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ABSTRACT

At no other point in film history has the cinematographer's status and authority
been challenged more than today. Since the 1990s, an unprecedented number
of disruptive digital technologies and workflow tools have impacted all levels of
production: pre-production, principal photography, and post-production. This
research addresses the following key questions: who is the 'author' of a film's
visuals when most shots have been created, composed, and lit in a virtual
environment with the help of previz, green screen, and/or CGI? How do
cinematographers protect their work against unapproved image manipulation in
post-production? How is the democratisation of flmmaking technology affecting

aesthetic standards and, therefore, the cinematographer's relevance?

Current literature on the subject is still relatively sparse, as these debates
are mostly confined to trade publications (which often sugar-coat the issues due
to the publishers' affiliations with the film industry) and practical textbooks
(which primarily tackle these questions from a technical angle). On the other
hand, academic publications that focus exclusively on cinematography are
equally rare; more importantly, the information they offer is seldom gathered
from first-hand industry sources. In order to help close the gap between
theoretical literature and practical textbooks, this research includes new
interviews with leading international cinematographers along with colourists,

whose contributions have become increasingly important in modern filmmaking.

Furthermore, this research examines the production of the feature film
Grave Men (2019) as a case study, illustrating how accelerated schedules,

shrinking budgets, and declining aesthetic standards are devaluating the
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cinematographer's contribution. As a result, it also demonstrates how disruptive
technologies can help redefine the cinematographer's role in radical new ways.
This PhD argues that in order for the profession to stay relevant,
cinematographers must not only expand their traditional skillset but also re-

examine the classic definition of their role as key visual engineers.
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1 INTRODUCTION

11 Overview

In a time when award-winning independent films such as Sean Baker's
Tangerine (2015) are shot on iPhones and Hollywood blockbusters merely
serve as showcases for computer-generated imagery (CGl), the role of the
cinematographer faces unprecedented challenges. Digital capture and post-
production technologies not only introduced a different aesthetic to modern
cinema, they also changed the standard working practices in the film industry.
These developments have gradually led to clashes over the cinematographer's
credit as the sole 'author' of a film's visuals—patrticularly if the film in question
was conceptualised and finalised in a virtual environment by multiple artists
such as VFX supervisors, compositors, and colourists. The growing number of
specialised collaborators are slowly eroding the cinematographer's authority as
well as challenging traditional hierarchies on set and in post-production. At the
same time, affordable digital cameras and post-production software now offer
unparalleled access to high-grade tools, essentially levelling the playing field
between professionals and amateurs—similar to developments in photography
and publishing. More so than at any other time in film history, DOPs’ today face
a perfect storm of disruptive technologies, elusive workflows, and artistic
depreciation, which will—as this thesis argues—require them to redefine their

traditional skillset if they are to stay relevant.

" DOP is short for 'director for photography', an alternative term for cinematographer.
For technical terms see glossary in Appendix .
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But these issues do not exclusively affect cinematographers: the film industry as
a whole is on the cusp of massive changes. In the Subscription Video-On-
Demand (SVOD) age, films created by algorithms are increasingly becoming
industrial products. At the same time, the Internet is awash with websites, blogs,
forums, chat-rooms, and vlogs, which analyse movies, discuss filmmaking
techniques, and share trade secrets. According to Caldwell (2009, p.215), the
"cultural borders between the [film] industry and the 'outside' have become
more permeable, extensive, and traversable", making the once impenetrable
process of film production accessible to an ever greater number of people. This
particularly applies to the field of cinematography, which has traditionally been
cloaked in mystery—equal parts science and wizardry—but is now becoming
more transparent due to the facility of digital capture. This PhD, therefore, is a
production study on aspects of the cinematographer's role in the face of
increasingly complex issues in pre-production, production, and post-production.
Moreover, it examines the impact of new technologies (digital and virtual) on
work practices and established hierarchies in the camera department. Beyond
that, this research illustrates how post-production is increasingly shaping the
filmmaking process, forcing cinematographers to either redefine the

collaborative process or relinquish control over the image.

If we imagine the production scale as a pyramid—with a small number of
expensive tent-pole films at the top and a broad range of low-budget releases at
the bottom—we find that the issues mentioned above chiefly affect productions
at the extreme ends of the scale but less so in the middle range. This is not
really surprising, however, as medium-budget films have generally been

disappearing over the last two decades (Thompson 2008), with budgets
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nowadays being either incredibly low or extremely high.? As this thesis will
prove, certain issues, like image manipulation, can affect all budget levels, while
others, such as the democratisation of technology or the difficult question of
‘authorship’, mainly concern films in specific budget ranges (see Chapter 3.3).
Furthermore, this research does not exclusively examine the UK film industry
but aims to include global industries as well, with particular emphasis on
mainstream Hollywood and American independent cinema (due to their cultural
dominance and highly publicised politics). In addition, a practice-based case
study of my film Grave Men (2019), which is an integral part of this research,
covers aspects of the German film industry, too (see Chapter 7 for more

details).

This thesis is divided into four major sections: a literature review (Chapter
2); an analysis of the current debates and issues concerning the profession
(Chapters 3 to 5); an approach to a new definition of the cinematographer's role
(Chapter 6); and, finally, a case study of the feature-length film Grave Men
(Chapter 7). Examining the major concerns that are currently affecting the
industry and, in particular, cinematographers, Chapters 3 to 5 will focus on the

following key questions:

Artistic Ownership (Chapter 3)

Who is the 'author' of a film's visuals when most shots were created, composed

and lit in a virtual environment with the help of previsualization tools, green

2 According to film data researcher Stephen Follows, a micro-budget film in the UK will
have a budget cap of approx. £250,000, based on figures provided by the Creative
England and Film London funding schemes. These figures, however, vary across the
globe. For instance, a low-budget film ranges in the £1.4m region in the UK but could
be as much as $5m in North America. [Source: stephenfollows.com]
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screen, and CGI? Ang Lee's Life of Pi (2012) and James Cameron's Avatar
(2009), for instance, were created almost entirely in front of green/blue screens,
yet they went on to win major awards for their cinematography. A debate
whether 'traditional' cinematography is becoming a lost art has been raging in
industry circles ever since, prompting Christopher Doyle HKSC to brand Claudio
Miranda's work on Life of Pi "a fuckin' insult" to the craft (qtd. in Jagernauth

2013, n.p.).

Digital Workflows (Chapter 4)

How do cinematographers protect their work against image manipulation
without their consent? New digital tools have affected the image-making
process and the working environment of the DOP, particularly as images can
now easily be manipulated by anyone in post-production. | can attest to this
from my own experience: unbeknown to me, the producer of a short film that |
shot in 2016 (Branko Tomovic's Red) assigned the colour grading to the editor
rather than a professional colourist—with expectedly poor results. The
experience shook my trust in producers and sensitised me to the issue of
unapproved image manipulation. It was, in fact, this regrettable incident that

inspired my research.?

Aesthetics (Chapter 5)

How have digital image capture and processing affected the way films look and
the way stories are told? Ever since the 'switch' to digital, there has been a

trend towards a homogenisation of the image. In other words: movies look

® Rather ironically, a similar thing happened—uwith a different producer—on the feature
film used as a case study in Chapter 7. If anything, this underlines the urgency of the
matter.
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increasingly alike. At the same time, the ubiquity and affordability of digital
cameras has finally democratised filmmaking, resulting in an endless stream of
images; even established filmmakers like Steven Soderbergh are now
experimenting with iPhone cameras (Unsane, 2018). Will this spell the end of

cinematography as a profession?

