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INDIE 
ROUNDTABLE

CHECK OUT WHERE INDEPENDENT FILMMAKING WAS, IS AND WILL BE GOING 
WITH THIS AWARD!WINNING PANEL OF GUILD CINEMATOGRAPHERS

by PAULINE ROGERS

Polly Morgan
Call the Midwife, The Truth About Emanuel, The 

Pretty One, We’ll Never Have Paris

Doug Emmett
The One I Love, Faking It, The Remaining

Tim Orr
All the Real Girls, Raising Victor Vargas, Seeking a 

Friend for the End of the World, Joe

Jay Hunter
Paper Heart, Much Ado About Nothing, 

Life After Beth

Nancy Schreiber, ASC
Your Friends & Neighbors, The Nines, 

The Comeback, It’s a Disaster

Christos Voudouris
Love is Strange, Before Midnight, Alps
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“SHOOTING INDIE” HAS ALWAYS BEEN A ROLLER COASTER. MANY GUILD SHOOTERS, LIKE TIM ORR AND NANCY 

SCHREIBER, ASC, STARTED YEARS AGO, WHEN FILM RULED – AND A “LIMITED ART-HOUSE RELEASE” WAS THE ONLY 

WAY A PROJECT GOT SEEN. THOSE WHO HAVE JOINED THE INDEPENDENT CARAVAN MORE RECENTLY – POLLY 

MORGAN, JAY HUNTER AND DOUG EMMETT, FOR EXAMPLE – DID NOT EXPERIENCE THE GLOBE-SHAKING CHANGES 

NEW TECHNOLOGY HAS WROUGHT ON PRODUCTION. YET EVEN THOUGH THE YOUNGER DP’S ON THIS PANEL HAVE 

MOSTLY COME OF AGE IN A DIGITAL WORLD, THEIR KEEN INSIGHT AND EXPERIENCE ARE SHAPING THE FUTURE 

OF INDIE FILM. WHAT EVERYONE AT THIS TABLE SHARES IS A PASSION FOR CINEMA CRAFT AND STORYTELLING, 

REGARDLESS OF MEDIUM OR GENRE. SO GRAB A FRONT-ROW SEAT TO HEAR ABOUT THE PAST, PRESENT AND 

FUTURE OF THIS HIGHLY CREATIVE (AND ALWAYS CHALLENGING) MICROCLIMATE KNOWN AS INDEPENDENT FILM.

Julia in Argentina / shot by Nancy Schreiber

The One I Love / shot by Doug Emmett

Joe / shot by Tim Orr

ICG Magazine: How would you describe the indie 
world circa 2014?

Nancy Schreiber: With the digital revolution and de-
mocratization of production, where great cameras are quite 
inexpensive, many films are being made for $500 thousand 
or much less. But there also isn’t the same theatrical oppor-
tunity as there once was, so the return for investors is not a 
sure thing, even with all the ancillary markets.

Doug Emmett: Rental prices for high-end digital cinema 
cameras have dropped significantly. It’s exciting to think 
that the camera “playing field” has been leveled between 
big-budget movies and independent cinema. The big-bud-
get DPs have the same cameras and lenses as we do, which 
now means I have no excuse. [Laughs.]

Jay Hunter: When I started there seemed to be a lot 
more independent films being made. I remember work-
ing as the boom operator on a movie called West of Here 
in Denver. It was directed by Peter Masterson (brother of 
Mary Stuart Masterson). Back then you could make a living 
working exclusively in indies. Nowadays, I don’t know how 
anyone can pay the bills starting out. Today, microbudget 
productions shot on DSLR cameras seem to dominate.

How has new technology impacted indie 
production?

Tim Orr: I love film and will always prefer to shoot it. But 
having to embrace digital cameras, which are so prevalent 
in the indie world, has changed my approach. I have shot 
about nine movies in the last four years on the Alexa, 
and the sensitivity of its digital sensor has allowed me to 
shoot with more available light, sometimes predominantly 
candles, or to use very little to no fill light, more practical 
sources and smaller units in general. In that regard, you can 
light more simply, which I have enjoyed.

Jay Hunter: A great development in film technology is 
high-quality wireless video. I remember a time not so long 
ago when you wouldn’t dare set exposure or judge focus 
from a wireless signal. Now we do both all day every day. 
To be unencumbered by an awkward BNC cable frees up a 
lot of possibilities while still delivering a high-quality signal 
to the monitors. I have to single-out Boxx Communica-
tions for their Meridian system, which is fantastic.

Polly Morgan: There are more tools. Systems like the 
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How important are film festivals these days?

