too 

difficult until you ‘crunch the numbers’ and make a spec sheet 

of what it should be:

Folds down to less than 42”, weighs less than 12 pounds, 

extends so that the camera height is 8’, has a way to be used 

so you don’t have to haul the weight bars, and under $400. An 

enigma wrapped in a puzzle tied to a conundrum…

Took almost a year, but the indiGO-JIB does all that. 

It folds down to 42”, extends to 63”, weighs 12 pounds, has 

containers to fill with water, sand, dirt, on site for weight, has 

a balancing adjustment weight bar and monitor arm with ball 

mount for $399.

SFM: Could you share one best practice or technique 

in relation to camera movement and working with jibs? 

Tim Ovel: Practice, practice, practice. Take the jib, go to 

a park, backyard, your living room, any location you may ever 

need to shoot in, and do some test shots. Review your footage, 

go shoot some more. While jib shots are straight forward, the 

subtleties that a jib affords needs to be learned; and that takes 

some time and practice.

SFM: What are the names of your newest systems? 

Tim Ovel: The AIRsystem has the AIRsupport, will have 

the AIRslider (3’/3#/$300) and AIR-JIB (7#/7.5’ height/$229).

SFM: If you could share a piece of advice to 

filmmakers around the globe, what would it be?

Tim Ovel: Don’t wait for the ‘perfect’ camera to be 

introduced. Buy what you can afford now, use what you have, 

and shoot…everyday, as often as possible. Saving up to buy a 

RED won’t guarantee you an Oscar. Shooting everyday and 

honing your skill will make you a better filmmaker which is 

what puts you on the path to success.

For more information about indiSYSTEM, visit  

www.indisystem.com.

indiSYSTEM’s New  

AIRsupport Rig System  

and indiGO Jib System

Q&A with Tim Ovel
StudentFilmmakers Magazine 

tests and shoots with the newest 

indiSYSTEM rig systems for their New 

York City HDSLR Filmmaking workshops 

held at the StudentFilmmakers.com Studio. 

After testing one of the newest releases, 

the AIRsupport rig, StudentFilmmakers 

Magazine takes five with Tim Ovel of 

indiSYSTEM to ask about his newest rig 

system, as well as his new jib system called 

the indiGO Jib.

StudentFilmmakers Magazine: When did 

you begin designing and building systems, 

rigs, and gear 

for independent filmmakers?

Tim Ovel: Sold our first follow focus, the 

indiFOCUSpro in September of 2005. 

Followed that up with the indiRAILSpro 

in 2006. The indiSLIDERpro was 

introduced in mid-2006.

SFM: Tell us about your 

background in filmmaking.

Tim Ovel: I used to make political 

commercials. Paid horrible and 

campaigns expected an Academy 

Award-winning 30-second spot on a 

$200 budget. Best part was learning to 

edit…fast. Once did a shoot with a national 

politician endorsing a local candidate. Got out of 

the event at 3PM… had to have the finished spot at the 

local TV station for the 5 o’clock local news. Laptop with DVD 

burner and Adobe Premiere saved the day!

SFM: Was there a specific film production challenge 

and solution that you experienced that inspired 

you to begin inventing systems and solutions for 

filmmakers?

Tim Ovel: I was ‘prepping’ for a little film I 

wrote in the summer of 2005. I told my wife I 

wanted to buy a follow focus for 

my XL1s. She asked, ‘What is a 

follow focus?’ I tried to describe 

it to no avail. She asked how 

much, I answered I could get a 

good used one on eBay for $1200, to which she replied, 

‘You’re a smart guy, make your own.’ So I started doing some 

designs on CAD. I posted on a forum, ‘Anyone interested in a 

$299 follow focus?’ They were, I made them, here I am.

SFM: Tell us about the new AIRsystem rig. What 

inspired the design, and what features give it its 

name? What features does the AIRsystem rig have 

that maybe other rigs don’t have?