After the discussion of these three key topics, Chapter 6 will then outline
ideas and approaches towards a definition of the 'new cinematographer', a
possible outlook at what | believe to be the skills and tools required to meet the
future demands of the industry. Subsequently, Chapter 7 will examine in depth
the production and post-production of the feature-length film Grave Men, a
project that inspired my research but, conversely, also allowed me to apply my
findings into practice. As | not only shot but also wrote and directed this film, it
offered a unique opportunity to analyse the complex—and often divergent—
interests of cinematographers, directors, and producers. With an entire
generation of highly influential cinematographers retiring now or, sadly, passing
on (e.g. Robby Muller, Vilmos Zsigmond, Laszl6 Kovacs, Haskell Wexler), it is
of vital importance that the next generation of image-makers (who, in the future,
might not be called cinematographers any longer) be made aware of the legacy
of their craft in order to guarantee its continued appreciation. The aim of this
research, therefore, is to close the pronounced gap in the current literature on
the subject (which will be reviewed in Chapter 2), as well as to outline new
ideas that will, hopefully, not only spark further debate but also contribute to the

evolution of the cinematographer's role.
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1.2 Methodology

1.2.1 Introduction

In this section | am going to discuss my research methods. The issues currently
affecting the cinematographer's status are so recent and unprecedented that
literature on the subject is still relatively sparse. More importantly, first-hand
accounts of below-the-line industry malpractice and creative friction (as outlined
in the first part of the introduction) are rarely reported by the media and,
consequently, underrepresented in both trade and academic publications.* In
response to this lack of first-hand information in the current literature, |
conducted a number of interviews with professional cinematographers and
colourists from around the world. My questions explicitly addressed the issue of
image manipulation without consent—but also the effects of constant
technological change on the cinematographer's work practice and status. These
one-on-one conversations took place over the last two years. All interviewees

decided to waive their right to anonymity.

The practical aspect of my research is a case study of the feature-length
film Grave Men, a project that exemplifies many of the issues examined in this
study. The research follows the film's trajectory from principal photography to
post-production and examines the issues encountered in relation to the
cinematography and, in particular, to the working relationship with the
producer(s). Of specific interest for this PhD is the examination of a film's post-

production process, during which the captured images can potentially be

4| will go into more detail about this in the Literature Review in Chapter 2.
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manipulated without the cinematographer's consent. This was indeed the case
with Grave Men, where the German producers unexpectedly decided to forego
my involvement with the colour grading, forcing me to take drastic action in
order to retain control over the images. As | am also the film's director,
additional emphasis is placed on multi-hyphenate filmmakers and how they

challenge established set practice and traditional crew hierarchies.

1.2.2 Interviews

All of my interviewees are established names working in many different
countries and genres. During my research | learned that while the issues and
debates discussed in this thesis do not affect all cinematographers equally, their
impact is doubtlessly felt in various industries around the globe.® In order to
focus the aim of my research, | had to establish boundaries regarding the
selection of the interview partners. My goal was to find a balance between
seasoned veterans, some of whom are now approaching retirement age (Daniel
Pearl ASC, Oliver Stapleton BSC, Phil Méheux BSC), and young upstarts eager
to make their mark in today's industry (Markus Forderer BVK, Christopher
Probst ASC). Furthermore, | selected cinematographers of different nationalities
with a range of experience in various international industries (Christopher Doyle
HKSC, Roberto Schaefer AIC ASC). Another criterion was the
cinematographer's willingness to embrace and explore new technologies: while

some still adhere to fairly traditional, even outdated workflows, others—such as

® The emphasis of this study is on the local industries of Western Europe, the United
States, and the United Kingdom.
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Claudio Miranda ASC—are quite adept at mastering the latest technological
innovations. As this research will prove (see Chapter 6), the division between
the two groups is of great significance—particularly in relation to Miranda's
controversial cinematography on Life of Pi, for which he won an Oscar despite
the film's high percentage of computer-generated imagery. As such, Miranda's
work is at the heart of the current debate regarding the shifting nature of the
cinematographer's contribution to the final image. The main body of
respondents therefore consists of established cinematographers with
experience in diverse working conditions. Rounding off the interviews are
conversations with two colourists, Gwyn Evans and Laura Pavone. Evans is a
veteran colourist who was part of the first generation of telecine operators to
become so-called 'digital colour graders';® Pavone, on the other hand, is an
early-career dailies colourist with both big-budget features and small
independent films under her belt. The generation gap provides two very distinct
perspectives from which to analyse the collaboration between cinematographer

and colourist.

My initial aim was to secure roughly 15 to 20 respondents; the final
number of interviews eventually came down to ten: eight cinematographers and
two colourists. As was to be expected, some of the candidates | would have
liked to interview declined my request, mainly because my insistence on face-
to-face interviews made scheduling very difficult. It was, however, of great
importance to me to conduct these conversations in person rather than by
phone or via email, as | needed to gain the interviewees' trust in order to elicit

truthful answers. Even the ones that did agree to be interviewed—see above—

® He also graded the case study film, Grave Men.
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were often hard to track down; in some cases, it took several months to secure
an appointment. As the time frame for the interviews was generally quite brief
(30-60 minutes on average), my catalogue of questions had to be highly
structured. Although | had a framework of established questions, | nevertheless
allowed the interviews to evolve freely (the basic set of questions is included in
Appendix Ill). Respondents could stop the interview at any time if they felt
uncomfortable. At the respondents’ requests—and, on occasion, at my own
discretion—| anonymised certain data, such as names of collaborators and
production titles if the material was sensitive. Lastly, | made available a written
consent form to all interviewees that outlined the intended use of these
recorded conversations within the context of my doctoral research and,
potentially, the wider academic and commercial framework of publication (see
Appendix IV for a sample). This form was approved by the College of

Humanities' Ethics Officer.

1.2.3 Case Study

Grave Men (2019) is a micro-/low-budget film representative of that budget
level. As such, it exemplifies issues and debates that concern
cinematographers working at that scale of production. This 91-minute film is
ideal as a case study for a number of reasons, which | will explain below.
Foremost, however, it is a transnational project that illustrates how it is
becoming more difficult to define a film industry on a purely national level: the
writer/director (myself) is Swiss, the producers and financiers are German, and

most of the actors are British; the film was shot on location in London and post-
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produced in Germany, although the final colour grading was done in London at
my request. Furthermore, the film is interesting as a case study because of the
extreme constraints of its 16-day shooting schedule, which illustrates how the
advent of affordable digital technology has led to producers putting more
pressure on cinematographers to deliver outstanding quality in less time. The
tight schedule necessitated an incredibly efficient and unconventional way of
filming that resulted in the elimination of crew positions (such as the Second
Camera Assistant) and the 'collapsing' of several roles into one (i.e. the director-

cinematographer-operator hyphenate).

This unorthodox shooting method, however, created opportunities for
cinematographic experimentation that allowed me to push the digital technology
to its limits—in an effort to create a fresh look based on the groundbreaking
celluloid aesthetics of cinematographers Gordon Willis ASC (Klute, Alan J.
Pakula, 1971) and Harris Savides ASC (The Yards, James Gray, 2000). With
the aid of visual examples and comparisons, the case study will explore, among
other things, how increased image texture—such as digital grain and colour
filtration—intensifies the impact of a story. Consequently, the case study
documents my attempts to create an aesthetic that will hopefully set the film
apart from similar genre efforts in today's increasingly homogenised and over-
saturated media landscape. At the same time, it will outline my struggle—as
cinematographer—to retain control over the final image. As Grave Men was an
independently financed production, the producer did not want to incur the
expense of a professional colour grade before the film was sold; instead she

asked the editor to 'tweak' the film's look without my approval—a practice that
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is, unfortunately, becoming increasingly common not just in low-budget

production.