Christos Voudouris: Festivals are a platform on which 
films can be complete, meaning they can meet an audience. 
The reception they enjoy in a festival will define, to a great 
degree, their future, even if that’s not always linear. So they 
are – if not vital – quite important, at least.

Polly Morgan: I think most indie films go into produc-
tion with the goal of premiering at one of the big festivals; 
to have your film premiere at Sundance or Cannes holds 
the highest significance, and I believe within the industry 
elevates your project to a more respectable level. I have 
had film premieres at different key festivals. The Truth 
About Emanuel was shown at Sundance and has done the 
most for my career.

 
How do you view the narrative direction of indie 
stories?

Nancy Schreiber: A great script is still what makes or 
breaks an independent movie. Too much attention has 
been placed on technology and what camera you’re using. 
It is still about the eye behind the camera – the vision and 

MoVI or CineStar can add high production value on 
an indie budget and help you get complicated setups in 
shorter periods of time. Mixing older technology with 
more-modern equipment is also in vogue and can produce 
fun results. Older lenses paired with modern cameras are 
helping to soften the crisp detail of modern sensors that 
sometimes don’t fit the style of the story.

Christos Voudouris: The main game changer in this 
[digital] evolution might be the fact that the cinematogra-
pher and the director can see what they are shooting the 
moment they are shooting it. Now the question becomes: 
is that a good or bad thing? And as with most new technol-
ogies, it can be both. We could say it’s good as you have an 
immediate connection with what you do. But that also may 
mean minimizing preparation – conceptual and practical. 
New technologies have many great advantages, but some-
times they formulate the way we approach a project, and 
sometimes we are behind the technology and not ahead of 
it. It should only be a tool; so as filmmakers, we have an 
obligation to question that point.

Have you seen trends and changes in budgets and 
distribution?

Polly Morgan: More microbudget films are going into 
production. When projects fail to raise their anticipated 
budget, many are choosing to simplify and just shoot as 
cheaply as possible. Because of these changes I think distri-
bution platforms have become more widely available, just 
like the accessibility of digital cameras. 

Jay Hunter: Back in the day if you didn’t get a theatri-
cal release then you failed. Seeing your film in the movie 
theater on a big screen will always be the best way to view 
it. That said, putting a movie in the theaters costs a ton 
of money, and video-on-demand [VOD] and online have 
changed that. If we had those distribution methods avail-
able a few years ago, I bet those indie films that never saw 
the light of day would have had an audience. 

Nancy Schreiber: Distributors are hesitant to spend 
dollars on theatrical distribution for small indie films. I 
shot an independent movie with an A-list cast that received 
amazing reviews in all the major market newspapers and 
trades. The producers decided to go with the distributor 
who gave them more money up front instead of the dis-
tributor who had a chain of theaters that would allow word 
of mouth to build. Because of this, a good film got buried. 
You have to be very lucky these days to get noticed in the 
theatrical world.

Doug Emmett: I like the fact that indie films can now be 
released on iTunes, Amazon and Netflix, but a tremendous 
influx of movies and content may saturate the market and 
lessen their value. I worry viewers will have to filter out 
all the noise and clutter just to find a movie really worth 
watching. I wish our indie films had a bigger market in the-
atrical distribution, but unfortunately, theaters can’t really 
afford to play anything but tent-pole movies. Box-office 
numbers shouldn’t be standard for gauging a film’s success 
– we need to look at VOD. 

Life After Beth / shot by Jay Hunter

The Pretty One / shot by Polly Morgan
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the art. My film with Courteney Cox, November, which cost 
under $500 thousand, was shot with the DVX 100 Mini 
DV! And it won Best Cinematography at Sundance, having 
been shot on a $2,500 camera.

Polly Morgan: Material is being put into the hands of 
the filmmakers without, at times, having to hit certain story 
targets set out by the studios or distributors. We are getting 
a wide, diverse range of connecting themes, some of which 
are either on a deeply personal or deeply expressive level. 
And that’s a great direction to being going in.

What advice do you have for those who want to 
make a career in independent film?

Tim Orr: It’s really the same as it ever was. To dedicate 
yourself to indie film, you have to be doing it for the right 
reasons, namely the love of storytelling and the creative 
freedom of the craft. You make sacrifices in pay and com-
fortable perks for the opportunity to tell stories that are 
more adventurous in spirit and content. 

Doug Emmett: If your goal is to only make indie films, 
and survive, then be prepared to live on a budget. I shot 
my first TV show this year, and the rates are so much 
higher than a Tier 1 or non-union indie feature. My AC 
says: “Some for the reel, some for the meal.” And I defi-
nitely agree.

