
Lifetime Achievement 
Award honoree 

Edward Lachman, ASC
reflects on a globetrotting
career behind the camera.

By Jon Silberg

•|•

54 February 2017                                                                           American Cinematographer 

Masterful
Vision



                                                                                                                              www.theasc.com                                                                                   February 2017        55

father was also an amateur photogra-
pher, but as a child I shied away from
and actually abhorred cameras. I always
had the feeling, like Eastern thought,
that your photographic image could
steal your soul — now I know it does!”
          Instead, his artistic impulses
steered him in the direction of art
history and painting. While taking
courses at Harvard and Columbia, he
began to see film as an art form, and he
ultimately completed his education at

From Heaven (AC Dec. ’02), I’m Not
There (AC Nov. ’07) and Carol (AC Dec.
’15), all with director Todd Haynes; The
Limey (AC Nov. ’99) and Erin
Brockovich, with Steven Soderbergh;
Light Sleeper and Touch, with Paul
Schrader; and The Virgin Suicides, with
Sophia Coppola. He stresses, though,
that his work is the result of his collabo-
rations with his crew that he’s worked
with over many years, particularly gaffer
John DeBlau, key grip Jim McMillan,
and operators Craig Haagensen and
Mitch Dubin. 
          Both Lachman’s father and
grandfather worked in the film-exhibi-
tion industry, the former converting
vaudeville houses to movie theaters, the
latter running cinemas in New Jersey
and distributing carbon-arc projector
lamps for a French company and, later,
having the foresight to introduce xenon
bulbs and projectors as their replace-
ment. However, Lachman insists that
this early introduction to the medium
had no bearing on his own career path.
“When I was young,” he recalls, “I used
to go to movies with my father and sing
to the musicals on the screen and fill the
bags with popcorn at the concession
stand. So I was around film my whole
life, but I didn’t take it very seriously. My

E dward Lachman, ASC, recipient of
this year’s ASC Lifetime
Achievement Award, admits he’s
always felt like something of a

visual gypsy in the motion-picture
industry. Though he grew up in
Morristown, N.J., the cinematogra-
pher’s influences, early credits and acco-
lades read more like the CV of a
European émigré. To name just a few of
his international honors, he’s the only
American to have received Germany’s
Marburg Camera Prize; last year, he
received a BAFTA nomination and a
BSC Award; he’s received
Camerimage’s Bronze, Silver and Gold
Frogs, as well as a Cinematographer-
Director Duo Award from the festival;
and he’s taken home a Golden Osella
cinematography award from the Venice
Film Festival. Furthermore, he’s worked
with many known European directors,
including Werner Herzog, Wim
Wenders, Volker Schlöndorff, George
Sluizer, Ulrich Seidl and even French
New Wave auteur Jean-Luc Godard.
He has also exhibited photography,
videos, and art installations in galleries
and museums throughout the world.
          Lachman’s extensive and eclectic
list of credits includes such visually
arresting independent features as FarIm
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Opposite: Edward
Lachman, ASC is
the recipient of
this year’s ASC
Lifetime
Achievement
Award. This page,
left: Lachman on
the set of Carol.
Below: Camera
operator Craig
Haagensen and
Lachman ready a
shot with Rooney
Mara during the
production of
Carol.
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Ohio University’s film program, which
was run at the time by famed filmmaker
and cinema historian Joseph L.
Anderson. While studying Italian
neorealism and Vittorio De Sica’s
deceptively simple Umberto D., shot by
G.R. Aldo, something connected for
Lachman. “It was told entirely through
the construction of images,” he says of
the film, which has very little dialogue.
“I was studying studio art, and the idea
that you could convey such a powerful
story through images really enticed me.” 
          While writing his thesis on direc-
tor Bernardo Bertolucci’s Before the
Revolution, he attended a press screen-
ing of Bertolucci’s The Spider’s
Stratagem, where he met the director.
“Bertolucci was so intrigued with my
knowing his early work that he invited
me that evening to join him in his box
for the New York Film Festival premiere
of The Conformist,” the cinematographer
recalls. “When it was over, he turned to
me and asked me what I thought. I
nearly fell out of the box!”
          After graduating, Lachman
began shooting and operating on docu-
mentaries. He operated for Albert and
David Maysles on Christo’s Valley
Curtain and Grey Gardens, and for
Werner Herzog on several documen-
taries, including the German director’s
first film partially shot in America,
Stroszek. He photographed Wim
Wenders’ Tokyo-Ga, an exploration
about Japanese filmmaker Yasujiro Ozu
and his themes about the loss of family
and culture in post-World War II Japan.
He’s continued to shoot and direct
documentaries in between narrative
projects throughout his career. 
          As a young filmmaker in the New
York City of the late 1970s, Lachman
had the opportunity to work with some
of the era’s foremost directors of
photography, either operating or shoot-
ing second unit. He operated a second
camera for Robby Müller, NSC, BVK
on the U.S. portion of Wenders’ The
American Friend. He worked with Sven
Nykvist, ASC on the crime drama King
of the Gypsies for director Frank Pierson,
and operated on Hurricane for director Le
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Top: Mitch Dubin
(left), Lachman

