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In Saturn, Drew
(Scott Cann}
and Sarah (Mia
Kirshner) spend
much of their
time taking
drugs and
making out. The
upper frame is
set in Drew's
loft, which
cameraman
Matthew
Libatique often
lent a green
tint primarily
through the use
of fluorescent
fixtures. The
cameraman
created a
crisper
ambience for
Sarah's
apartment,
shown below.




Saturn

Director: Roly Schmidt
Cinematographer:
Matthew Libatique

Saturn tells the story of a
lorlorn molorcycle mechanic named
Drew {Scott Caan) whoe is ennieshed
in an intense period of soul-search-
ing. Unsure ol his path in life, the
young, man spends most ol his days
nurse-maiding  his  lather  {(Leo
Burmester), a gifled engincer now
crippled by Alzheimer’s  disease.
Wandering the streets one night,
Drew meets up with Sarah (Mia
Kirshner}, a wild woman with a tasle
for last cars, designer drugs and
kinky love. Drawn into Sarah’s web
of seduction, Drew beging Lo ques-
tion his desting’s direction and
whether or nol love is traly a tran-
scendent force,

“This is a very tough movie
about love, so | wanted Lo be able see
the actors perform, which miecant
much longer takes,” savs writer/
dircctor Rob  Schmidt, who s
currently collasborating with camera-
man Bobby Bukowski on MGM’s
Crinte and  Punishment in Thigh
School “1 also wanted the camera-
work in Safiern to have a subjective
feeling, as if Brooklyn is being seen
through the cyes of this messed-up
kid. [ wanted a dreamy, druggy (eel-
ing with lots of subjective focus”

Obtaining this idiosyncratic
imagery was no problem, since
Schmide  and  cnemalographer
Matthew Libatique are quite familiar
wilh cach other’s Lalents. The pair
first worked towether during their
graduate-student  days  al the
American Film Institute. In fact,
Schmidt served as the cameraman’s
gatter on two short films — Protezed
and No T

which Libatique
shot for [ellow student Darren
Aronofsky. Libatique would later juin
forces with Aronofsky on the film 7T
{see Sundance Film Festivad coverage
in AC April "98).
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from Schmidts own rather subdued
view of the world. He sullers from
red-green color blindness, but can
still discern saturation levels. The
director also sought a color scheme
that retlected the semi-autobio-
graphical film’s downbeat tone. Tle
explains, 1 wanted |visuals] that
came out of black-and-white still
photography —  predominantly
dark, low-contrast images with very
solid blacks. The images would go
from solid black to low contrast and
never hit white unless they totally
blew out”

1o achieve a muted tonality
with deep black tones, Libatique
utilized a VariCon (sct at about 30
percent, depending on the lighting
situation) while shooting with his
Arriflex BL-4. A Tiffen Soft/FX filter
reduced sharpness and  helped
Libatique render Schmidt’s so-called
“dreamy, druggy feeling” Besides
underexposing some of the interi-
ors, the cinematographer also
conjured up other in-camera trick-
ery. During a dope-driven coupling
between Drew and Sarah, Libatique
sporadically blurred the imagery by
alternating between sharp and soft
focus, Additionally, using an 85mm
lens, he panned along the pair’s
interwined bodies as firsl assistant
James Terrara stopped and started
the camera to produce flash frames.
Libalique explains that the combina-
tion of these techniques produced a
“very soft vet full image, but the
lighting is edgy enough so that the
contrast still shows.”

For added contrast control,
Libatique considered subjecting his
footage to FotoKemn's skip-bleach
process, but after conducting tests on
various negatives and prints, he
tound that 1t produced a look that
was too severe for his tastes. Tnstead,
inspired by Darius Khondji ASC,
AFCTs imagery in The City of Lost
Childrenand Seven (sce AC Qret.795),
Libatique opled to use TotoKent's
version of the ENR silver-retention
process. “Using skip-bleach took
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things a little too far, creating a much
harder film,” Libatique describes.
“With INR, vou can perform differ-
ent steengths. At an [[R level] of 50,
we were able to maintain a4 certain
sense of sollness, while at the same
time regaining the black levels”
Nearly all of the film's interiors
constructed  within a
{though
industrial lofl in Brooklya. Both

were  sels
spacious rat-inlested)

Schimidt  and  Libatique  credit
production designer lames Chinlund
for lending a disordered design 1o (he
deranged engineer’s living quarters,
filling the space with real and fake
industrial Libatique

produced  illumination o under-

castofTs.

scores the mournful mood. “The
apartment, loft and  workspace
combine Lo create an inlentional
metaphors [or the father’s condition,”
the anematographer notes. “You can
see remnants of s brilliance, bul the
space is a mess, because thal’s exactly
what he's become.

