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Five standout features garner
Best Cinematography
nominations for Film

Independent’s Spirit Awards.

By Jim Hemphill

(E) irit Awards Salute
inematograph

ive features were singled out for Best Cinematography

nominations for the 32nd Film Independent Spirit

Awards — projects that represent the highest levels of

achievement by directors of photography shouldered with
ambitious goals and modest resources. To honor their
outstanding work, AC takes a look at Moon/ight, shot by James
Laxton; 7%e Childhood of a Leader, shot by Lol Crawley, BSC;
The Eyes of My Mother, shot by Zach Kuperstein; Free in Deed,
shot by Ava Berkofsky; and American Honey, shot by Robbie
Ryan, BSC.
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The Eyes of My Mother
Director: Nicolas Pesce
Cinematographer:
Zach Kuperstein

The Eyes of My Mother, directed by
Nicolas Pesce, is a chilling and poetic
adult fairy tale about the evolution of a
young serial killer, a girl isolated in a rural
home who grows up to commit horrible
crimes after encountering trauma in her
childhood. For cinematographer Zach
Kuperstein, identification with his
disturbing and disturbed protagonist was
paramount.

“Even though the lead character is
a killer, we still wanted the audience to
sympathize with her and care about her,”
he says. To that end, Kuperstein
eschewed the gritty look of films like
Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer, and shot
The Eyes of My Mother in shimmering,
meticulously lit and composed black-
and-white. “I was heavily influenced by
Gregory Crewdsons photography,”
Kuperstein recalls. “He created cinematic
still photographs in which he was some-
how able to make wide shots seem like
close-ups. You feel very intimate with the
subjects, even though you can see their
whole environment around them.”

In studying Crewdson’s
photographs, Kuperstein realized that
many of them were shot at dusk or just
after sunset, when there was still a bit of
ambient light coming from the sky. “We
tried to shoot some of our night exteriors
at precisely chosen times of day in order
to get the same effect,” Kuperstein
recalls. He notes that he also looked at
Conrad Hall, ASC’s work on In Cold
Blood for inspiration. “There were
modern influences as well,” he adds, “like
the TV show Hannibal, which had sleek
and clean black-and-white sequences.
We wanted our black-and-white to be in
that style — not to feel aged or like a
period film, though the movie is in fact a
period piece.”

This also informed Kuperstein’s
decision to shoot digitally in 6K with
Reds Epic Dragon and Cooke’s
Anamorphic/i primes, recording to
Redmag SSDs. “The idea was to

March 2017

49


Zach Kuperstein


» Spirit Awards Salute Cinematography

recalls. “But how do you motivate the
light at night? Ultimately, we realized
that motivation didnt matter — it just
had to look different. So we put a pool
of light overhead, keeping the wall in
the background in deep shadow.”
Giving due credit, he notes, “My long-
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former surgeon.

confuse the audience temporally,”
Kuperstein says. “It could be the Fifties,
or the Nineties, or the present. I felt that
shooting in black-and-white while using
a sharp digital sensor with new Cooke
anamorphic lenses would both disorient
the audience and make the main charac-
ter feel more isolated — we're never
quite certain of where or when she is.
“Black-and-white did a nice job
of softening the gore,” he continues,
“which fit well with the ‘less is more’
aesthetic we were going for.” Kuperstein
notes that during shooting he captured
all the color information, but used a
black-and-white LUT, emulating
Phedon Papamichael, ASC’s mono-
chromatic work on Nebraska. “The idea
was to isolate the colors of the produc-
tion design in post to manipulate the
brightness values,” Kuperstein explains.
“It’s similar to the idea of using a yellow
filter on a black-and-white negative to

darken a blue sky.”
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Kuperstein adds that after an
initial bit of adjustment, shooting in
black-and-white was a liberating experi-
ence. “Not having to worry about color
just gives you one less element to think
about,” he says. “Gels weren't a thing;
you save a lot of time not worrying
about tungsten or daylight, and you can
get away with light being a lot harder,
which also saves time on set because
hard light is easier to control. We could
use a 1K Chimera soft box as our key
light and it looked great — whereas in
color, I think just a soft box would
appear unnaturally lit to my eye.”

The cinematographer reports that
it was also interesting to create depth
and contrast using light and shadow as
opposed to color — though this also
created challenges, particularly in some
night interiors set in a barn. “The slats in
the wall made it easy to shoot the day
sequences, because we would just simu-
late sunlight peeking through,” he
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time gaffer, Ted Maroney, was integral
to the lighting process and to our exper-
imentation in black-and-white.”

Throughout the shoot, the cine-
matographer tried to find unexpected
places to put the camera — often
coming up with special rigs, or with
unique solutions to challenges like
capturing a complex action in one
unbroken shot. “The flexibility and
precision of my first ACs, Cory
Fraiman-Lott and Ben Dewey, made it
possible to rig the camera in all the
unusual ways we did,” he says. “In one
long take the camera started with key
grip Andrew Naugle operating it, then
he handed it off to another grip, Mike
Kim, who lowered it onto my shoulder
so I could walk into the house from
outside and do an exposure rack. Shots
like that are a lot of fun to figure out
with my crew, and really rewarding to
execute.”
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