and Scott [[LAST
NAME TK]] on the
set of Les Petites
Guerres. Middle,

from left:
Madonna, future

ASC member
Francis Kenny,

Dubin, Lachman
and Susan

Seidelman on the
set of Desperately

Seeking Susan.
Below: Dubin and

Lachman pose
with the subject of
the documentary

Mother Teresa.
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Jan Troell. He also shot second unit for
Vittorio Storaro, ASC, AIC on the
New York sections of Bertolucci’s La
Luna. “It was the best film school I
could ever attend,” he enthuses of this
period. He could see firsthand how
these masters worked and interacted
with their crews. Nykvist, he says, “could
remember every shot he’d ever done. So
of course I would ask him about work-
ing with Ingmar Bergman, and he was
more than forthright — to the point
that the director asked us to stop talking
about Bergman films and work on his
film! He did everything the simplest
way possible. If someone else would use
a 10K, he’d use a 2K soft light.” Müller,
Lachman notes, “used natural sources
and ambient light, mixing the different
types of sources and color temperatures
working with wide-open stops on the
lens. He was a master at controlling the
image with ND gels, wanting to capture
the authenticity of what the light was on
the location.” Storaro, on the other
hand, “created his own stylized light for
an ‘umbra’ look. I learned how he used
highlights and shadow for a chiaroscuro
look, how he orchestrated the lighting
and could move the lights within a
scene.” 
          After some opportunities shoot-
ing indie features — such asUnion City
with Deborah Harry from the famed
group Blondie, and The Lords of
Flatbush, starring a pre-Rocky Sylvester
Stallone — Lachman’s first break on a
full-fledged studio feature came when
he was hired to shoot Desperately
Seeking Susan, a distinctively mid-’80s
movie directed by Susan Seidelman and
featuring Madonna in a saturated,
enticing, foreboding East Village that is
contrasted with the middle-class pastel
life of Rosanna Arquette’s character. 
          Some cinematographers might be
content, their first time on a show of this
size, to keep a low profile and take few
— if any — chances, but even at this
early stage in his career, Lachman was
devoted to exploring what’s behind the
image. “It never made sense to me as a
Forties screwball comedy,” he says of
Susan, “but visually, I felt I could create

Top: Lachman lines up a shot for True Stories. Middle: The cinematographer measures the light
during the filming of Mississippi Masala. Bottom: Lachman shoulders his camera while hiking up

a soon-to-erupt volcano for Werner Herzog’s documentary short La Soufrière.



