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On the Job
–––DP Christian Berger AAC
Ludwig II

Perceptive
powers
Artistry in its purest most perfect form.
The ability to see and create beautiful,
aesthetic and majestic images
characterises the work of a great
cinematographer, and DP Christian
Berger AAC is a wizard of magical
image capture, writes Annette Zoeh.

Berger is a highly skillful
cinematographer renowned
for creating sensitive images.
Copyright Bavaria Pictures/
Stefan Falke.
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For his camera work on The White Ribbon, Berger
received many international awards, including
Cinematographer Of The Year/Los Angeles 2009,
the ASC’s 2010 Outstanding Achievement in
Cinematography Award, plus nominations from the
Academy, and also the BSC. The list of domestic wins also
includes German Film Award, the Lola 2010, the Austrian
Romy 2010, as well as Diagonale Kamerapreis 2010 from
the Austrian Association of Cinematographers.
Berger’s latest cinematic challenge is the camera
work on this year’s major, €16million Bavaria Film, movie
production of Ludwig II. It’s an occasion that offered
the opportunity to talk to him in detail about the preoccupations with a unique piece of art in the last year as
well as his current camera work.
Although a wide variety of offers followed The White
Ribbon, Berger devoted all of his energy to cooperate
and assist his wife, the French-Swedish actress Marika
Green, to produce and create a unique and personal
piece of art – an expansive photographic exhibition
and book entitled Photographic Sights: 1894 to 2010. It
uses Marika’s own collection of images, from over four
generations of her family history, and is a document that
in itself tells the story of photography in stunning images.
For example, Marika’s grandmother was the first female
photographer in Sweden and a pioneer of her time.
Since then, Berger has immersed himself in shooting
Ludwig II, this time using high-end, digital cinema
cameras in the form of ARRI Alexas.
“The personal incentive for me on this four-month,
expedition-like production, was to set a different,
distinguished and critical eye on the history of Bavarian
King Ludwig II, and to explore and discover the private
personality hidden behind all the opulent splendour
and magnificence. It was the director, Ulrike Ottinger’s
intention to find a cinematographer’s eye that would
highlight a more tender and loving appproach towards
the sensitive personality of Ludwig II, rather than on his
dictator-like character. She wanted an intense look that
provides aesthetic, beautiful, intimate images instead,”
Berger comments.
The fifteen different historical locations, including a
huge diversity of lowlight conditions, required Berger to
carefully select his camera and lighting equipment. He
selected ARRI Alexas, supplied by ARRI Munich Rental.
As he explains, “The ARRI Alexa is an intuitive, relaxing
camera to work with; its handling is easy and high-quality
at the same time, and you can maintain all your habits
of operating in 35mm analogue times. Up to now, it is
proven to be a smooth, fantastic piece of equipment to
work with, without any failures.” Berger is also full of praise
for, “the back-up assistance and workflow provided by
the ARRI team, it’s super-professional.”
In terms of image capture Ludwig II is being
recorded in ARRI RAW, simultaneously in cinemascope
2.35 and at 1:79.
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“Recording in RAW makes much more information
available to the director as well as the cinematographer;
it allows shifting of the image in whatever direction over
a very wide area. Though it does not tell me the look onset, RAW incorporates every minute detail of information.
For the first time, I am working with an operator, and
two extra people in the camera team, which is crucial
when recording digitally. For me, as a DP, this results in a
more relaxing working environment and, using large HD
monitors, allows me to be more precise about ratings,
the control of light and camera movements.” Berger
praises his 1st AC, Gerald Helf, for the great job he does.
Regarding his lens choices, Berger explains, “We used
the Alexa for very precise pre-lens testing with the new
Leica lens set, and compared them to the Master Primes
with their colder and harder look, as well as Cooke lens
sets with their softer and warmer look. The test results were
projected in ARRI’s cinema and we decided to use the
new Leica lenses, since they provided the best matchingquality results, delivered even more transparency, as well
as unbelievably clear images.”
Berger says many technical challenges lurk
while shooting Ludwig II, such as a night-time
firework sequence at Herrenchiemsee, a historic
location, the highly-demanding exterior illumination
of Neuschwanstein, King Ludwig II’s famous castle
residence, as well as many candle and torch-lit scenes.
“With the Alexa, and its genuine 13T-stops of
dymamic range, I can open up four or five T-stops
and the image remains clean, without any increase in
colour saturation. Alexa is the only digital camera that
can handle these situations. It’s it is also my favourite
digital camera, as it seems to have been built with
cinematographers in mind,” he adds. “The optical path
from lens-to-eye has to be a straight path, which Alexa
successfully achieves. Recording digitally is a method
that generates a different look to film, and your have to
treat it accordingly. It would not make any sense to try to
treat this to look like film.”

Berger has felt comfortable
shooting in a wide range of
locations and lighting conditions
with Alexa.
Still photography of Ludwig II:
Photographer Stefan Falke. All
images: Copyright of Bavaria
Pictures.

