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“Lighting is
a process of
discovery.”
— Kivilo

The colorist and DP: a conversation

n an mdustry that all too often wants to
ignore the real issue of visual talent — Can
one tell a story with pictures. colors, feelings?
— | want 1o talk about commurmcation on a
senative, artistic level This artide = a brief
question/answer between a colorist and a DP:
mysell and DP Alar Kivilo, CSC. | hope it
shares a small part of the process of a creative
relation. Knalo lives and works in LA His cred-
its include The Glass House, Frequency, A Simple
Plan, The Invaders.

Pantazopuolos: Alar; what is the creative
process that happens for you in creating a pic-
ture to be captured on film? When you lock
at a set. a2 location, what are your basc
thoughts regarding look, lighting, fim stock, etc,

Kivilo: The capturing of an image on film
15 the culmmation of months of mmersing
oneself in the world of the script. Once | have
read the script, | open my mind and my gut to
a2 barrage of images, thoughts, feefings. |
research the world where the story is taking
place. | lock at photographs, paintings, movies
and the world around me, constantly hopirg
to find materal that wall inspire me, This vast
barrage of ideas and feelngs, slowdy gets dis-
tilled mto some concrete approaches regarding
fiim stocks, lenses, aspect ratios, color, lighting
and camera movement.

When these concrete ideas are finally
arrived at | share them with the director and
the production desgner and eventually with
everyone involved with the making of the film,

Pantazopoulos: What are your thoughts
when you are lighting a scene? Do you take
the telecine process into account!

Kivilo: | am not a very technical cine-
matographer and | work very intuitively It is
almost impossible for me to describe, after the
fact, how | amved at lighting a scene. | have
spent months inputting my brain with all man-
ner of thoughts regarding the script. and when
| am lighting — although | am reacting to what
is happening physcally i front of the camera
— | believe that | am being subconsciously
guided by all that mput Often. mistakes will
happen:a kght might et locked out of place ac
as a light is being moved to the specific spot. |
might discover something new. and | will then
go off in that direction. Lighting is a process of
discovery. One tries to find the most eco-
nomical and simple way of expressing the
emoticn in a scene ard 1elling the story in a
dear and engaging way.
| penerally do not make a dstinction

between shooting for the big screen and TV, In
both, | try to give the colonst or timer a strong
negative, It is however, comforting to know
that in the telecine process there are so many
more thengs that can be done 1o the color,
contrast and exposure than in a film finish. In a
film finish | will try to get very specific with the
lock in the orginal photegraphy, knowing that
there is less | can do in post production to
change the lock of the images.

Pantazopoulos: What is the most
important film-to-tape process for you n
terms of people and gear!

Kivilo: The fact that one can add subtle
nuances to the look of the film that were
Impossible to do during principal photography
due to time and money constraints. it is
another important step in the process of dis-
tilling a story down to its bare essence. What
1 ook for in a colorist is someone who under-
stands the story and has a passien for their
craft. The transfer process offers up an unlim-
ited palette for image manpulation. The col-
orist must choose from this vast array of pos-
sbilites: only those things that support the
story and respect and elevate the original
phatography. | am not interested in something
just becaute it happens to lock cool. | am very
excited about the fact that | will be daing a
cgital answer pant on Hart’s War, staming
Bruce Willis, shooting in Prague, which gives
me a vastly expanded range of colers and
contrast with which to create,

Pantazopoulos: As | did with you on Black
ond Biue. | usually go to the shoot on the first
day to see the first scenes | would be transfer-
nng, the set, the colors, the feefing and ighting
that you were creatng Haw did you feel about
that? | then came onto the set once a week to
share what | saw in the transfer suite and to
check the screening set-up you were using to
view dabes — the monitor set-up, contrast,
color, etc — so that there was a consstency
between transfer and screening. Did it help?

Kivilo: Yeu were the first colorist in my
expenence to do that It i such an obwvious
and smart thing to do. | am surprised that |
had never meat or even heard of anyone slse
doing this. By being on the set, you become an
arganic part of the collaborative process. The
more one immerses oneself in the film, the
more one s open to creative impulses that
elevate the film.

It is very important to <et up standards that
one can measure discrepancies agarst. If | know

that what | see and what you see match, then we
can have a fruiths! discussion about the images.

Pantazopoulos: A couple of days into the
shoat (and of our talking on the phone at the
orset of each day of transfer) you told me to
foliow rmy nstinct. What did you imply by that, in
terms of the process and communication? How
do you believe the creatve and technical
process of film transfer merge and evolve to an
intutive level between DP and colorst?

At one point, | remember there was a car-
nival (amusement park) night scene where an
accident occurred. The scene was warm but |
took the chance and made it warmer; almost
red, | was concerned that | had gone too far,
but it felt as if the scene called for it Althcugh
| was worried about my wide interpretation of
your work, when we spoke you said, “You read
my mind” What do you think happens on a
creative technical level in a case like that!
Does it build confidence in a type of co-creat-
ing interpretive aspect of film transfer?

Kivilo: | have a very simple tool for judg-
ing imagery: my eyes. In one set of dalbes | will
immedately know if the colanist and | share
the same taste and feeling toward the images.
When | find people around me (directors,
crew, colorists, etc,) that | can have stimulating
non-verbal communication with, it is ke find-
ing gold, You had the right instincts and pro-
duced dailies that | was happy with, so it would
be foolsh for me to restrct your input in the
creative process by being overly specific.
Everyone brings somethng to the process.
When the process is too specfic and dictatori-
al the room for interpretation is restncted and |
believe the work suffers. A colonst is by nature
very simiar to the cnematographer; We both
have 10 master certain technical skills before we
can be creative, and we both work for the final
image. The work you do is a natural extension
of the anematographer’s work,

Pantazopoulos: As a DR what & the
most frustrating aspect of film transfer and
color correction?

Kivilo: It & frustrating when there 5 no
creative bond and you start to see your images
slipping away. Because there are so many ways
te manipulate the image, one can easily get
lost. The high cost of transfer time abways adds
an element of tension that 1 not conducive to
creating, It is often very hard to articulate what
it is that you want to see, 5o agam, it is impor-
tant that there be chemistry between the cin-
ematographer and the colonst. P