The case study will also examine my experience as the director,
cinematographer, and camera operator on the film. Although my status as a
multi-hyphenate on the production was, to some degree, an economic
necessity, it also provided a unique opportunity to assess and potentially re-
evaluate traditional set hierarchies and crew roles in the camera department.
During the filming and throughout post-production | therefore kept a journal that
helped me reflect on my own practice. As | was evaluating my own reflections in
preparation for this study, | realised that most of the entries in the journal
revolve around the debate concerning the colour grade. Moreover, | found that
my experiences with this issue were mirrored by statements made by my
interview partners, which strongly suggests that unapproved image
manipulation—particularly in post-production—is a pressing and challenging
problem that cinematographers face today (independent of budget level or
geographical boundaries). Therefore, my contribution to knowledge is the first-
hand insight provided by these interviews, supplemented by the findings

gathered from my own practice.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

The current climate of perpetual change and uncertainty is unprecedented in
the history of cinema. In the past, technological disruptions lasted for a few
years, not decades. It is, therefore, not surprising to see growing interest in the
role of the cinematographer during this time of turmoil—a role that has rarely
been examined in great detail outside of practical textbooks. Although still far
from plentiful, a growing number of publications (both from working practitioners
and academic researchers) investigate the key issues facing the modern
cinematographer. There is, however, still a pronounced gap between the
academic literature on the subject and the practical work-texts aimed at aspiring
filmmakers such as those produced by Brown (2008), Stump (2014), and
Wheeler (2009/2013), for example. The main focus of these texts is on teaching
the art and craft of cinematography, particularly in relation to camera
technology, exposure, composition, and lighting. For practitioners, these
resources are of vital importance; for academics, however, they offer little in
way of serious reflection on the cinematographer's practice from either historical
or cultural perspectives. Academic texts, on the other hand, tend to be primarily
written from a scholarly and theoretical viewpoint, rarely taking into account the
importance of first-hand experience that practice-based research provides.
Such theoretical findings, however, are often deemed too abstract by
practitioners and, consequently, ignored. Written from the perspective of a
working cinematographer, this PhD, therefore, focuses on bridging the gap
between these two worlds. The following is an analysis of the available literature
on cinematography that addresses issues related to the key questions of this

research, as well as a summary of the wide-ranging opinions expressed by
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scholars and industry members in regard to the changing role of the

cinematographer.

It is important to make the above-mentioned distinction between
academic studies and practical work-texts because large numbers of scholars
have heretofore been investigating digital disruption from a rather broad angle
that neither focuses on cinematography itself nor provides a detailed analysis of
its practice. Hadjioannou (2012), for instance, uses the terms 'digital cinema’
and 'digital images' very loosely, sometimes in relation to CGl elements in a
film, other times to denote digital technology in general but rarely with explicit
reference to cinematography or its tools and techniques. He is chiefly
concerned with the ontological questions raised by attempts to differentiate
celluloid and digital "from the point of view of the representational treatment of
reality as truthfulness" (p.212). Some of Hadjioannou's concerns do, however,
feed into this research, particularly in relation to the perceived "immateriality" of
the digital image (ibid., p.72) and the "entropic" qualities of film stock in relation
to its grain (ibid, p.106). Both of these aspects of digital capture will be
examined in more detail within the context of the practical case study in Chapter
7. For a more focused analysis of the cinematographer's role and its current
challenges we need to turn to Ellis (2015), who interviews an impressive group
of international cinematographers about the craft but then only asks two of them
(Phil Méheux BSC and Oliver Stapleton BSC) about the current state and the
uncertain future of the profession—a regrettable neglect, considering the rather
interesting answers provided by the cinematographers in question. Méheux
argues that the pace at which the development of digital flmmaking tools moves

forward is a big threat to the profession because said tools might make the role
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of the cinematographer superfluous in the near future. What used to take years
to master in the analogue world (exposure, film stocks, processing) can now be
achieved with a push of a button on a consumer device. In other words, the
accumulated knowledge and expertise of the cinematographer is becoming less
essential to the digital production process. More importantly, it is increasingly
met with a lack of respect from producers and other collaborators. While excited
about its possibilities, Oliver Stapleton sees digital technology as a double-
edged sword. It opens up the production process to manipulation, inviting
everybody from the producer to the colourist to the visual effects artist to make
changes to the footage originally captured by the cinematographer. Stapleton
fears that the original intent of the director of photography is thereby lost in the

process.

Many scholars express similar views to these industry veterans, agreeing
that the cinematographer's role is likely to change in the future. Some, however,
see a more dramatic change than others. For Prince (2004), the introduction of
digital post-production—particularly colour grading—was a watershed moment
in film history that would forever alter the collaborative relationships between
filmmakers. According to Prince, cinematography is becoming in itself a more
post-production-orientated process: once the footage has been captured, it is
open for manipulation in the digital realm. Beach (2015) takes this notion one
step further by arguing that the cinematographer will eventually lose his/her
status as the sole author of a film's visuals. As the 'look’ will be the result of
many individual elements—or layers—being added on top of the original
cinematography (including VFX, 3D animation, and CGl), the DOP will be

integrated into a team of digital compositors, colourists, and VFX artists, all of
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whom will dilute his/her control over the final aesthetic of the film. Beach even
predicts a collapse of traditional hierarchies and roles in flmmaking, particularly
in relation to cinematography. Julie Turnock (Coleman et al 2016) echoes the
findings of both Prince and Beach but adds that cinematographers are likely to
be bundled together with other post-production staff in the future, and thus
destined to join the ranks of faceless visual artists on a production company's
below-the-line payroll. In her essay, 'Gravity and the Lighting Designer
Controversy', cinematographer Roberto Schaefer is quoted as saying that
Gravity (Alfonso Cuaron, 2013), lensed by Emmanuel Lubezki, did not deserve
its Oscar for 'Best Cinematography'. Instead, the trophy should have gone to
the numerous VFX artists involved in the creation of virtual shots and CGl-
based lighting. Schaefer sees Lubezki's participation as taking on the role of a
"consultant" (Coleman et al, p. 198) rather than that of a cinematographer, as
most of the captured images are subsequently re-framed and re-lit in post-
production by a team of VFX wizards. One of the most interesting arguments to
come out of this controversy, however, is the notion of a new, expanded skillset
for the cinematographer, encompassing elements from neighbouring fields such
as animation, VFX, and previz. Like Prince and Beach, Turnock hints at the
necessity for such an expanded skillset but does not actually go into any detail
about what exactly this would entail. In Chapter 6, | will therefore define the
elements that, based on my research, should make up this new toolset for

cinematographers in the coming decades.

The artistic assimilation predicted by all three authors is, of course, in
stark contrast to cinematographer Vittorio Storaro's idea of the cinematographer

as a "painter with light" (1995, p.96), a belief that is seemingly shared by
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practitioners of the craft around the globe. In his much-quoted manifesto, The
Right to Sign Ourselves as "Authors of Cinematography"? Storaro defines the
director of photography as the co-author of a film, giving him/her essentially the
same—or at least comparable—status as the director. This is a radical
departure from the established concept of the cinematographer as a mere
‘craftsman’, which can be traced back to the early days of the Hollywood studio
system when the entire technical crew was regarded as below-the-line talent
(Ettedgui, 1998). Historically speaking, Storaro therefore made an important
intervention with his argument (which will be discussed in greater detail in 3.3).
Picking up on this debate, Salt (2009) makes the point that, in the late 1960s
and early 1970s, cinematographers were beginning to become more aware of
their work and its impact on audiences. While he argues that this was mainly
due to the fact that serialised publications and books focusing on
cinematographic technology and technique became more popular and more
widely distributed in the period between 1970 and 1980, he does not mention
any specific titles (such as Cinemagic, American Cinematographer, and
Cinefex). It is, however, important to note that the US publication Cinemagic,
which ran from 1972 until 1986, was particularly instrumental in lifting the
shroud of secrecy around cinematography, thereby educating budding
filmmakers about the foundations of motion picture camerawork and trick
photography. Similarly, books such as Joseph V. Mascelli's The Five C's of
Cinematography (1965) and Kris Malkiewicz's Cinematography (1973) became
standard work-texts for the early generations of film students. Critics and
journalists, too, began to single out the talents of specific cinematographers

(such as James Stevenson's profile of Gordon Willis in the October 1978 issue

8 Originally published in the programme book for the 1994 Camerlmage festival in
Poland. Re-published in American Cinematographer magazine in 1995.
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of The New Yorker). As a result, audiences began to notice the work of specific
cinematographers, recognising their individual style. It is not surprising, then,
that DOPs like Owen Roizman (The French Connection, William Friedkin, 1971)
and the aforementioned Willis (The Godfather, Francis Ford Coppola, 1972)
quickly rose to stardom: their work was fundamental in establishing the notion of

the cinematographer as an artist rather than a mere technician.