Tim Ovel: It is called the AIRsupport due to its 

light weight. It has a rail system which is shoulder 

mounted or shot-gun style, a thumb controlled follow 

focus, and a mattebox, all of which weighs three 

pounds. It is tripod mountable and folds down to 

a very small footprint (12” x 12” x 5”) which 

can be put into a very small bag.

The thumb-controlled follow focus 

allows the user to keep both hands 

on the handles, thus ensuring a 

more stable shot.

Filmmakers, videographers, 
and journalists try out 
the new indiSYSTEM 
AIRsupport rig at the 
StudentFilmmakers.com 
Studio in Manhattan, New 
York City.

http://www.indisystem.com
http://www.indisystem.com
http://www.indisystem.com
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3D Animation

They learned so fast, it wasn’t long 

before Clink started making up in-

class assignments to help prepare the 

students to compete at SkillsUSA. The 

theme of the contest is a tightly guarded 

secret, so it was a happy accident when 

it turned out that some of the work the 

kids did turned out to be great practice 

for the eventual contest theme: “We Are 

Our Stuff.” 

Having modeled a desk and other 

things that go on a desk in class, for 

example, Leining, illustrated “We Are 

Our Stuff” by creating a scene inside 

a garage. Off to the side, away from a 

parked car, a desk sits uncluttered save 

for a toy car and a photo of a teenage 

boy smiling with his parents. In a later 

scene that same boy is visibly sad as he 

stares at the picture of happier days. 

The emotion in the scene is real, says 

Clink, explaining that Leining lost his 

own parents in a tragic accident not long 

ago. 

From the start, Leining’s aptitude 

for C4D showed. Originally enrolled 

in the school’s culinary program, 

Leining was a student in Clink’s early-

morning 3D class. But he soon became 

so enamored with Cinema 4D and 

graphic communications that he asked 

to join Clink’s two-and-a-half-hour 

Graphic Communications class, instead. 

“Because he had proven his ability to 

learn quickly and has such an excellent 

work ethic, I allowed him to transfer, 

which gave him time to do what he 

loved,” says Clink. Leining soon caught 

up with his peers, and in some cases 

passed them.

Hazelton’s project began with 

assignments from the text: a cup, 

paperclips, a picture frame. She made 

simple objects and later used them 

to populate a desk she modeled. Like 

Leining, she is “tremendously talented” 

and can draw, paint and design, Clink 

says. And she has also been through 

some difficult times. Her father passed 

away and her mother has been having 

some health problems. 

“I am impressed and awed by their 

talent, hard work and perseverance,” 

says Clink, adding that Lori has 

excellent computer skills and was 

constantly showing him new things 

she learned in C4D. Her projects were 

often many times more sophisticated 

and detailed than her classmates. “It 

was pure joy to review and evaluate 

her work. She plans to pursue 3D game 

design, graphic design or something else 

related to CINEMA 4D. 

Having had such a successful year, 

Clink plans to continue using CINEMA 

4D in his classroom. One of the things 

he likes most about the software is that 

students can start “making cool things 

practically right out of the box, and 

once they see the possibilities, they’re 

hooked.” 

For more information about Cinema 

4D, visit www.maxon.net.

Meleah Maynard is a Minneapolis-

based freelance writer and editor. 

Contact her at her website:  

www.slowdog.com

CINEMA 4D in the Classroom
Using C4D and a render farm made from two iMacs, 
students Lori Hazelton and Shane Leining, not only beat 
other teams at the state level, they take home gold medals.

by Meleah Maynard
When Doug Clink, graphic 

communications instructor at Newaygo 

County Career Tech Center in Fremont, 

Michigan, decided to teach his students 

how to do 3D visualization and 

animation last year, he never imagined 

how far they would go with what they 

learned. Having taught himself how 

to use MAXON’s CINEMA 4D, he just 

thought it might be fun for them to 

learn it too. 

