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Phistors coirnesy of Adakin Preductions.

Making Connections

The: Heart of the Matier
by Christaphe Probst

Regardless of a project’s budget
of visual inferd, one of & cingmatogra:
phex's greatest wishes is fo have a direc
tor whi understands the visual process
and its parbicularly schizopheerc arlistc
and technical needs On ihe shon
fim The Mgt Belorg, | was fortunate
o team with deector Jay Holben, a
filmenakong  brother-in-ams. Jay, a
contributing  writer  for  Amancan
Cmamadograpter, and | have bean wor-
ing tagether i vanous Gpacities in films
for mear 10 yvears; he rose thiough the
ranks of the electncal department, and |
through the camera depanment. A
berehit of our dvergent paths indo the
industry was thal we wene woll suited
work on sach other’s projcts as fledg-
ling cinemalographars, on hims | shot,
Jay sarved as my gattar, and on films ha
shat, | iy lent 3 hand a5 his hist
assestant and otcasioral gafler

When Jay askad ma ko ba his
cmematographar on The Aphr Before, |
was supnsad 1St he dedn’t want @
shoat the progact himealf, He lalg,
horeaver, that it was important that ha
b athle to focus on dreching the film. For
slartars, he wantad 10 aecute a progct
that strove to connect with the audence
on 2n amolional level, and second —
arel almost as mmportant — was the o
that the three bead cheraclers wese all
children, the youngest beng around
years old

Wintten by James Cole, The
Nigfit Before s based an a seme-auiobs-
ograghical acocount of Cofe’s own child-
haod, during which ha spent years in and
out of hespitals being bested for exbo-
phy, an axtramedy rare conganital conds-

tion. The 20-mirute film takes place in
ong location, & hospital room, on the day
berfore thees boys ane ta undaergo surgical
procedunes. The central character, Danny
[Lucas Rineyl, i5 & vesitable vetoran of the
OR. and takes paricular pleasure in
tauniing hes nervous roommaes about
thi horrars thet await B Whan Martin
[Kenin Pattrack) moess ivo Danny's room,
borwever, the bay learns the power of
compassan, suppii and undanstanding.

Jery wantesd the film's wisual design
o have & timeless quality. Becaise the
Filen wes sat in & haspital room, the cholce
of location was paramount & this goal.
Forunatehy, thi production fourd an aban-
doned merdal instution in Camarilla,
Califeemia that was in the process of baing
renovated into 4 colisge campus. With a
judicicus  slathenng of pant and a
thoughthul smaitenng of set decoration
and props, production desoner Mamy
Mahrevaid wias abile to transform an emply
05 room imo Danny's three-bad
“aite” Jay, Marmy and | decussed the
e of ool esrly o prepioduction. Jay
ared | wanted o criabs @ wisual dehotomy
batwean Danrmy's makeshifl  hospital
“homa” and the clinical natune of what
surourdds bim.  Thesefone, although b
mmm 15 panted m owam lores and e
Furmiture ard bedding are aarth tores, we
wanted amdteng hinnrg 10 do wath
medical technology or the hospital to have
a cold, impersonal tore and chmical,
matallc sheens.

& pomary factor in the wesual
execigian af the film was o decison o
use @ Panavised Sony HOIW-F300 Cingdita
high-dafinition camesa, wihch was
donated tm the production by Bab Harvey
of Panavision. Tha film's Emited budget
wax @ key factor n our choice 1o shoat in
2dp. Howeer, both day and | had workad

an srveral projects m the madium, and we
both fielt that the contralled nature of oo
shoot, a5 wall as the format’s long shoot-
ing laads, ware well-suited fo the project
and As young cast

Its & fairly well established fact
that ary electronic caplure midium Fas
frovhle with extreme conirast ranges,
aspecially in hot hghlights. Howeses,
marry forl the CCO sansihity o the
shadiows afioes for this “remandous
meaching ability”™ o the Hacks. Having
done a fair amount of resaarch on vanous
HD and OV formats, | baliee you can
quickly approach what | call an electrome
"ambient CCD noise threshold” with
increasy evels of video undenapasure
Looking @l an electromcally captured
Mg on a 97 momtor an the sat 15 ane
thang, but recarding that imaga out to film
and bewang 1 up for a 30 theater screen
is another | certanly have seen mamy
alectronically captured films with axces-
sive naise iterally “crensling” all around
the blacks. With that im mind, | planred 1o
treat the HO "stock” almast hie revarsal
film

‘While kagpng an eya on tha level
aof the haghlights on tha wevedomm momni-
‘tor, | defierataly it for the blacks in the
mage. In facl, a5 an added precawtion,

film The Might
Belfore.
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when we calibrated our J11° HD monitor 1o
the CineAlta’s intemally generased SMFTE
cofor bars durng our initial camera setup,
| "crushed” the blacks very slightly on the
manitor. That wey, as | made qualitative
judgments about the image while shoot
ing, | had & built-in buffer 2one for the
back detail, | felt that by capturing the
aceng within & namower batitude‘contrast
range in-camera, withaut biowing out the
highlights, we would hewe that much mone
nfarmation to work with duning postpro-
duction, | wanted to have as much mage-
cantrol Aasihility as possible for the onling
color-comection and subsequent film-prnt
tirming. | infended to print down the image
and gain actual physacal dansity n the
poirtt, and therehy create oisper, snappier
projected blacks

The Might Befors features fouwr
distingt looks. The film opans with the
characters bathed in varyng levals of hot
aftemoon sunbght It then sequas indo a
“lights on™ night kook. & preotal poimt in the
Story Dofurs i thie et look, the “lights
out” night mode, and tha fnal look
features the deep orange of dawn’s first
lighe