Caldwell (2008) points out that cinematographers like to think of
themselves as descendants of the great painters such as Rembrandt or
Caravaggio. In his view, the idea of cultivating cinematography as an art form
deserving of serious study can be traced back to the beginnings of the industry
(or, more precisely, to the 1920s), when the American Society of
Cinematographers and its corresponding trade magazine, American
Cinematographer, were established. But just like Price and Beach, Keating
(2014) argues that, in the future, cinematographers will probably have to
abandon the notion of being auteurs, with computer-aided previz'® being one of
many factors that are increasingly undermining the idea of the DOP as the
primary visual engineer of a film. Furthermore, the increasing complexity of
digital cinema cameras and the constant evolution of proprietary software
required to process their output have created the need for a specialist job
position on set: the Digital Imaging Technician (DIT). With cameras being able
to capture massive data in a multitude of formats/codecs (RAW, uncompressed,
compressed) and resolutions (from HD to 8K), data management has become a
major issue on set and in post-production. While Keating acknowledges the

importance of the DIT's role on modern film sets, he does not examine the

1% Previz uses virtual cameras to create animated storyboard sequences (‘animatics').
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relationship between the cinematographer and this particular technician in
detail. This is not just a minor oversight, however, as the DIT wields
considerable power and authority on set (more on this subject in Chapter 4).
Once again it becomes evident that, in the virtual age, an entire team of co-
authors are supporting the director of photography during the making of a
movie—most of them with equal claims to ‘'authorship' of the image. This
research, then, will analyse these new dynamics in greater detail, particularly in
relation to the different production stages of a film. Generally speaking,
cinematographers need to extend their technical expertise beyond the contents
of the frame. If they do not adopt such skills, the image-making process will
continue to fragment into specialised departments with potentially conflicting

interests.

At the lower end of the budget scale, on the other hand,
cinematographers are facing the consequences of a 'digital democratisation’
brought on by newly affordable production technology and the concurrent
proliferation of social media channels. In particular, thanks to reality television
and YouTube, today's audiences have become accustomed to what Holly Willis
calls "desktop aesthetics" (2005, p.4): footage shot in a non-classical aesthetic,
often on prosumer or even consumer gear. Catching on to this phenomenon,
producers quickly began to compress schedules, budgets, and crew sizes to the
point where semi-skilled labourers replaced classically trained crew people. At

this rate, Keating (2014) argues, the discerning eye of the cinematographer

11 Flaxton (2015, p.79) singles out the introduction of relatively affordable 4K capture
technology with the Red One camera in 2007 as a crucial catalyst for a hidden "change
in employment functions" whose considerable impact on labour hierarchies is still being
felt in the industry. He does not, however, go into detail as to what exactly these
consequences are, or, more precisely, which "employment functions" have been
reshuffled.
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might soon become a luxury on low-budget shoots (as will be discussed in more
detail in Chapter 5). Nevertheless, none of the authors discussed so far offer
solutions to the modern cinematographer's quandary. Moreover, few scholars
actually conduct first-hand interviews with working practitioners; their
conclusions are entirely reference-based. The downside to this approach is the
reliance on published materials that are more often than not part of a movie's
extended marketing campaign (particularly articles in  American
Cinematographer magazine). Undoubtedly, any personal opinions and
commentaries voiced in such trade magazines will have been thoroughly
sanitised by the corporate filter before publication. This PhD, therefore, tries to
remedy the situation by conducting interviews with leading international
cinematographers and colourists, posing key questions about the changing role

of the cinematographer and the future of artistic collaboration.

Furthermore, this research investigates one of the most important and
exciting phenomena in modern cinematography (but largely ignored by
researchers): the hyphenate director-cinematographer. Filmmakers like Steven
Soderbergh, Mike Figgis, Cary Joji Fukunaga, Robert Rodriguez, Alfonso
Cuardn, and P.T. Anderson have all functioned as their own cinematographers,
signalling a new understanding of crew roles and hierarchies on set. This is the
sort of heretical concept that would probably infuriate (and, potentially, scare)
the members of the ASC or BSC; in my opinion, however, it deserves closer
attention because it might re-invigorate cinematography in completely new
ways. Caldwell (2008) discusses aspects of this development in regard to the
‘collapsed' set hierarchies on TV series that work within extremely tight shooting

schedules. Consequently, his arguments serve as a starting point for the
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broader investigation of this subject in Chapter 6, which also illustrates potential
ramifications for the profession of the cinematographer. Further to that, the case
study of the feature film Grave Men will analyse my set practice as both the
cinematographer and director on the project, and examine the benefits and
drawbacks of Caldwell's collapsed hierarchies within the context of the key

research questions.
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3 ARTISTIC OWNERSHIP

3.1 Introduction

This chapter is going to discuss the growing difficulty of separating the
cinematographer's contribution from that of an increasing number of
collaborators and co-creators that crowd the production process: previz artists,
picture editors, visual effects artists, animators, and digital colourists. As this
chapter will argue, the issue affects predominantly cinematographers working at
the top end of the budget scale—an area dominated by highly expensive tent-
pole films that rely heavily on visual effects and are often based on popular IP
franchises. These blockbusters generally feature a large amount of virtual (i.e.
computer-generated) environments and characters that are either created
entirely in post-production or—in the case of the latter—with the help of motion
capture (MoCap) technology on set. These virtual elements are then
composited into the actual image shot in front of green/blue screens by the
cinematographer. This combination of traditional and virtual cinematography'?
results in what | call 'hybrid films', a mixed-breed of film, video game, and, to a
growing degree, digital animation.’ Due to the disproportionately large number
of post-production elements added to the original camera footage, the
cinematographer's contribution to the final image is often difficult, if not
impossible, to identify, particularly as computer-generated sequences are

maturing in complexity and photorealism—such as in Disney's The Jungle Book

'2 Virtual cinematography, in this context, describes computer-generated sequences
captured without actual physical cameras and lenses. Please see Chapter 6.3.4 for a
more detailed discussion.

13 A variation of the hybrid film is a production that mixes live-action footage with
'traditional' animation that is not necessarily meant to be photo-realistic, such as The
SpongeBob Movie: Sponge out of Water (Paul Tibbitt, 2015).
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(Jon Favreau, 2016). As current tent-pole releases such as Godzilla: King of
Monsters (Michael Dougherty, 2019) and Spiderman: Far from Home (Jon
Watts, 2019) prove, the trend is for the ratio between live-action footage and
computer-animated imagery to shift even more towards the latter.'* Hybrid
films, therefore, will continue to challenge our established notion of

cinematography—and, potentially, transform it entirely.