Maybe they could form a team, he 

thought. Who knows, maybe they would 

even be good enough to compete in the 

Michigan SkillsUSA competition? He 

could have dreamed bigger. 

Using C4D and a render farm made 

from two iMacs, Lori Hazelton and 

Shane Leining (two of his students), not 

only beat other teams at the state level, 

they took home gold medals and went 

on to compete at the National SkillUSA 

contest in Kansas City, Missouri, 

in June. (SkillsUSA is a national 

organization that helps prepare high 

school and college students for careers 

in technical, skilled and service fields.) 

Hazelton and Leining, placed sixth 

in the nation out of about 50 teams. This 

time, in addition to the render farm, the 

duo shared a mini-network they set up 

with Clink’s help, so they could talk to 

each other and exchange models and 

textures as they worked. “The teams 

had six hours to storyboard, model, 

animate, render and edit a 45-minute 

animation and my kids finished 20 

minutes early,” Clink recalls. “It’s been 

really fun for students to learn how to 

use CINEMA, but this isn’t just for 

fun, really, it’s something students can 

use to pursue careers in animation and 

design.”

The contest was sponsored by 

Autodesk, so there was a written test 

on Maya, as well as Maya software 

prizes. Clink couldn’t help noticing that 

Hazelton and Leining were the only 

students using Macs, and the only ones 

using CINEMA 4D. “And after using 

CINEMA for just one school year, we 

beat every other team that had been 

doing 3D for years.” 

Learning curve

Clink’s 3D animation and 

visualization class starts at 7 a.m. and 

Hazelton and Leining were just two 

of the many students who get up early 

to spend an hour learning C4D before 

heading off to other classes at the career 

center or their regular high. For the first 

month or so, students focused on doing 

projects outlined in a book provided by 

MAXON, which Clink adapted for class. 
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Film Festival Spotlight

La Femme Film Festival
LA Femme Film Festival will support and nurture the 

artistic entertainment productions of women for the benefit 

of an international and domestic audience. LA Femme Film 

Festival is a multi ethnic, multi cultural and sexually diverse 

Festival devoted to women in key positions of film productions.

The La Femme Film Festival is a dynamic Los Angeles 

event highlighting the work of talented women filmmakers 

and screenwriters, and frequently boosting careers along the 

way. 

La Femme’s “By Women, For Everyone” mantra is a key 

guiding principle that you’ll find represented throughout 

the Festival’s extensive program. La Femme programs 

features, docs, shorts, commercials, music videos and more. 

Panels, parties, and networking events take place at various 

Hollywood hot spots, and the Festival’s connections can be 

exceedingly valuable; La Femme boasts a remarkable 90% 

distribution rate and garners rave reviews from past attendees 

and artists alike.

Women writers, directors, and producers have connected 

at and launched from La Femme for the last five years. The 

Festival is on the radar of A-List actors and film veterans, 

as well as industry decision-makers. Past honorees have 

included Angela Bassett, Virginia Madsen, Tippi Hedren, 

Rosanna Arquette, Diablo Cody, Sara Gilbert, Vivica A. Fox, 

and many others, while program selections have ranged from 

award-winning works by established names to previously 

unknown titles and emerging auteurs. La Femme is a truly 

unique opportunity for women in “the biz” to show their stuff 

and find their audiences, while possibly finding their industry 

champions as well.

La Femme Film Festival offers distribution to a number 

of Official Selections and all category winners, and many 

La Femme alums have gone on to secure worldwide, cable, 

television, theatrical, and limited distribution. Awards and 

gift packages are presented to winning filmmakers, and all 

selected films enjoy valuable exposure, which often lead to 

important connections: La Femme scripts are often read by 

top agents, while the film jury includes top entertainment 

executives and artists. 

The Festival throws networking parties, hosts numerous 

seminars, and puts on a red carpet gala awards ceremony and 

closing party, attended by past honorees and current honorees. 