With regard to lighting, Berger has exclusively used
the Cine Reflect Lighting System (CRLS), the indirect
illumination system which received this year’s coveted
Innovation Award from the City of Vienna.
As he enthusiastically explains, “The possibilities for
controlling light with the CRLS, in combination with digital
recording, are great, and better than in the analogue
realm. For example, we lit the complete Herrenchiemsee
castle from outside at night, with only two 1200W
luminaires and a firework display. In principal, outdoor
lighting when your shooting digitally is more difficult
than indoor lighting. But various reflector types produce
individual characteristics and allow exquisite fine-tuning
of the light. With the digital camera responding so
quickly and immediately you can work with much more
sensitive scaling. Another advantage of the CRLS is that
it requires only a few 10 x 15 cm or 30 x 30cm reflectors to
guarantee exact and precise lighting of a group of two to
three actors without having to open lenses wide. You can
instead use sensible working T-stops of T2.8 to T4. With the
given T-stop, I can treat contrast with very fine nuances.”
One of the more delicate set-ups required outside
lighting of a huge horse-stables, with King Ludwig II
coming out of an artificial forest to enter his equine
fantasy world. The CRLS luminaires and reflectors once
again proved to be the perfect tool, avoiding flare and
smudge on the large hall windows whilst providing an
excellent, but very subtle in-hall light structure.
“To have a lighting system that reduces the amount
of transport, and on time-consuming detours, is an
important aspect to mention,” says Berger and, “my
highly-motivated gaffer team, with chief gaffer Jacob
Ballinger, has proven more than valuable to me.”
Christian Berger is a great, skillful and hardworking
cinematographer, who never seems to rest when it
comes to creating magical and sensitive images. His
motto and message about the art of cinematography is,
“It is crucial to ‘see perception’; everything depends on
the ability to see. My main concern has always been not
to make the cinematic tool the method of my purpose.
It is dangerous, and you can lose or miss your target
when you have too many tools. The ability to trust your
eyes has to remain at the centre of everything you do.”
Berger will head to Mexico City in December for
an international forum of DPs on “Lighting and Digital”,
with hands-on workshops. He will also visit the US, where
invitations are coming to stage his wife Marika Green’s
exhibition Photographic Sights. That’s dedication for you.
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Event
–––Plus Camerimage
Preview 2011

Bydgoszcz
beckons...
Brrrrr! If 2010 was anything to go
by, with thick snow on the ground
and temperatures reaching a
truly chilling -25ºC, you’ll need
to pack up your best thermals
for this years Plus Camerimage
Festival of Cinematography in
Bydgoszcz, Poland – 26th November
to December 3rd. The annual
festival devoted to the art of
cinematography is arguably the
best of its kind – a place to watch
special screenings, premieres and
retrospectives, to participate in
seminars and masterclasses, and
perhaps best of all, to meet some of
the greatest filmmaking artists working
in motion picture production today.
John Seale at work on The Tourist.
The Opera Nova, focal point
for the 2011 Plus Camerimage
Festival.
John Seale ACS ASC lines up
a big one.
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So when you see the likes of John Seale, Haskell Wexler,
Joel Schumacher, Andrzej Wajda, Jack Fisk, Ed Lachman,
Todd Haynes, Michael Seresin, Klaus Maria Brandauer,
Aleksandr Sokurow, Roberto Schaefer, Joan Churchill,
Andy Morahan, Christopher Probst, Martin Ruhe,
Piotr Stasik, Jay Rosenblatt, Volker Schlöndorff, Roger
Donaldson, Roger Spottiswoode, Andrzej Bartkowiak,
Adam Holender, Wojciech Staro, Jost Vocane, Karl Walter
Lindenlaub, Vilmos Zsigmond, Dick Pope, Phil Méheux,
Daniel Pearl, Albert Hughes, Brett Ratner and Michael
Glawogger… all on the guest list, you know you have
a giant party on your hands. Here are just some of the
many highlights… Written by Ron Prince.

Lifetime Award For Seale

He is recognised throughout the industry as one of the
world’s greatest directors of photography. His style is
distinguished by his striking feel for textures and the
colours of nature, demonstrated in abundance in The
English Patient, which earned him the Academy Award.
This year the Plus Camerimage Festival will celebrate
and honour the exceptional achievements of John
Seale ACS ASC, the Australian-born cinematographer
whose long and distinguished career is marked by
such milestones as Witness, The Mosquito Coast, and
Dead Poets Society (directed by Peter Weir), The English
Patient, The Talented Mr. Ripley, and Cold Mountain
(directed by Anthony Minghella), and The Perfect Storm
and Poseidon (directed by Wolfgang Petersen).
Even before the nominations and laurels (including
the Academy Award, the ASC Award, and BAFTA
Award for The English Patient) started accumulating in
the 1990s, Seale had shown his prodigious talent and
uncanny eye for composition as a camera operator
in his early career days, working in the 1970s with
Russell Boyd and Peter Weir on such iconic Australian
productions as Picnic At Hanging Rock, Gallipoli, and
The Year of Living Dangerously.