this expressionistic, nightmarish world
for Madonna’s New York City, inspired
by [German Expressionist painters]
Ernst Ludwig Kirchner and Emil
Nolde. I used gels to create a lot of
yellow and green light at night moti-
vated by the light in the streets. People
on the crew said, ‘Eddie, you’re going to
get fired!’ I said, ‘No, it’s fluorescent and
tungsten light from the street’s light
sources. I’m just pushing it a little bit
further than usual.’ I didn’t get fired, but
people looked at me like I was weird.”
          The cinematographer’s approach
impressed musician David Byrne, the
lead singer of Talking Heads, who asked
Lachman to undertake an offbeat,
experimental film titled True Stories.
Byrne, always looking to expand his
artistic visions, was directing the film,
which was based on a script he’d written
with playwright Beth Henley. The look
at middle America has a unique visual
style that supports the songs’ mixture of
satire and warmth toward the subjects.
“We referenced William Eggleston and
amateur photographers’ photos that
would come out of a Fotomat with a
snapshot sensibility, off-balance framing
and not necessarily cinematic lighting,”
Lachman says of his inspiration.

          Lachman then connected with
British director Marek Kanievska to
help bring to the screen Bret Easton
Ellis’ novel Less Than Zero, which
chronicles the excesses of sex, drugs and
nihilism among privileged youth in L.A.
The cinematographer used lighting
“that would inverse day and night. These
people primarily lived at night, through
drugs, and slept during the day. So we
found ways to give an edge and a
contrast to the lighting of the night
scenes to indicate it was their day. Then,
during the day, the challenge was to
make everything feel nocturnal.”
          The cinematographer was
becoming more noticed when he
teamed with Soderbergh. The Limey—
starring Terence Stamp as a British ex-
con out to avenge his daughter’s death
— pays homage to the fractured, shift-
ing story perspective and dislocation of
characters of 1960s neo-noir thrillers
such as Get Carter and Point Blank;
Lachman used a handheld camera and
expressionistic color palettes for the
film’s locations, which established a
strong tone for the actions of the charac-
ters. For Erin Brockovich, the cinematog-
rapher drew from his documentary
experience, creating naturalistic lighting

with motivated sources to reinforce Julia
Roberts’ Oscar-winning performance
as a struggling, humiliated working-
class mother who overcomes obstacles
to help victims of corporate negligence
and, in doing so, finds her sense of
purpose. 
             “Ed was an influence on me
before we even met,” says Soderbergh.
“He’s the best kind of obsessive: curious,
enthusiastic, unpretentious and, best of
all, thrilled to share his ideas and expe-
riences. His passion is infectious; when
you’re in close proximity to an artist
with his level of dedication, technical
skill, courage and imagination, it’s
impossible not to be inspired and
excited by the work at hand. 
          “Ed used the Polaroid extensively
when we were working together, and
he’d be so caught up in looking at the
result he’d just let the discarded backing
fall wherever he was standing or walk-
ing,” the director continues. “We
referred to these as ‘Lachman drop-
pings,’ and the image of all of us trailing
him to pick them up still makes me
laugh. I’m thankful for his great work,
and even more thankful for his friend-
ship and guidance.”
          Lachman’s longest creative
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Left: The cinematographer at work on the set of Erin Brockovich. 
Above (from left): Steadicam operator Kirk Gardner, Lachman, director Todd Haynes 

and gaffer John DeBlau on the set of Carol.
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collaboration has been with Haynes,
who recalls the impression made by the
cinematographer’s work on Schrader’s
Light Sleeper. “When I was looking for
someone new to work with for Far
From Heaven, I remembered seeing his
incantations of night scenes and cars,”
Haynes reflects. “When we met, he
came toting a bag full of art books.
Later on I was in his apartment in L.A.,
and literally all his walls were covered
with art and photography books.”
          Far From Heaven made use of

melodrama’s heightened gestures in
framing and fluidity of camera move-
ment, and its saturated and expression-
istic colors, to infuse the story with an
emotional understanding in the spirit
and style of the 1950s films directed by
Douglas Sirk and shot by Russell
Metty, ASC. “It was a world where
contemporary ideas of what natural
light sources are, and what natural
anything is, was challenged by the
expressionistic camera,” Haynes
explains. “When we were talking about