3.2 Hybrid Films: The Convergence of CGIl, Animation, and
Cinematography

In May 2016, the online edition of UK trade paper Definition Magazine published
a video with a 'VFX breakdown' of the film Deadpool (Tim Miller, 2016), musing
whether the sheer amount of computer-generated work done on the film was
potentially "a wake up call for cinematography" (Definition Magazine 2016, n.p.).
Keating (2014) argues that this development will result in the cinematographer
slowly losing his/her status as 'co-author' of the image and as one of the
director's key collaborators. Moreover, the traditional triumvirate of director,
cinematographer, and production designer has been expanded to include a
fourth collaborator: the visual effects supervisor. As this chapter will illustrate,
the extent of a cinematographer's involvement with the pre- and post-production
process on big-budget films tends to vary greatly from project to project. Digital
artists will generally take the helm in post-production, 'lighting' the environments

created in the computer, while the cinematographer might take on a supervisory

4 Disney's insistence on labelling The Lion King (2019) as a live-action movie due to
its photorealistic animation confused even the film's director, Jon Favreau (qtd. in
Pearson 2019, n.p.): "Well, it's difficult because it's neither, really. It depends what
standard you’re using." This again illustrates how seamlessly the two worlds blend into
each other—and how this further complicates matters for cinematographers.
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role as a 'lighting designer' during this process (depending on creative and
contractual factors). This trend can be traced back to the success of The Matrix
(The Wachowski Brothers, 1999), which caused a surge in computer-generated
images that saw complete environments, lighting concepts, and colour schemes
being designed in the computer—along with a host of effects that had
heretofore been created 'in camera', such as image shake, lens flares, and
motion blur (Keating 2014). Inspired by the physically impossible, zero-gravity
tracking and 'flying' shots used in video games, the virtual camera became
commonplace in films like Panic Room (David Fincher, 2002) and Avatar, the
latter of which also won the Best Cinematography Oscar for Maurio Fiore in
2010. Although credited to the DOP, the look of these films was influenced to a

great degree by entire teams of VFX designers working in post-production.

Emmanuel Lubezki, who won a Best Cinematography Academy Award
for Gravity (2013), explains that he worked with a dozen post-production lighting
designers—which he calls "digital gaffers" (gtd. in B [sic], 2013, n.p.)—to create
the film's seamless blend of real and virtual environments. All the shots in
Gravity were based on previz. Furthermore, a "CG lighting supervisor" from the
VFX company Framestore was in charge of the virtual lighting department
during post-production (ibid.). What is interesting about Lubezki's assignation of
the term 'digital gaffers' to the lighting designers is the way it diminishes the
status of the traditional gaffer, whose role it is to head the lighting department
and supervise all the lighting technicians. By re-assigning this term to all
members of a virtual lighting team, Lubezki essentially destroys the long-
established hierarchy within the lighting department, transferring the singular

authority and responsibility of the gaffer to each member of the post-production
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team and thereby elevating their status. Consequently, in the virtual world of
production, the 'CG lighting supervisor' replaces the role of the traditional gaffer
as the department head. Lubezki claims that he was able to create the lighting
for the entire film this way—and his lighting supervisor claims that he worked
directly with the cinematographer (B, 2013). If this is indeed true, then Lubezki
inadvertently created a successful transition from traditional cinematography to

the virtual world of lighting.

Not every cinematographer, however, experiences this process in a
similar fashion. When | interviewed Phil Méheux BSC' (2017, n.p.), | learned
that the DOP's role changes dramatically during the process of working on a
hybrid film that, for instance, mixes live-action with animation, such as The
Smurfs (Raja Gosnell, 2011). Despite the high percentage of animated
elements in the film, the filmmakers initially used small model characters to
rehearse the scenes as live-action. Méheux then had to light the models and
decide on the camera moves but, in the end, he was shooting empty frames so
that the animators could later add the eponymous characters in post-production.
Méheux argues that it definitely takes "a different expertise" to work in such a
fashion. When he subsequently filmed The SpongeBob Movie: Sponge Out Of
Water—a hybrid film that mixes cartoon animation and live-action footage—the
producers sent him an animated previz film that already came with key camera
information such as focal length and lens height:

| had nothing to do with that. | was not the 'author' of that frame at all.

What | had to do was put it on film. | spent six weeks on SpongeBob,
planning which unit was going to do what, which camera was going

'® Phil Méheux's credits include The Long Good Friday (John Mackenzie, 1980) and
Casino Royale (Martin Campbell, 2006). He also served as president of the British
Society of Cinematographers (BSC) from 2002—2006.
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to do what, with this previsualization storyboard ... So, my job is
managerial, mostly. It's not really artistic in any way. (Méheux 2017,

n.p.)
Méheux's account not only reveals how much of the cinematographer's work is,
in fact, created in the virtual realm during post-production but also how much of
it is pre-produced at the previsualization stage. Previz has become such an
integral part of high-end production that it has almost entirely replaced
traditional storyboarding. The downside to this, however, is that—unlike with
storyboarding—the cinematographer is often excluded from the previz stage of
production (as Méheux's example shows). Previz is generally created with the
help of 3D animation software like Autodesk's Maya and is hence a rather costly
affair; often only directors and producers are invited to contribute their input
(see 6.3.2 for a more detailed examination of this process). Most striking,
however, is Méheux's view of his role as "managerial" rather than artistic in
nature. This strongly suggests that the cinematographer on such a film is valued
for his/her craftsmanship but not necessarily for any sort of artistic contribution.
Instead, the DOP is expected to capture scenes based on pre-defined
templates that have been rendered as animated clips by the previz department.
With the process described above, the cinematographer's essential artistic
decisions—such as his/her choice of focal length, camera movement, and
lighting design—are pre-decided from the start by collaborators of similar, if not
greater authority. In hierarchical terms this means that, throughout the
production process, the cinematographer becomes assimilated into a team of
visual artists that ultimately share artistic control over the final image (Keating
2014). This development, however, is only one aspect of a much broader
discussion that asks whether the cinematographer's claim to 'ownership' of the

final image can still be sustained within the framework of a hybrid film.
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At the heart of this debate is Claudio Miranda's Oscar-winning cinematography
on Life of Pi, which famously prompted fellow craftsman Christopher Doyle
HKSC to denounce the film as "a fucking insult to cinematography" (qtd. in
Jagernauth 2013). Doyle carries on: "If somebody manipulated my image that
much, | wouldn't even turn up. Because, sorry, cinematography? Really?"
(ibid.). Doyle's reaction, while rather impulsive, nevertheless illustrates how
emotionally charged the debate around hybrid films has become. The Canadian
cinematographer Yves Bélanger (Dallas Buyers Club, Jean-Marc Vallée, 2013)
voiced similar but more level-headed criticism against the film:

A lot of the movies at the Academy Awards, the guys'® who have

won in the last few years are big CGl films like Life of Pi ... | saw the

set—they shot in Montreal—and it was fucking green-screen. You

kind of light flat so they can recreate the contrast [in post-production].

You basically drink coffee with the director and make jokes: “Go
ahead, make my day.” (Albrecht 2016, n.p.)