All filmmakers who submit to the Festival receive one free 

pass, offering access to educational seminars and numerous 

networking opportunities with men and women in the film 

industry.

If you are a woman writer, director, or producer, don’t delay 

- submit your film or screenplay to La Femme Film Festival.

For more information about La Femme Film Festival, visit 

www.lafemme.org.

EQUIPMENT RENTAL, SALES,
& SERVICE

“Get In-Sync.” Go to: www.insyncpubs.
com. Motion Picture Equipment / Video.

PRODUCTION MUSIC 

MOTION PICTURE / VIDEO 
PRODUCTION

EDUCATIONAL BOOKS

EDUCATIONAL CDs & DVDs

FILMS

Global  Marketplace
For print and online classified text and display ads, please call 212.255.5454

All StudentFilmmakers Magazine 
advertisers accept full responsibility for 
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Shot on DSLR: New Music Video, “White 
Bird,” by Laurent Danis 

“There’s your chance at every corner. Don’t 
lose your will and your passion because at 
the end you’ll see, hard work always pays!” 
~ Laurent Danis

Laurent Danis grew up in the south of 
France and is now working in Paris. “It’s 
a move that everybody has to do in the 
country because most of the industry 
is in the capital,” says Danis. The film 
crew shot rock band Divine Pilot’s music 
video, “White Bird,” in Bourgogne. In 
regards to the location, Danis says, “It’s 
a very beautiful region in East France, a 
lot of green and nature. The members of 
the music band requested to shoot there 
because of the lake and the quiet areas 
around it.”

StudentFilmmakers Magazine: How did 
you land this project?

Laurent Danis: That’s a funny question. 
Well, the thing is I knew the bassist of the 
band back from my first year of college. 

We were close friends at the time and 
shared the same classes, same friends, in 
few words: same student life! Three years 
later, he didn’t know that I was now living 
in Paris; but he found me by chance on a 
social network and then ask me if I was 
available to work on the video of his new 
band.

SFM: Did you go to film school?

Laurent Danis: Well, I graduated from 
high-school with a degree specializing in 
physics and chemistry. Thanks to this I’ve 
been introduced to the basics of optics 
and chemistry of the film. After that I went 
to college where I graduated with a BA in 
Fine Arts specializing in cinematography. 
That was a pretty good experience back 
then because I was introduced to a lot of 
different kinds of films I didn’t know about. 
Plus, I also made my first student movies, 
which really made me realized. “Hey! 
That’s what I wanna do!” I completed my 
degree with a year abroad too. I went to the 
Technological Institute of Athens (Greece), 
to learn the basics of photography. Best 
year of my life. Honestly, I never learnt 
that much about how to process a film, 
the rules into the studios and laboratories, 
etc. After this experience I got accepted 
to a film school in London, but I didn’t go 
because I had better opportunities in Paris 
where I worked for TV, rental houses and 
laboratory. But don’t think that was an 
easy choice! Even in France now it’s very 
difficult to find job if you want to be in the 
business.

SFM: Tell us about the concept for the 
music video, “White Bird.”

Laurent Danis: The concept came from the 
band themselves. They wanted to shoot 
something with them close to the nature, 
with a kind of “muse,” if you could say, 
that will come and dig them up one by 
one to end up on a raft playing the song. 
They actually wrote with the director the 
original script of the video, but I have to 
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say that was quite a challenge because we 
had big spaces to cover, and not that much 
equipment and a very few crew!

SFM: Could you describe your process of 
collaborating with the director and the 
band to shoot the music video, “White 
Bird?”

Laurent Danis: That was actually the first 
time that our director made a video so I 
had to be extremely close to him to be 
able to solve his problems and make him 
understand our possibilities. The band 
remained very close to both of us, and that 
was very nice to work with them. They had 
a pretty good idea of the kind of visual they 
wanted. They helped with the equipment, 
found most of the answers we were looking 
for and they were very curious about the 
process of filmmaking. At the end they 
couldn’t wait to see the final video!

