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Mark Twain once made an offhand comment that
the best part of life came at the beginning and the worst part at
the end. The comment stuck with fellow writer and fan, F. Scott
Fitzgerald—so much so that he turned it into a short story.

“My name is Benjamin Button and I was born under unusu-
al circumstances. While everyone else was aging, I was getting
younger—all alone.” And so begins The Curious Case of
Benjamin Button, the feature film adapted by Eric Roth and
directed by David Fincher, starring Brad Pitt and Cate Blanchett.

Benjamin Button was born in the mid-1800s with the body
of a seventy-year-old man. Although he tries to live a “normal”
life, he’s sometimes an embarrassment to his family and an
enigma to himself. Forging ahead, he meets his true love,
becomes fabulously rich, distinguishes himself in the Spanish-
American War, and returns to a world that has moved in a dif-
ferent direction than his. Trying to assimilate is hard, as he goes
from a moody teenager to a young boy and younger—until he
begins to lose his memory of his early life.

Imagine, trying to use the tools of Benjamin Button’s era
(1930s) to capture his life. Heavy cameras, extremely slow film
stock, very big lights. Quite a hindrance to the scope of this
unusual story filled with romance and adventure.

Now, put this same story in the hands of an innovative direc-

tor like David Fincher (Zodiac, Fight Club), who loves to stretch
the limits of new technology, and you’ve got a scope that’s almost
limitless—and a creative eye that can do justice to what he terms
“a beautiful story. One of those kinds of movies that Hollywood
doesn’t make anymore—old-fashioned in a kind of great way.”

For the creative team behind Roth’s script and Fincher’s
vision, there would be an interesting array of creative choices.
How much of the process would be done in-camera? How
would they handle the de-aging process? What tools would best
support Fincher’s vision? And, once those choices were made,
how could they bring everything together in one coherent look?

CAMERAS/CAPTURE/WORKFLOW
“David and I have often used commercials to test out our

ideas for feature work,” explains cinematographer Claudio
Miranda, who served as gaffer on two Fincher projects, The
Game and Fight Club, and has shot major commercials with him
for Nike and Heineken. “From the beginning, we began to pur-
sue a different approach for this project,” says Miranda. “My
first task was to do side-by-side tests of various cameras in
determining format.”

When Fincher saw the results of Miranda’s side-by-side tests of
current HD cameras, the two agreed on using the Viper as their
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main camera because of its size and the color they got off the chip.
For lenses, Fincher used his favorite HD lenses, Zeiss DigiPrimes
and DigiZooms. For shots above 30 frames per second, they
turned to ARRIFLEX 435 cameras and Kodak film stock.

As work progressed, Fincher became a little disillusioned
with the Viper camera. “I’ve been waiting for Thomson to do the
work that they keep promising,” Fincher admits. “Thomson has
been telling us for five or six years or longer that they are going
to have it so that, once you hit record, the fans are going to turn
off. That’s never happened. We’ve also had problems with chip
sets that we couldn’t match.” That said, Fincher still likes the
camera but perhaps more for commercials or music videos.

“We ended up having to switch to the Sony F23,” he adds.
“Sony has really fine-tuned their equipment. They have
responded to our needs.” The F23 afforded Fincher and
Miranda the ability to get great close-ups and capture a touch-
ing scene where Blanchett barely whispers her lines. The silence

of the cooling system was quite a plus.
Fincher, who’s known for often using an extensive previs

(previsualization) on many of his projects, opted for a more
visceral approach to Benjamin Button. “We did previs on the tug-
boats, all the shots with elaborate visual-effects integration,” he
explains. “We didn’t previs the acting stuff. Most of the story is
done on location. It wasn’t practical. I always love the tools to
tell everybody exactly what I want to do instead of approximat-
ing, but having said that, it wasn’t practical in this movie.” The
locations often dictated the approach, and the ability to be
fluid and work with the actors to express emotion meant a “go
with the flow” and on-set decision-making approach.

The image data was captured to S.two digital field recorders.
“We’ve always done that,” Fincher explains. “No reason to change
up and suddenly go to a compressed medium. We wanted to
have full bandwidth. I would like it to be half the size. I’ve been
telling people that for ten years now, but it is what it is. We want-

ed to have as big and fat a signal as we could get. So, we just lugged
around those data recorders. Do I wish it was half the size, a third of
the size? Yes. But there isn’t anything that is comparable recording
full bandwidth 4:4:4. Except for the big Codex. So, it is the smallest
deck that allows us to record the largest bandwidth technology.”

