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BY DAVID HEURING

"Keith holds an unforgettable
and deeply moving place in my
mind and my life. His uncom-
promising desire to achieve a
vision of beauty, and above all
of originality, is to be envied by
those of us who are fighting to
either maintain or attain a place
within the film world.”

— Robert Richardson, ASC

o says Robert Richardson, ASC

about cinematographer Keith

Smith, who served as assistant

on a number of Richardson’s

films. Smith is now making his
own way as a director of photography,
most recently on The Wash, an urban com-
edy starring Dr. Dre and Snoop Dogg, and
Eminem. Smith has also photographed
four other films slated for release later this
year: Love and a Bullet (Screen Gems),
/Gang Tapes (Lions Gate), Harlem Aria
(Urban  Entertainment), and Tara
(Universal Home Video).

Smith was raised in New Orleans,
where he dreamed of playing professional
basketball. He attended Xavier University
in Louisiana on a basketball scholarship
and lettered all four years. During his
junior year, the team earned a slot at the
NAIA championship tournament in Kansas
City. When a local television reporter and
news photographer came to the gym,
Smith watched them orchestrate the story.

Seeing their creativity was all it
took—Smith was hooked. He changed his
major to mass communications. His practi-
cal education continued at a local PBS sta-
tion, where he helped wire the building and
install transmitters and satellite dishes.
Soon he was compiling video vignettes
that were used as fillers. Smith earned a
resident position at the local CBS affiliate,
WWL-TV.

He shot news and promotional pho-
tography for a while and then decided,
almost on a whim, to reach for the next
level. Smith applied to the American Film
Institute.

“I sent a letter explaining my passion
for photography,” Smith says. “I was
shocked when I got the reply saying I was
accepted. In a matter of weeks I was dri-
ving out to Los Angeles.”

During his first year at AFI, he won
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the Remy Martin Award, the first time that
award was given to a cinematography fel-
low, and the first time the award went to a
first year student.

After a year, Smith returned to New
Orleans to shoot at the Jazz & Heritage
Festival for his old TV station. When he
heard that Richardson was in town shoot-
ing scenes for JFK, he faxed a letter to the
production office.

“Bob invited me to the set the next
day,” Smith recalls. “T immediately can-
celed my flight back to Los Angeles. Pretty
soon I was running mags and doing what-
ever needed to be done. I ended up staying
on for the entire film. It was an incredible
experience.”

That was a turning point. “One day we
were shooting a huge sequence in Jackson
Square,” recalls Smith. “I was soaking it up
like a sponge. Bob was taking some

Above: Keith Smith served as an assistant to Robert
Richardson, ASC on Oliver Stone’s Heaven And Earth. Below:
As director of photography, Keith Smith gives instructions to
his crew on the set of Harlem Aria.

Polaroids for density and exposure checks.
My job was to keep the camera loaded. 1
took a few pictures of my own, so I could
make some notes on how the set was lit.
Bob noticed them and called everyone in
and announced to the crew, ‘From now on,
Keith takes the Polaroids.” Bob really liked
my initiative and respected my work.”

On JFK, Smith made diagrams noting
every meter reading, lighting placement,
scrim, gel and cutter. He did the same on
Natural Born Killers, Heaven and Earth
and A Few Good Men. “Those diagrams
still prove invaluable to me,” he recalls.
“I'm constantly referring to them for inspi-
ration. I saw how well prepared and
focused Bob is on the set. His concentra-
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Above: The Wash, an independent feature, stars some of the
biggest names in hip hop including Dr. Dre and Snoop Dogg.
Right: Keith Smith carefully lines up a shot. Below: Smith
wanted the look of The Wash to be fun, but still truthful and
reality-based.

tion is phenomenal. When you’re a camer-
aperson, you’re put into situations where
you want to bring the light from a certain
direction, but for some reason you can’t.
But Bob always finds a way. He attacks a
scene cleanly and beautifully. Bob is the
master of innovation.”

After JFK, Smith returned to AFI and
graduated in 1992 with a master’s in Fine
Arts. Since then he has worked as an assis-
tant, second unit cameraman-operator
(Fallen, Any Given Sunday) and cine-
matographer on more than fifteen low-bud-
get features, including Sex Monster,
Frontline, The Girl Gets Moe and Recoil.

On Any Given Sunday, Smith had the
chance to re-team with director Oliver
Stone as an additional photographer-cam-
era operator. “I was honored to be part of
Oliver’s camera crew, which was headed
by cinematographer Salvatore Totino,”
says Smith. “T was responsible for shooting
all the pickup shots. I shot players’ wives,
opposing coaches, skylines, sunsets, stadi-
um establishing shots, clouds, cheerlead-
ers, mascots, scoreboards, monitors—you
name it, I shot it. I was even allowed to
direct a few sequences with secondary cast
members. Oliver trusted me and 1 was
proud to deliver for him.”