SFM:  How would you define the “look” of 
the music video, “White Bird”? And, what 
things did you do to achieve that look?

Laurent Danis: Well, when I first read the 
script I was like, “Oh my God, we’ll be in 
the middle of nowhere. How are we gonna 
make it?!” We arrived on set one day before 
the shoot, which was good, because I saw 
all the places, the woods, and the lake. I 
was able to understand in what conditions 
we’ll be shooting and how we’ll do it. 
The band wanted very cold colors, and 
dark characters and cinematography. 
But, unfortunately for them, I fell in love 
with the lake! So, I proposed to use both 
cold and hot color palettes. The storyline 
remains cold but all the instrumentals hot. 

First they loved it, when then, I told them, 
“Okay, so tomorrow morning we start 
shooting at 5am to take advantage of the 
sunrise and mist on the lake!” They made 
a totally different face! But it was worth 
the shot and everybody was glad with the 
results.

SFM: What was your camera rig setup?

Laurent Danis: We mainly used the DSLR 
Canon 5D Mark II because we wanted to 
shoot at 1080p. Some of the scenes were 
in low light conditions and also because 
we had a limited budget. We also used 
different lenses such as 12-24mm, 24-
70mm, 80-200mm, 28mm and 50mm. 
Some shots were actually recorded with a 
Canon 60D because this one can help to 
slow-motion up to 60fps in NTSC mode.

SFM: How did you approach camera 
movement and capturing movement for 
scenes?

Laurent Danis: Most of the scenes were 
shot with a simple tripod. All the others with 
a shoulder mount that we built ourselves 
based on the design of the famous ones. 
But I have to say that when you’re shooting 
a band on a raft in the middle of lake from a 
small boat, if you do slow movements with 

the oars, you don’t need a complicated and 
expensive stabilization system.

SFM: Did you shoot with any filters, or use 
digital filters in post?

Laurent Danis: We used digital filters in 
post. This means we had to shoot very 
neutral pictures in order to not have a 
dominant color and to give us room for 
post-production treatments.

SFM: Real-world challenge and solution…

Laurent Danis: Well, during the night 
shoot, we didn’t know why but most of 
our lights exploded. We really had a lack 
of light at the end and no time to change 
them. So we simply decided to use car 
lights with gelatin. And it worked.

SFM: Could you tell us a little bit about the 
next music video you are shooting?

Laurent Danis: Well after “White Bird,” I 
was approached by a British rock band for 
a project to promote their new album. All I 
can say for now is… “be prepared” to see 
the night lights of Paris!
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From Award-Winning Documentary 
Filmmaking to Pocket Productions to 
Revolutions

In interviews, I like to let the interviewee 
answer the question, and then, I will wait 
an additional pause to see if they will go 
on. [You want to pause anyway and not 
“step” over the sound bite.] Sometimes this 
“uneasy silence” yields just one more great 
sound bite that I might not have gotten, 
if I’d gone immediately on to the next 
question. ~ Patricia Kathryn Mooney

Patricia Kathryn Mooney is a producer, 
editor, partner and the CFO/COO at 
Crystal Pyramid Inc. She became involved 
in video production after meeting her 
husband, Mark Schulze, in 1982. Schulze 
had started his company, Crystal Pyramid 
Productions, in 1981. Mooney shares, 
“Mark taught me everything he knew 
about video production, camera operation, 

sound mixing and editing. My first lessons 
of editing were on those gargantuan linear 
¾” machines, and if you were deeply into a 
30-minute show and discovered a mistake 
at minute one, guess what? You had to 
either start all over, or bite the bullet and go 
down one generation in resolution. Thus, 
my interest in editing waned.”