where the light is motivated from, we
realized it didn’t matter. That is not at all
how Russell Metty and Douglas Sirk
used light, color and the movement of
the camera the way they did. It was done
for expressionistic and stylistic reasons
to engage you in the emotions of the
story.”
          Lachman has been behind the
camera for all of Haynes’ directorial
outings since Far From Heaven, includ-
ing two that feature Cate Blanchett: I’m
Not There and Carol. Blanchett vividly
remembers the Polaroids Lachman took
during the production of both shoots.
The images, she says, “delve into the
atmosphere not only of the movie but of
the process. He knows the exact
moment to take the shot in the same
way he knows exactly where to put the
camera. It’s a rare gift. And it’s a gift to
an actor as the perspective of the camera
tells you where your audience will be
both physically and psychologically. It
keeps the performances alive and
engaged and focused. Ed is not only
inside the frame, he is inside every
performance.”
          Although he remains a strong
supporter of film, Lachman has
embraced digital shooting on a number
of projects, including director Robert
Altman’s final feature, A Prairie Home
Companion, for which he used a Sony
F900; the experimental television
project Cell Stories, which he directed
and shot with multiple cell phones; and
director Todd Solondz’s Life During
Wartime and Wiener-Dog, photo-
graphed with Red and Arri cameras,
respectively. But for both Carol and the
Haynes-directed HBO miniseries
Mildred Pierce (AC April ’11), the cine-
matographer shot on Super 16mm
motion-picture stock — and was, in
turn, nominated for an Oscar and an
Emmy, respectively. He used Kodak
Double-X black-and-white negative,
rather than the far more common prac-
tice of converting color images in post-
production, for I’m Not There and
Haynes’ upcoming feature Wonderstruck.
He even purchased the equipment of
the now-defunct Film Lab New York
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Top: Lachman at work in Beirut. Bottom: The cinematographer frames the 
action for Mildred Pierce (2011).





rather than see it destroyed; it’s currently
sitting in storage in the hope that
“someone will come to his senses and
open a lab in New York again,”
Lachman explains. 

          His fondness for celluloid, he
says, isn’t only based on its ability to
capture more detail or more dynamic
range than digital images — those
battles are less relevant every year.

Instead, he says, “I find working in film
with exposure that defines grain struc-
ture, and the way colors render through
microscopic RGB layers, conveys a
sense of depth and emotions to the
images.”
          For the types of filmmaking
Lachman most enjoys, and from an
artistic point of view, the industry’s push
toward higher resolution and greater
dynamic range is misguided. Haynes, a
kindred spirit, opines, “There is a kind
of emotional purity about the [film]
medium. We adore celluloid and its
imperfections, and that’s why we ‘down-
graded’ to 16mm on Mildred Pierce and
Carol.” 
          The Lifetime Achievement
Award from the ASC affirms once
more that Lachman — the New Jersey
native with a passport for global cinema
— has indeed found a home among his
fellow directors of photography. He was
invited into membership in the ASC in
1994, and about the Society, he
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With meter in hand, the cinematographer studies the scene while shooting the 
upcoming feature Wonderstruck.



enthuses, “You feel like you’re part of a
family here that cares about the struggle
we all have to go through to create our
images.” Still, upon hearing the news of
the award from ASC President Kees
van Oostrum, Lachman demurs, “I was
astonished that I would receive this. I
always felt like a bit of an outsider to all
the great talents here.” 
          But for those who know
Lachman, have worked with him or
simply admire his staggering body of
work, the honor couldn’t find a more
deserving recipient. As Blanchett says,
“With Ed, the feel on set is always
experimental, always searching, full of
ideas, alternatives and fresh perspec-
tives. We had next to no time on the
films I’ve worked on with Ed, which
makes what he achieved even more
remarkable — playful, masterful and
breathtakingly surprising.” �

The sun may set, but the tireless Lachman keeps his camera rolling.