The team used 36-minute D.MAGs that would be copied to
LTF3. Since the LTF3 is 33 minutes, they recorded that amount to
each D.MAG.

According to data-capture engineer Wayne Tidwell, capturing
raw data in this manner is faster. It gives the director and DP ulti-
mate control over color correction in a controlled, postproduction
environment. “Processes that require shooting to stop invariably
cost the company precious time,” he explains. “Color correcting
and/or otherwise tweaking master footage on set is an unnecessary
use of time that can be better spent on performance. And, because
of the robustness of encased computer hard drives that contain the
master, the information is far safer than a fragile videotape stock.”

In addition to the time-saving features of shooting with a data-
capture workflow, there’s a smaller yet more interesting change—
the elimination of physical slates, which saves production time.
S.two made a graphic of a slate that appears at the head of each
take recorded to the DFR. This not only saved time, but also elim-
inated the noise in the face of the actors. Pertinent slate informa-
tion was entered via keyboard at the data-capture station.

Each evening, Miranda would take still frames and correct them
on his laptop and post them to his site. “It was an incredibly effi-
cient way to deal with it,” Fincher explains. “I’d rather look at
dailies every day as I go, select the takes that I want to go to the edit
room, and delete the rest of them. And the next day, have on the
website what Claudio was thinking for color correction—some-
thing we could match pretty religiously in the D.I.”

Once footage was ready, it was delivered to postproduction
supervisor Peter Mavromates. He’d oversee how everything moved
through was digitized and down-converted, how editors and effects
got the images, and how they were put on the common website,
Picture Information Exchange. “The D.MAGs were fed into Final Cut
Pro and cut with a DVCPRO HD codec,” explains Mavromates. Once
Fincher decided on the image manipulation, Mavromates’ team
would pull LTO3s and send them to the various houses or labs.

“We actually created two negatives and stored them in two dif-
ferent places,” adds Mavromates. “One was stored off the property
so we had total protection of the images. Someone would have to
wipe out all of LA County to mess with our finishing this project.
We were very well protected.”

MIRANDA’S LIGHTING CHOICES
“Everything radiates from one particular location—the Nolan

house, located in the Garden District of New Orleans,” explains
Miranda. “The first thing that I did was take pictures, test some
practicals, and find where the light would be at specific times,
allowing me to develop the best way to light the set to make it
most natural. In testing, I found that Brad and Cate looked great
under top light. A lot of the interior night sequences were lit with
covered wagons with muslin and practicals on the walls with bare
bulbs—very low tech. We lit to low levels, allowing for the Zeiss
lenses to be wide open. The first floor of the house was done on
location, and the second on stage. That meant careful reconstruc-
tion of the lighting we had on location.
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“We had another sequence that is really made by the use of
natural light,” he adds. “It takes place when Benjamin takes his
first step in walking as an old-looking man. It’s in a church-
revival tent in New Orleans. We built the tent sequence on loca-
tion in City Park. Lighting was simple with just a string of bulbs.”

BLUESCREEN MIXES WITH VFX
When wanderlust sets in, Benjamin takes a job on a tugboat,

eventually leading him into the heart of a war. “I’m really proud
of those sequences,” says Miranda. “We shot the real ‘Chelsea’
in two locations in the outskirts of Louisiana. We shot every-
thing else, at sea or away, on stage in front of bluescreen, creat-
ing eight or nine different lighting sequences from night to
foggy night to light overcast, sunny, soft sunny, top noon
light—west, east, sun coming from everywhere.”

The tugboat itself was about 90 feet, rigged on a gimbal in
front of a large single bluescreen. “To give us as much freedom
as possible, we rigged the lighting with a few practicals and a
grid full of space lights,” Miranda explains. “The biggest chal-
lenge in both capturing the footage and lighting was the battle
sequence. The motion control was running the boat on the
gimbal. It was also triggering the dimmer board for lighting
sequences, with Lightning Strikes (Luminys) lights for the gun
flashes. It was pretty impressive to see this 90-foot boat lit for
moonlight with a basic Xenon built in a black box. David and
I consciously wanted to create a different moonlight—rather
than the normal soft, we went for a hard light.”