“With the advent of nonlinear editing, 
I jumped back into editing and have 
been loving it ever since,” says Mooney. 
“Editing is one of the main things I do, but 
I wear other hats: camera operator, sound 
technician, producer, and office manager. 
I also do social networking, marketing, 
public relations, and am basically the 
helmswoman on the ‘Starship Enterprise.’”

When asked about producing, Mooney 
replies, “One of my favorite jobs is 
producing. Sometimes this entails the 
interview of a local or national celebrity. 

I’ve had a chance to meet and talk to Hilary 
Swank, Hillary Clinton, Lucy Liu, Topher 
Grace, and Charlize Theron, among others. 
There’s no doubt that video production is 
among the most difficult jobs out there, but 
when you love your work, it shows. And it 
is very rewarding.”

StudentFilmmakers Magazine: Tell us 
about your newest projects.

Patricia Kathryn Mooney: The latest is, 
“The Invisible Ones: Homeless Combat 
Veterans,” a 43-minute award-winning 
documentary that answers the questions 
of how and why there are nearly a quarter 
of a million  homeless veterans who are 
sleeping on the streets and under the 
highway overpasses of the USA. I also love 
posting what I call “Pocket Productions.” I 
document funny or entertaining moments 
in time on my small camera. They are like 
sketches, in comparison to professional 
productions, but how often do you have a 
three-person crew and equipment at your 
disposal?  I am about to begin editing a 
documentary about my family of eight, 
focusing on the death of my father.

SFM: Where do you find inspiration? 

Patricia Kathryn Mooney: In everyday, 
so-called “mundane” occasions. In the 
emotion, passion and inspiration of others. 
In how I feel when I experience someone 
or something.

SFM: What is your favorite camera, tool, 
piece of equipment, or piece of gear? 

Patricia Kathryn Mooney: The Adobe 
Creative Suite for editing.

SFM: What was the biggest or most unique 
challenge you experienced while working 
on the set or in the studio? 

Patricia Kathryn Mooney: While working 
as a Sound Technician with a crew from 
London aboard the USS Stennis aircraft 
carrier a hundred miles out to sea, we were 
on the flight deck collecting video and 
sound bites from the talent, whose name 
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was Ashley Hames. My challenge was to 
work the mixer and try to hear the interview 
while bundled like a Pillsbury dough boy 
in a beefy flight deck garment that was so 
padded that I could barely see the mixer 
at my belt-line. Plus, at one point, Ashley 
muted his transmitter so I had a period of 
panic wondering what the heck had just 
happened to the sound. Plus, there was 
loads of interference because of the radar 
we were standing below.

SFM: And the solution for this challenge? 

Patricia Kathryn Mooney: I communicated 
with the crew [screaming over the sound 
of landing F-18’s] that I had lost sound 
on Ashley. I was soon able to discover 
that he’d muted the transmitter, and after 
I switched him back on, we were back in 
business. I told him to keep his hands out 
of his pockets. I also told the producer that 
the sound was not going to be stellar out on 
the flight deck of an aircraft carrier, and he 
definitely understood.

SFM: Your thoughts on the 3D revolution 
or revival? 

Patricia Kathryn Mooney: Over the course 
of three decades in “the business,” I have 
seen a few “revolutions.” My husband and 
partner, Mark Schulze, invented the helmet 
cam for use in the mountain bike videos 
we produced back in the 1980’s. Now 
there is a “helmet cam revolution”. I guess 
what I’m saying here is that every moment 
we have lived in the video production 
industry has been part of one large ongoing 
revolution. Here’s what’s happened in my 
lifetime alone: We went from black and 
white to color. We went from linear editing 
to non-linear editing [Big!] We’ve traipsed 
from format to format… We went from 
VHS, Beta and Betacam SP to digital tape. 
We’ve gone from film and videotape to 
memory disks. We’ve gone from standard 
definition to high definition. 3D is really 
one more advancement in a long line of 
advancements. There will be life beyond 
3D, you can count on that.

Join Social Networking at  
http://networking.studentfilmmakers.com
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