It is rare for mainstream media—or any media, for that matter—to report such
scathing peer reviews of a cinematographer's work, particularly as below-the-
line crew members are generally guarded about disclosing issues relating to
work practice. Nevertheless, the majority of the criticism levelled at Life of Pi's
cinematography came from Miranda's peers rather than from film critics. It
appears that neither professional secrecy nor marketing politics could keep this
debate from the trades, which makes it somewhat unprecedented. There is,
however, another important—and rather compelling—reason why the
controversy rages mainly within professional circles: audiences might not even
be aware of any issues to begin with. As Beach (2015, p.176) points out in
regard to cinematographer Mauro Fiore winning the Oscar for Best

Cinematography for Avatar in 2010:

'® This gender bias, unfortunately, figures rather prominently in many interviews
presented in this study. For the sake of authenticity, however, quotes have only been
edited for clarity.
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How could members of the Academy be expected to evaluate the
quality of the film’s cinematography if they could not tell whether a
particular image or scene was photographed, digitally created, or
some combination of the two?
According to director James Cameron's rough estimate, Avatar consists of 60%
computer-generated images and 40% live-action photography (Beach 2015).
The near seamless integration of the CGl into the film makes it very difficult to
distinguish the traditional photography from the computer graphics. Therefore,
critics, Academy members, and audiences alike could be forgiven for thinking
that Fiore's work was indeed the best cinematography of the year. But as with
Life of Pi, the criticism levelled at the film predominantly came from the
cinematographer's own ranks. Consequently, the American Society of
Cinematographers introduced a 'Virtual Cinematography' category at the 2011
ASC Awards in order to acknowledge the growing number of hybrid films being
released—and, possibly, to appease any voices of dissent (Keating 2014). In a
widely read article by Carolyn Giardina (2016¢c, n.p.), award-winning
cinematographers Ed Lachman ASC and Robert Richardson ASC equally
argued for a new Oscar category to be introduced at the Academy Awards: one
that solely caters to hybrid films featuring extensive use of computer-generated

images—in order to separate them from what Richardson terms "classically'
photographed" films. Lachman points out that, on hybrid films, the VFX artists
are in control of the lighting, not the cinematographers. As an example,
Richardson compares The Hateful Eight (Quentin Tarantino, 2015)—which he
shot on film negative and finished photo-chemically—to Life of Pi, which was

shot almost entirely in front of green screens with digital cameras,'” Richardson

(gtd. in Giardina 2016b, p.62) sums up the issue as follows:

17 As mentioned in 1.1, these issues mainly affect films at the top of the budget scale,
in particular hybrid films. Medium- and low-budget films, on the other hand, rarely rely
on VFX, hence such issues are less pronounced.
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A great deal of what viewers are looking at is not in fact shot by the

cinematographer but is created by artists on a computer and by the

director directing them and the cinematographer that's working hand

in hand with them.
Stephen Lighthill, the chairman of the American Film Institute's cinematography
programme and the former president of the ASC, recalls meeting with other
established cinematographers to discuss the idea of two Oscar categories—one
for traditional cinematography and one for visual effects cinematography—and
coming to the conclusion that it was "a dead end for cinematographers". He
fears that the segregation of labour will lead to a "ghettoization" of traditional
cinematography (qtd. in Curtin and Sanson 2017, p.90). Although Lighthill uses
less incendiary language than some of his more flamboyant peers, the use of
the highly charged word 'ghetto’ within this context reveals an equally
impassioned but, at the same time, more disturbing viewpoint that hints at
nothing less than the eradication of traditional cinematography. Part of his fear
derives from the notion of a loss of status, of becoming a second-class
cinematographer compared to the 'elite’ DOPs working on VFX blockbusters.
Furthermore, there is concern that traditional photographic work might no longer
be aesthetically valued—or valued less—because cinematographers will have
to compete more frequently with the pixel-perfect appeal of virtual
environments. A great deal of a cinematographer's work traditionally involved
controlling the sun and the weather on exterior shoots; the virtual gaffers and
lighting designers, however, can literally play god with their 3D animation tools:

like painters they can create every imaginable weather pattern or lighting

situation with the stroke of a pen on a PC tablet.

The painting analogy opens up another debate, because

cinematographers have commonly referred to themselves as 'painters with light'
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throughout film history (see p.23). The current trend towards virtually created
environments in lieu of photographic elements strongly suggests that the
cinematographers' coveted painter analogy might not hold much water anymore
in the future—because the 'real' painters working in film are now the virtual
gaffers and lighting designers. Fussfeld Cohen (2014, p.50) discusses the far-
reaching implications of these new technologies and job roles:

In comparison with traditional means, digital cinema’s more flexible,
agile, and accessible practices provide the filmmaker with greater
controllability over cinematic manifestations, which embody the
potentially unlimited implementations of the digital filmmaker’s
aesthetic aspirations.
There are indeed no limits to what can be created in a computer these days.
The gist of Fussfeld Cohen's argument is the question of control over the
image: in the virtual environment, it is total and complete; in the world of the
cinematographer, it is fleeting and cause for constant struggle. Controlling the
elements of nature on a film shoot has traditionally been one of the most time-
consuming—and often frustrating—experiences for cinematographers. Claudio
Miranda explains why Life of Pi was ultimately shot in front of blue screens
rather than in a real environment:
I've always been someone who said yes to new technology, and look
at it and learn from it. [On Life of Pi] we went out to sea, did a little
experiment, and it was like a yard sale. It was a little bit of a disaster;
it was not practical ... In truth, for me, it would have been much
easier to shoot in a real ocean ... It is much more work to try to create
[in a studio]. So we built an exterior tank, because | wanted to use
real sky and daytime. (Miranda 2017, n.p.)
Moreover, Miranda is adamant that the film would have only required three
weeks of finishing work ' in the Digital Intermediate suite had it been

traditionally photographed in a real environment (ibid.). But as the environments

were almost entirely created in the computer, the post-production process

'® This generally entails integrating the VFX shots into the edited sequences for the
subsequent colour grade.
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became more elaborate and time-consuming than expected:

Usually DOPs are only paid for a couple of weeks maximum at the

end of a movie. | stayed on Life of Pi for three months; so, you kind

of work for free for two and a half months. [After the shoot] they say

you can go if you want to, but that's terrible—you lose all control

once you leave. You gotta stay, even if they are not paying you.

Everyone does. (Miranda 2017, n.p.)
Miranda's rather revealing comment—made during my interview—strongly
suggests that the producers of the film regarded his presence during the
'staging' and 'lighting' of the computer-generated sequences as optional. It
could even be argued that—at least in this case—the cinematographer was
seen as expendable. And while he does not state it explicitly, Miranda
nevertheless implies that he was not paid for the majority of his supervision
during the post-production process, choosing to soften the impact of the
statement with the phrase "kind of". The underlying message, however, is very
clear: cinematographers working at this level of production (i.e. hybrid films)
cannot expect to get paid for their supervisory function during post-production.
They will either have to relinquish control of the image or work unsalaried.
Unsurprisingly, Miranda was quite guarded when talking about these aspects of
the production during our conversation. Furthermore, one can pick up a sense
of paranoia in his words: a fear of handing over image control to the post-
production departments, who in his view pose a threat to the artistic integrity of
his work. Although Chapter 4.2 of this thesis will examine the issue of image
manipulation in greater detail, the topic—owing to the way it intersects with

questions of artistic ownership—nevertheless deserves some attention at this

point as well.

Most problems concerning image manipulation without the

cinematographer's consent—in particular the wanton re-framing/re-colouring of
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frames by editors, colourists, and directors—arise in post-production. As such,
these issues actually affect films at every budget level. In regard to hybrid films,
however, the problem is more complex, as the camera rarely captures
‘complete’ images per se. Instead, a significant amount of visual content will be
added to the shots and sequences in post-production: animated characters, CG
landscapes, digital lighting, and virtual camera moves. The cinematographer,
therefore, merely captures a template rather than a finished shot. These
template shots often lack crucial pictorial information—such as computer-
generated characters and backgrounds—that is required in telling the story. The
missing information is substantial enough to necessitate significant
augmentation in post-production, thereby requiring the craft and artistry of other
creative authorities such as visual effects artists and 3D animators. In terms of
sheer visual impact, their contributions often overshadow the ‘'template
photography' of the cinematographer, which might consist exclusively of live-
action fragments recorded in front of chroma-key backgrounds. Beach (2015)
argues that this trend will eventually diminish the importance of capturing
precise images during the shoot, because so many aspects of the footage can
be altered with relative ease in post-production—either in the DI or with CGl. If
this work practice were indeed to become commonplace, it would severely
downgrade the cinematographer's importance on a film shoot and relegate
him/her to the status of a 'shooter' rather than an artist. The term 'shooter’
traditionally applies to camera operators who shoot news for television, which is
a special skill that requires extreme efficiency and speed—but not necessarily
precision or artistry. The main goal is to acquire as much footage as possible in
a short period of time so that a story can quickly be edited and delivered for

broadcast. This skillset, however, is diametrically opposed to that of the
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classically trained cinematographer, who often spends hours composing and
lighting a single shot. The question, therefore, is whether this trend can still be
reversed—or whether the post-production cluster will eventually usurp the

traditional position of the cinematographer.