Once the sequences were captured, footage was delivered to
Asylum VFX, who were creating the complex water effects. The
company was charged with building realistic environments like
the Mississippi River circa 1932, New York Harbor 1936, and
Russia’s Murmansk Harbor in the frozen winter, as well as battle
sequences with a U-boat in the Atlantic circa 1942. “Water, snow,
impact sequences all have their own challenges,” says Nathan
McGuinness, president and head effects artist for Asylum. “The
challenge was to pick or create the right tools to give David
Fincher the photo-realistic sequences he wanted. He would only
approve what he felt looked as if it had been shot for real.

“That meant real snow, extensive waves, crashing ships and
a variety of environments, from people to places and little
things. Each element had its own challenges,” he adds. “Snow,
probably, the most challenging. Building snow around a real
tug means creating a real foreground, midground and back-

ground, and controlling how the elements hit to ‘real’ footage
as well as our CG world.”

“In some instances, we took Claudio’s footage, our CG
world, and brought in a third element,” adds Asylum’s Phil
Brennan. “That was bits and pieces of actual footage of boat
wakes, textures, bits and particles that would make the shots
live and look photo-real, the way David wanted. We literally
had to reinvent the wheel with our effects workflow. Once we
established the ‘big picture’ for David with reference photos,
then matte paintings for each different environment, and prod-
uct used to base lighting and distant elements off, we turned to
bringing the raw footage into our world. It took a little manip-
ulating to get the Viper color space right. Viper color space isn’t
as flat-looking as true log, but not as contrasty as linear. The
camera has a bias of going a little toward the green, so we had
to create LUTs (lookup tables) to compensate.

“Then we turned to a variety of sources for the basis of each
sequence, combining them with our own proprietary software,”
continues Brennan. “We built the water simulations with the
help of RealFlow, using Houdini for the bigger bodies of water,
ocean surfaces and wakes. We used Maya for our animation and
modeling, Shake and Flame for our compositing and
RenderMan for rendering the final output for David. We also
used Lustre for our in-house temporary color correction, before
we showed footage to David.

“We’ve come a long way from Master and Commander and
National Treasure II, in how we can handle water simulations,” he
continues. “Algorithms have become so refined and more feasi-
ble, that what once took days can now take hours because com-
puters are faster and have more memory to run simulations.”

THE D.I. PROCESS
For the D.I., Fincher decided to go with Jan Yarbrough and Warner Bros. Motion Picture

Imaging. “We looked around at a lot of color correctors and D.I. suites,” explains Fincher.
“We finally settled on MPI because we liked the intimacy of it and the way the room was set
up. I also liked Baselight, a beautiful color corrector. We had a lot of issues with other places
because of gamma, sharpness and color space.

“I think it’s very important to set up the science of what you are doing,” adds Fincher.
“This is where the red clip is going to be, and this is where the toe is going to be. Jan was
good at that. We wanted to take a forensic look at matching. I know that there are a lot of
great colorists that have great wiggly wrists that can do anything with those little joy sticks,
but I’m much more interested in someone who is going to help limit the parameters.”

“The way we captured and handled the data on Benjamin Button is quite unique,” says
Yarbrough. “For the D.I., we imported raw data at 2K into Baselight 8, working with non-
compressed native DPX files. Our first trick was to get the footage from four different image
sources onto a common working environment. Even though the majority was shot with the
Viper, we had additional material shot on the F23, 3-perf film and 4-perf film cameras.
Fortunately, Baselight allows us to create unique mappings for multiple-source formats. We
were able to view all four formats properly scaled in a 2.40 environment.

“Viper, for example, in its native state, comes with a bit of a squeeze, so we had to
unsqueeze it and put it into a proper working aspect ratio. The 3-perf and 4-perf film images
where shot spherical so we needed to cookie-cutter the 2.40 sizing but still have the rest of
the film image available, in case David wanted to do some repositioning.

“Our next big challenge was color,” Yarbrough explains. “Color was coming to us in three
different palettes. Since our final output was film,
we had to create LUTs that could massage the
source color into a common color working space
for me to time. Viper color space is unique and
required the most attention. F23 required its own
LUT, and film cameras were treated as normal.
Once scaling and color-space issues were
resolved, we were ready to help expand David’s
vision.

“With his direction, every shot became its own
unique challenge and gave us all the opportunity
to offer creative solutions.” HDVP

A pioneer in the music-video world, director David
Fincher went on become one of the most cutting-edge
directors of his generation, creating such films as Seven,
The Game, Fight Club and Panic Room. He’s also one
of the first Hollywood directors to fully embrace HD,
shooting several commercials and the feature film
Zodiac with the Thomson Grass Valley Viper.
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