Smith also credits Tom Sigel, ASC as
a mentor. Sigel met Smith on the set of
JFK and later asked him to work as an
assistant on Meteor Man and Blankman.
Smith also worked as the A-camera opera-
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tor on Fallen and second unit operator for
Sigel on Three Kings.

“I was very impressed with Tom’s
demeanor on the set,” says Smith. “He is
very articulate in the heat of the battle. If
you can’t express what it is you’re looking
for, you’ll never get it. That sounds obvi-
ous, but I learned how important it is.”

Smith also learned from his mentors
the importance of preparation. “Style is
born out of preparation,” he says. “There
are so many questions that can be
answered in pre-production that save time
and money during production and post.
When I start a film, I research different
films on DVD and make video prints. [
laminate these into a binder, and they serve
as a kind of show-and-tell for me. I can
share them with my colleagues and inspire
discussions about our visual approach. I

also draw floor plans of the locations to
help with blocking and camera movement.
Having definite visual goals makes for a
more coherent film.”

The Wash is an independent feature
film from Lions Gate Films. It was direct-
ed by DJ Pooh and stars some of the
biggest names in hip-hop music. Smith
says that one key to getting the job was his
attitude in the initial interview. “I was very
upbeat and enthusiastic during my initial
interview,” he says. “I was able to-articu-
late a vision for the film. I had answers to
their questions, like ‘How do you approach
a film with an all African-American cast?’
I was able to convince them that I could
handle it technically, and inspire their con-
fidence. Pooh, the director, had seen more
than fifty reels. I was flattered to be hired
out of all those candidates.”

The Wash centers on two car wash
employees who get caught up in a kidnap-
ping caper. Smith shot for two weeks at a
car wash in Encino and for two weeks on a
stage at the Sunset Gower Studios. Smith
says that while the director didn’t bring a
wealth of experience to the set, he did have
excellent comic instincts. “He knew come-
dy and what was funny,” says Smith. “My
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job was to execute and capture his vision.”

Smith used a blend of Kodak Vision
films, including 5274 (200T) for day exte-
riors and interiors, and 5279 (500T) for
night exteriors. He differentiated a kidnap-
ping sequence by recording it on 5277
(320T). “I tested the ‘74 and was happy
with how heavily the stock rendered
itself,” Smith says. “The blacks were per-

C 1 b t1
fect for the stark reality I wanted to intro-
duce. This was an urban comedy, so I
wanted it to be fun, but still truthful and ea S O
reality-based. Mike Mertens, our colorist at

CFI, took good care of me. He was in my
corner from the second I met him. He

:,e-i]:?‘i me deliver a beautiful answer Great Looking Dailies

The director and stars developed a
very loose, spontaneous approach to the
scenes, so Smith adapted. “Every time we
moved on to another scene, I was present-
ed a new puzzle to figure out and learned to
love the challenge,” says Smith. “I based
my lighting and camerawork on the
rehearsals. When I saw how the actors
moved in the space, and how they
expressed their lines, it got the creative
juices flowing.”

Smith believes one of his major
strengths is his ability to elevate and inspire
his crew. He usually works with gaffer
Sydney Briscoe and lighting technician
Renaldo Jackson. His camera department
consists of camera operator Robin
Meluish, first AC Scott Johnson, and sec-
ond ACs Randy Whitlock and Greg Gayne.
They have been together on more than six-
teen projects, so they know each other
well. The latest addition is Smith’s twin
brother Ken as dolly grip. “Ken is an
incredible dolly grip,” says Smith. “We call
him the floater. He’s a natural. He knows
exactly what I have in my mind when it
comes to designing a shot. On The Wash,
the team averaged about 20-25 setups per
day.”

After The Wash was released, Smith

had the thrill of seeing his name on a Sunset | SuperDa iIieS

Boulevard billboard. It was a big step for-

ward. Smith remembers Richardson telling

him that it would be a long hard climb. ‘ 800‘224.1 130
“Bob was right,” Smith concludes. “It has
been a long, arduous path. However, I feel
that out of this struggle, I have forged a
future for myself as a cameraman. I am
honored to be part of a unique breed of
artist. We are all storytellers, but cine-
matographers feel compelled to visualize
those stories and share them. We want the
audience to see and feel the story we are
telling. What a great job!” ®
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