During my interview with Roberto Schaefer ASC AIC, " the
cinematographer argued that the only way forward in the current climate is to
acknowledge the multi-departmental aspects of the craft:

| think awards should be given for a collaborative award to recognise

that certain films—they will remain nameless at this point—have

been highly awarded were really the work of the cinematographer

and the final DI colourist and the VFX supervisor and the production

designer ... The [VES Awards?’] have an award where they actually

mention the DOP also. Because they realise it's a collaborative effort

and it's not any one department creating this final image now.

(Schaefer 2017, n.p.)
Indeed, the cinematographer is now nestled within a whole team of
collaborators and co-creators working towards the final image. And while the
emphasis in Schaefer's statement is on awards ceremonies, we can
nevertheless deduce that the issue is much more important and far-reaching
than that: it is about acknowledging and valuing the cinematographer's
contribution to the finished film. Coming back to Fussfeld Cohen (2014, p.52),
we can, in fact, expand the argument to include the audience and ask how
relevant traditional imagery still is:

With the assimilation of digital technology into cinema, reality has lost

its status as a central source of reference for cinematic imagery.

Rather than affirming reality as a concrete origin, the iconic,

computer-based image expresses an excessive distancing from its
traditional status.

1% Schaefer's credits include Monster's Ball (Marc Forster, 2001) and Miles Ahead (Don
Cheadle, 2015). More recently, he co-edited Transnational Cinematography Studies
(Lexington Books, 2017), one of the few academic books entirely devoted to
cinematography.

2 visual Effects Society (VES)
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With the advent of Avatar, audiences became more accepting of the
‘augmented reality' offered by virtually created environments and CG
characters. The overall frame of reference mentioned by Fussfeld Cohen,
however, has shifted dramatically over the last ten years, with films becoming
more like video games—and vice versa (see Chapter 6.3.4 for a more thorough
discussion of this topic). Today's cinematographers, therefore, sit rather
uncomfortably between the two worlds of traditional, reality-based photography
and the rapidly evolving art of computer graphics. The latter merely depicts a
likeness of reality (what Fussfeld Cohen refers to as "iconic"), while the former
provides an actual record of it (which can, of course, still be manipulated).
Cinematographers, however, do not create reality—they merely capture it.
Digital artists, on the other hand, create their own frame of reference for reality
when they design environments and characters from scratch; their skills and
tools not only eclipse those of traditional cinematographers, they also seem
more apt to fulfii what Fussfeld Cohen calls "the filmmaker's expressive
ambitions" (2014, p.52): quite literally, anything is possible in the gravity-defying
world of virtual cinematography. If cinema is indeed turning into a "a subgenre
of painting", as Manovic (2002, p.295) argues, DOPs will soon find themselves
ill-equipped and without a canvas to create on, as virtual cinematography needs
neither film stock nor sensors—in fact, it does not even need lenses (see
Chapter 6.3.4). The consequences for the craft will, undoubtedly, be highly

transformative.

Furthermore, Julie Turnock (Coleman et al 2017) argues that the
increasing use of computer-generated imagery in hybrid films has led to an

aesthetic homogenisation that makes it fundamentally difficult to identify any
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sort of individual style in the cinematography. This is in part due to the process
previously described by Phil Méheux (see p.31), which resembles template
photography more than actual cinematography: the industry's dependence on
previz has led to a much more homogeneous aesthetic, particularly—but not
exclusively—in the arena of hybrid films. Camera moves, for example, are often
designed with previz software and, subsequently, executed with the help of
motion-controlled cranes or dollies; this way, frame-accurate virtual characters
and environments can be added with greater precision. For exactly this reason,
however, many sequences in hybrid films—or blockbusters in general—feel
automated and repetitive; one need only compare the key action scenes of the
Marvel Studios films to each other—or to similar big-budget fare such as
Godzilla: King of Monsters or Spiderman: Far from Home—to notice the
similarities in the way the camera moves. Presumably, the cinematographers
were filming empty frames—or, alternatively, physical 'stand-ins'—for the VFX
department to complete. The demonstration of an individual style is, however,
very important for cinematographers, as Turnock rightly recognises. | argue that
it is, in fact, as crucial as the quality of their work in securing future job offers. In
Europe and America (and indeed in most western countries), cinematographers
tend to work as self-employed contractors or free-lancers. For the majority of
film technicians and cast members, the film industry is essentially a gig
economy that only offers short-term contracts. Since the demise of the
Hollywood studio system in the 1950s and 1960s, full-time employment (i.e.
contractual work) in any western film industry has been almost impossible to
attain. By and large, cinematographers have to rely on the quality of their past
work and a network of professional contacts to find new employment

opportunities—which will inevitably only ever be of a temporary nature. 'Gigging'
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for a living, therefore, requires them to continually advertise their expertise to
potential employers; consequently, having a 'unique selling point' is crucial to
professional success. For cinematographers, this equates to having a particular
style or individual skill that can set them apart from the competition. Examples
include the 'faux documentary' style of cinematographers like Barry Ackroyd
BSC and Sean Bobbitt BSC; the strong top-light effect used by the late Gordon
Willis ASC on The Godfather, or the blooming highlights frequently deployed by
Robert Richardson (JFK, Oliver Stone, 1991). Apart from being expressions of
personal taste and artistic vision, these visual trademarks also make a
cinematographer's work instantly recognisable—an important feature if he/she
wants to survive in the gig economy of the film industry. But the demotion in
rank brought on by the increasing use of digital artists makes it difficult, if not
impossible, for cinematographers to retain any kind of individuality or personal
expression in their work. The continuous blending of the factual and the virtual
world creates an overlap of images whose origin—camera or computer—is
nearly impossible to define. Consequently, all footage essentially becomes
anonymous 'data’, rendering the cinematographer's contribution entirely
indistinctive. The elephant in the room, then, is the question whether today's
cinematographers will soon become superfluous. When Lighthill mentions the
"ghettoization" of the trade (see p.35), he may in fact be referring to an
accelerated demise of the traditional cinematographer due to a class system
that favours the high-end computer graphics of hybrid films over reality-based,

physical photography.

In this section, | have argued that the creative authority of the

cinematographer is being challenged by a growing number of specialists and
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collaborators who each stake their claim to artistic ownership of the final image.
Keating (2014) argues that the trade we call 'cinematography' might fragment
into a number of highly specialised positions in the future—of which the DOP
could just be one. To prevent this from happening, cinematographers must
retain a key role in post-production as well as in previsualization. In my own
practice-based research, however, | find that the current industry developments,
troubling as they may be, also offer opportunities to push past the established
boundaries of the profession. Such an approach, however, will require a re-
thinking of the traditional hierarchies and practices that have been with us for a
century of filmmaking. In Chapter 6, | will outline a number of possible solutions
and approaches that could help redefine the role of the cinematographer in the
future. First, however, | am going to explore current industry debates and
examine the cinematographer's changing practice in the face of new digital

workflows and technological democratisation.
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3.3 Artist or Technician: Quo Vadis, Cinematographer?