Jay Hunter: It’s important to choose the right feature 
films that represent your own perspective. I can shoot a 
bad TV show or a crappy commercial, and people won’t 
necessarily associate me with it directly. If I shoot a bad 
movie just because I need a paycheck, that film will follow 
me around and always define me in the eyes of others. 

Do you have a favorite project or scene you can 
tell us about?

Polly Morgan: In The Truth About Emanuel, there is a 
dinner scene, and we chose to shoot the whole thing in one 
shot, slowly pushing in and around the main character and 
not getting coverage on any other actors. It really connects 
you with her experience, and you somehow feel her emo-
tionally disconnect with all those around her.

Tim Orr: Joe. I had a lot of fun lighting that movie, par-
ticularly Joe’s house, the bar and whorehouse. It became a 
bit of a surreal playground for me, mixing and stretching 
colors in an otherwise natural environment.

Jay Hunter: One of the best times I have ever had was 
shooting Much Ado About Nothing for Joss Whedon. We did 
it for the love of the craft. One of my favorite moments 
was when Hero is watching her funeral procession from 
an overlook, and Beatrice steps out next to her to watch 
as well. We had just been running around like crazy try-
ing to do the funeral procession in a forest during the last 
minutes of light. The people in the funeral all had candles. 
The idea was to have the candlelight on their faces even 
thought it was still daylight. We had three minutes to get 

Love is Strange / shot by Christos Voudouris

Love is Strange / shot by Christos Voudouris

Love is Strange / Christos Voudouris (L) with Ira Sachs (R) 

“You have to be [shooting indie] for the right 
reasons, namely the love of storytelling and 
the creative freedom of the craft.”

! TIM ORR "
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two takes. The only problem was that we still needed to 
get the shot of Hero and Beatrice. First AC Clint Kaspar-
ian and I grabbed a stepladder and climbed. George Max-
well turned around from his walk toward the lunch line 
and snatched up a 1-by-1 Litepanels and a GoBo arm. 
There was barely enough light, but we rolled the shot in 
one take. I don’t even think Joss was able to see an image, 
but I knew we got it. I’ve seen the movie many times with 
Joss, and every time that shot pops up we look at each 
other and smile.

Nancy Schreiber: On The Nines, day one in Malibu Can-
yon, we had a beautiful mist in the distance, helped by a 
little bit of movie haze as Ryan Reynolds and Hope Davis 
walked through the forest. Everyone thinks it is CGI! 
Sometimes magic happens in camera, and I still try to do as 
much in camera as possible.

Overall, do you think the climate is better or 
worse for indie films?

Jay Hunter: [Indie films] are getting more exposure, even 
if some aren’t as polished. It’s like the music industry – 
you’ve got thousands more bands and albums to choose 
from than you did 30 years ago. People are, at times, over-
whelmed. The support of a major studio or record label 
can help to create a Bohemian Rhapsody-type level of 
production value that seems impossible to create in a home 
studio on a tiny budget. But maybe the more approachable 
the technology becomes, the more possible it will become 
to make Avatar in your basement. [Laughs.]

Christos Voudouris: All forms of new media offer 
huge possibilities for exposing a project to an audience. 
So actually, the emerging problem is that there was never 
before as much access for filmmakers, creating so many 
choices for the audience. It’s said to be infinite, but it 

might be more like no choice at all. We should find the 
way of leading/guiding the viewer in a productive way. 

Tim Orr: It seems they have more of a platform with 
VOD and streaming. And as much as I would like audi-
ences to see the movies in a theater, the most important 
thing is that they see them at all. I think that outlets like 
Netflix through Roku or Apple TV can give some indie 
movies a chance they did not have before. Someone may 
not feel like going to the theater for a variety of reasons, 
and browsing titles to stream opens up a new frontier for 
smaller films.

How are the indie projects promoted, and do you 
participate?

Polly Morgan: Absolutely, I participate! Social media 
with Facebook and Twitter. Fundraising through Kick-
starter, and then publicity all the way through production 
and post. It is empowering to have the ability to fundraise 
and promote your film in your own hands and to really be 
able to participate fully in getting the movie made and seen.

Doug Emmett: Well, I just gave my first blog interview! I 
felt so millennial.

Jay Hunter: I try to participate as much as possible. If 
I have a film coming out, I try to attend any festivals at 
which it’s appearing. I love to do Q&A’s and being on pan-
els. Sometimes I think that I just love hearing the sound of 
myself yapping. [Smiles.] I contact journalists and publica-
tions. Often, people come out of the woodwork and want 
an interview. I love passing on knowledge. It keeps the art 
and craftsmanship alive and thriving. For every ten people 
who have no idea what I do, there’s one person who loves 
hearing my perspective.

Between Us / shot by Nancy Schreiber