“Meanwhile, we lit Drew’s face
with a fluorescent green to reflect the
heavy responsibility he has in fixing
bikes and taking care of his father,”
Libatique adds. *Basically, Drew lives
in their shop, so his bedroom mimics
what’s going in the center room —
henee the green fluorescents. Tlel the
natural color of the cool Tights over-
take the film to creale a greenish hue,
In Drew’s room, T set up six 8 (uo-
rescent tubes, and T would control
the contrast wilh neutral density gels,
by turning them on and off, lighting
spedilic spots”

According to Libatique, his
multi-tinted lighting style in Seturn
takes some cues from Christopher
Daovle, HKSC's photography in such
Wong  Kar-Wai
Clumeking Express (AC Sept. "95),
{appy logether and  Fallen Angels
(AC Lich. "98). Like Doyle, Libatique
elicits emotion by exploiting the

pictures  as

harsh haze produced by Muorescent
tubing, as well as auras cast by slreet-
lamips and glowing neon signage.

“Stylistically,  Sarirn could  be

described as “Wong Kar-Wai and
Chris  Dovle Breathiless)”
Libatique says. Indeed, Saturi's luid

meel

camera maves recall the intimate
shooting style of Jean-Luc Godard's
1959 classic, which was shot by Raoul
Coutard.

Creating a counterpoint to the
grim reality of Dvew’s daily drudgery.
the exchanges within his father’s
bedroom are imbued with an amber
haze that cuts through the ailing
man’s shadowy bedroom. “For those
scenes, James came up with some
beautiful  practicals  [strip lights
coming through muslin] that were
hung over the tather’s bed. The
desiyn of the fixtures reflected the
fact that the character had been an

“Stylistically, Saturn
could be described as
‘Wong Kar-Wai and Chris
Doyle meet Breathless.””
— cinematographer
Matthew Libatique

engineer, and the warm light is a
metiphor for the father and son’s
relationship and love”

Flushbacks of Drew and his
Dad during happier times are alse
marked by polden ambiance. For
those sequences, Libatique warmed
up the actor’s skin tones by using an
antique suede filter. Mo fuzz the (ocus
during these nostalgic interludes, he
smeared Vascline on the filter as “a
low-ti technique Lo create a look that's
different from the film's reality.”

While shooting night exteriors
on the streets of Brooklyn, Libatique
pushed his low-contrast  Kodak
Vision 32071 5277 stock by one stop
to lend some grain and realism to the
nocturnal vistas, “When you're work-
ing with 800 ASA and shooting al a
T1.3, everything outside suddenly
becomes ambient fill,” he savs. I
didn’t want overly-lit night exteriors,
SO My mantra was to make the light
look natural and give it some direc-

tion. [ used lot of Par cans o splash
light here and there o create edges,
and lo augment sources that already
existed. TFor one shot of Drew ina
phone booth, we used  exasting
sources coming, from a brightly it
bodega in the frame. The Tiffen
Soft/FX fiher we used made the lights
vlow and every highlight bloom.”
From the outset, Schmidl and
Libatique knew that the photo-
graphic look they wanted for Satirn
would demand extensive manipula-
tion of the emulsion during postpro-
duction.  The  cinematographer
muainiains that exploring and leamn-
ing speaal  lab o processes only
enhances onc’s command of the
visual language. “Some films have a
lot of camerawork and lighting, but
on Satari, it was a pretty equal divi-
sion between camerawork, lighting
and lab techniques,” Libatique states.
“Far me, the laly is the final stage of
photography — the more specific |
the more

can be [at that stage,
specilic the film will Jook in the end.
On T, for example, 1 worked very
closely with the lab. TCs my knowl-
edge aboul the lab that created
consistency in the Nlms its really a
maller of control”

— Andrew O Thompson