In this part of the chapter, | am going to examine the issue of the
cinematographer's historical duality as both craftsman and artist, and how this
conflict exacerbates the current debate around artistic ownership (or, as some
cinematographers label it, ‘'authorship'). After a brief discussion of the
cinematographer's progression from technician to artist in the mid-twentieth
century, | will turn to current examples of authorship claims and their
implications for the future of the profession. Furthermore, | will discuss a recent,
highly publicised authorship dispute in Europe, although it must be noted that
the main focus of this chapter is on the Hollywood studio system and, more
importantly, on the American Society of Cinematographers (ASC) due to its long

history and prominent position in this debate.

Since its incorporation in January 1919, the American Society of
Cinematographers has not only been promoting and protecting the work of its
members, it has also been building a theoretical foundation for the serious study
of cinematography as an art form, mainly via its own trade magazine, American
Cinematographer (first published in 1921). Moreover, the guild has been
instrumental in raising the profile of cinematographers in general—both within
the industry as well as in the eye of the public. Cinematographers have always
craved recognition as more than just technicians or craftsmen.?! What makes
them quite unique among film technicians is that their role requires both

technical expertise and artistic vision to elevate an industrial product to the level

21 According to Regev (2018, p.144), craftsmen are defined as "skilled workers whose
labor required technical knowledge that was acquired in formal apprenticeship or by
assisting other experienced craftsmen".



46

of a work of art (Ettedgui 1998). Cinematographers managed to establish their
status as artists within the industry system in the early 1940s, when the ASC
guild merged with the Local 659 union. Regev (2018, p.162) quotes from
selected contractual agreements that acknowledge the "unique abilities" of the
cinematographer: they were “of a special, unique, unusual, extraordinary and
intellectual character, and of great and peculiar value to the producer". This
essentially granted cinematographers the artistic status normally reserved for
actors, directors, writers, and composers. However, cinematographers
ultimately have to sign over any rights to the image to the producer or the
production company. In essence, this means that—unlike writers, directors, and
composers—cinematographers are not entitled to any residuals or royalties
during the film's commercial exploitation cycle. In film industry accounting
terms, this also means that cinematographers are below-the-line employees,
whereas actors, directors, and writers are regarded as above-the-line 'talent’
(Ettedgui 1998). | asked Phil Méheux to explain what the line in question refers
to:
[Cinematographers] are 'below the line' because we are salaried.
Everyone above the line works for a fee. | don't work for a fee. And |
don't know if | would want to work for a fee. If they book me for six
weeks at £20 a week, and then we shoot for 14 weeks, | want
another £20 for those other weeks. That's what below-the-line
means. Above-the-line means that the director will get £2million to
direct the film: they get a million the day they start shooting, and a
million the day they deliver the final cut. That's his deal. What
happens in between is up to him. (Méheux 2017, n.p.)
The line, therefore, serves to separate the so-called 'talent' (actors, director,
writers) from the technicians—both literally (as an accounting measure) and
figuratively (as a hierarchical demarcation line). On a film shoot,

cinematographers might well enjoy the appreciation and respect reserved for

artists, but in the eyes of the industry bookkeepers they are nevertheless
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regarded as technicians rather than 'talent'.

Embedded in this conflict, however, lies another issue: the idea of
‘authorship' in cinematography. This is a historical debate that predates the
advent of CGI and virtual cinematography but has been refuelled by the
introduction of these technologies. In this thesis, however, | make a distinction
between so-called 'authorship' and what | call ‘artistic ownership'—mainly
because the former term, in the context of film theory, is more appropriately
used in relation to a film's director (i.e. the ‘auteur theory'). '‘Authorship’, as used
by many cinematographers, refers to the DOP as author of the image. This
terminology, however, has never been clearly defined; the closest we find in the
way of a definition is cinematographer Vittorio Storaro's manifesto:

If one holds to the interpretation which sees the director (defined by
law as the principal author of a cinematographic work) as the sole
controlling and creative force behind the camera, one must therefore
acknowledge that the 'director of photography' ... ought to be
considered a co-author of the cinematographic work and
consequently an author in his particular field of cinematography. By
'writing with light', the cinematographer leaves his personal and
original mark on a film, so much so that every director, producer,
critic and moviegoer does not hesitate in defining his contribution to
that same Film as 'creative'. (Storaro 1995, p.96)
In his proclamation, the DOP of Apocalypse Now (Francis Ford Coppola, 1979),
whose revered status in the cinematography community borders on the
religious, elevates the cinematographer to the status of "co-author" of the film,
based on the assumption that he/she imprints "a personal and original mark" on
the work. Although a detailed dissection of the nature of the
director/cinematographer relationship is beyond the scope of this study, we
must nevertheless examine this traditional pairing a bit more closely concerning

the 'authorship' issue. According to Mateer (2014, p.4), the cinematographer's

collaboration with the director is defined as follows:
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Cinematographers work with a director to develop a visual means of
interpreting the story. In narrative film, this process typically includes
the breaking down of scripts first by acts, then by scenes, and finally
by dramatic beats. At each stage, primary and secondary themes are
interpreted in terms of tone and desired audience response. From
this, details of setting and basic production design begin to emerge,
leading to a definition of a visual style.

Ettedgui (1998) seconds the notion of cinematography as an act of
interpretation rather than origination. According to both scholars, directors and
screenwriters are commonly associated with originating ideas, whereas the
cinematographer—working in close collaboration with the director—merely
takes on the role of interpreter. This strongly suggests that Storaro's definition
of the cinematographer as "co-author" of the film might be too presumptuous.
After all, the title of 'author' implies a strong involvement with the film's
origination—which, as per Ettedgui's and Mateer's definition, is generally not
part of the cinematographer's process. But although it questions the claim of
‘authorship’, Ettedgui's argument in no way slights the importance of the
cinematographer's contribution to a film:
Film is primarily a visual language, and the defining moments in its
evolution—such as the example of Citizen Kane [1941]—have almost
always come about as the result of the creative chemistry between
director and cinematographer. (Ettedgui 1998, p.9)
Orson Welles' strikingly visual debut feature is, in fact, an important milestone in
the recognition of the cinematographer's artistry and influence. Lieberman and
Hegarty (2010, p.34) illustrate how closely Welles worked with his DOP, Gregg
Toland, and how the director expressed his appreciation and respect for him:
The last credit on Citizen Kane reads “Director Orson Welles, Pho-
tography Gregg Toland,” and although Welles’s name is on top, and
both names are the same size on the screen, the font for the word
“‘Photography” is bigger than that for “Directing—a final

acknowledgment from Welles of Toland’s central importance to the
landmark film.
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This clearly suggests that Welles considered Toland more than just a
collaborator; in this instance, it could indeed be argued that the director
regarded the cinematographer as the "co-author of the cinematographic work",
according to Vittorio Storaro's definition. While Lieberman and Hegarty make a
striking case for Storaro's 'co-author theory', we must nevertheless look at
Citizen Kane as something of an anomaly in the history of film—certainly in
regard to the cinematographer/director relationship—because a similar case of

shared credit is nearly impossible to find.

Storaro's manifesto, however, proved very influential and received further
support from trade organisations like the ASC and IMAGO (the so-called
'European Federation of Cinematographers', which advertises itself as an
umbrella organisation for Europe's most prominent cinematographer societies).
Pushing forward the issue of 'author's rights' for cinematographers, IMAGO
published its 'Guide on Contractual Agreements for Authors of Cinematography'
in 2008;2% it proposes, among other things, how royalty-based compensation for
cinematographers should ideally be handled. These guidelines, however, are in
no way binding for producers—they merely serve as recommendations and
templates for cinematographers upon which they can base their negotiations
with prospective employers. The importance and potential benefits of these
guidelines, however, cannot be overstated: in 2016, the ASC organised the
International Cinematography Summit (ICS), a global gathering of
cinematographers, to discuss the very question of 'authorship'. At the heart of

the conference was the case of German cinematographer (and IMAGO board
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