Jay and | disoussed how io hast
use the Cnadlta’s added Paintbox coi
matnices feature, which allows for sslar-
five contral of red, green and blue color
response melnedually in the highlights,
mid-icnes  (gamma)  and  blacks,
Fortunatedy, Jay had just comgleted
several amicias bor AL on the use of HD;
armex] with the knowdedge, we dater
e that we'd do about 90 parcent of
o color manguletion in camera and
than complete the look throwugh mone
tractioral color-timing methads in post
For axampla, for our “Fghts out™ Iook, |
used the in-camara controls for the color
matrces, withaut affectng the camera’s
mid-long [lleshiones) responze, o bas
the shackow {toej region toward sEghtly
coal, blue-magania tones, | also added
st @ ki of blus-cyan dmost impamep-
tibly in tha taghlight response. The effiect
wias a very naturalistic flieshbone rendar-
img and a shghtly cood night fesl, as
opposed to 2 wash of cool light aerss the
enposwe  range, Because of this
aponoach, the coclness is only visible in
the shadows of the fokds of Darm’s béan
kats, craating quite A baautiful effect

The lighting tumed out o be
sarerglipitous by dasgn, My previsualiza-
tuan of the fm's lighting needs led me 1o
utilre several small, parially prerigged
instruments from wall-spraaders above,
and then attack certain “owy” modaling
needs with ights working off stands on
the floor, Drge we ngged our foed wnits
an the first day, they workesd every shot for
the emtire four-day shoot ard allmwed
complets tumaminds i less than 10
minutes.

Ky grip Anthony Assini and gaffer
Racul German divided the rectangular
roam inio thinds with two wall-spraaders
and straddied an addtional 12° speed-rail
geross the “hesdboard” length of room
This simple grid enabled us o hang a
£'x4" Kind Flo fisture, as well as dimmabie
150-watt Dedolights, above each bed
Various practical lamps were placed on
the wall above each bed and on each
characier’s nighistand; these fistures
were lampes] with PHZ11 globes and
placed on hand-soueesar dimmars thad
wiere hidden under each bad. Finally, an
additional 150-watt Dedolight was
placed # each evd of the mom ard
wedged as ughtly a5 passible nto the
LPES QOMERs 1D Sane as opbanal back-
oF ecigedight.

(O the froar, the next and parheps
most impotant fixlure weas eithar 3 2%
Babwy Jumior ffor day scanes| or a 1K Baby
[fiw might scanes]. Thass were selactively
bounced into the ceiling fo provide what
the lata Conrad Hall, ASC termad “mom
fone.” This allowssd us to maintain a diec-
ticwnibess, ambient il ight, craating & very
realistic, Ll feal. Firally, with the emd-
et anund 1he achoms hully soulpted,
the modaling of the actors” faces was
accomplished with a 2K bounced into &
&' meca of foamcora [which, during
daylight scenas, augmentad the
"sunlighit” streaming in through the
windows, an affect we oreated with the
productaon's sola 4K HWI)

YWith tha pre-rigged lights in place,
tha gecgraphty of the noom estehlished,
and the actors’ blocking worked out for a
et soene, | would mugh in the basic
lighting for the scera and then summon
Jay to the monror, We then proceeded to
design the look dor that sequence Iy
adjustng the camess’s Paintbox controls
The first assistant, Andy Lemon, had
extansve expanence on HI productions,
ard ha saved our custom sefiings on the
camera a5 each new SBqUENCE came up
Thes Teahes greatly sided the production’s
need to frequently juggle scenes dug b
the yourg aciors” availabilitg. Sl we
were able o quickly change over from a
day scens to @ “lights out” sequence in a
matter of mirgies

Anathar component of our strafiegy
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was to shoot with the longest lenses
possible and maintain a stop near a T2
on the Panavision Digital Primo zooms.
To help “sell” the HD imagery, | wanted
to create as shallow a depth of field as
possible to emulate the feel of 35mm
photography. Fortunately, the room we
were shooting in was a long rectangle,
which allowed us to frequently place the
camera quite far from the action. When
we could, we'd cheat the actors farther
away from their backgrounds to help the
falloff even more.

Even though our goal was a fairly
soft look, we didn't use filtration. In an
interview for an upcoming AC article, Ira
Tiffen explained that all diffusion filters
are designed to affect one to three image
factors: resolution (sharpness), flare and
contrast. Our use of large soft sources
and the softer contrast range in my expo-
sure scheme, coupled with the lower
resolution of an HD filmout (which we
intended from the start), meant that we
had two of these three factors already in
hand on The Night Before. Therefore, |
knew the final images would look as
though | had actually used diffusion on
the lens.

Indeed, even though the image in
the final print is in sharp focus, it is not
overly edgy. Judy Doherty of Kodak and
Rita Cahill of Cinesite helped us with our
filmout recording, and we found that we
gained a fair amount of contrast back
when going to print. The final nuance
was the benefit of getting the slightest
amount of film-grain “animation”
through the printing process. Even
though we output and printed to fine-
grain stocks (Kodak Vision Intermediate
5242 and Vision 2383 print stock), it was
still a two-generation process, and we
were able to pick up a pleasing amount
of movement that fused all of our tech-
niques together.

Christapher Probst is the techni-
cal editor of American Cinematographer.
Last year the International Cinemato-
graphers Guild selected The Night Before
for its Short Film Showcase, which
honors several films annually for
excellence in cinematography. A trailer
for the film can be viewed at
www.adakin.com/nightbefore.





