
H
opefully here I can evaluate Sony’s
F900 Cinealta camera and provide
a small insight into its capabilities.
I’ll show you the benefits of using
the F900 above other similar Sony

cameras and show its plus point, such as
gamma download curves and recording
externally to HDCAM SR tape.

I’ve used many HD cameras, from
HDV, HDCAM, F900 (series 1, 2 & 3)
up to Viper 4:4:4. The obvious thing to
bear in mind is the cost. The more
expensive the camera the better its
imaging capabilities – stands to reason –
but HDV has shown to be remarkably
cost-effective at its level.

The F900 as such is priced very high,
and so has a great deal more to it than
say the cheaper 750P (P for Pal).
Although you can use all cameras for all

genres (with a greater or lesser degree
of success), here I will try to explain why
I think the F900 is much more suited to
HD drama for film/TV than the 750P
and why in my opinion the 750P is a
great documentary/TV camera.

The F900/3 (series 3) was the last
upgrade of the original F900 chassis and
has now just been replaced by the
F900R (sleeker chassis, built-in HD-SDI
downconversion, etc), but I’ll
concentrate on the F900/3, the most
widely available on the market today.

The F900/3 has a 12-bit CCD (10-
bit on 750P) and displays the full
1080x1920 frame in either 1080i or
1080p modes at 2.2 million pixels per
frame. It carries the ability to select a
number of frame rates (23.98 to 30 PsF)
in 1080P and 50/50.94/60Hz in its

1080i mode.
It has 53 pages of menus (76 on

750P), but most are irrelevant
(engineering mostly). Gamma tables can
be loaded into the F900, disabling some
menu settings, but giving the camera a
much better response.

It has a greater exposure range than
the 750P and has a more filmic
response to the highlights and the
blacks. The camcorder design means
that the internal tape recorder suffers
from 3:1:1 compression and makes for
a fairly bulky camera. The 750P is much
leaner. You will need to convert the HD
YRB signals to HD-SDI (via an adaptor)
to achieve 4:2:2 uncompressed external
recordings. 

HDCAM SR offers the very best tape
acquisition format today for 4:2:2
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waveform view. It also keeps a small
viewfinder image in the top right of the
screen in the waveform mode. This was
a useful facility, allowing me to quickly
gauge any problem areas before
switching to full frame view for a detailed
appreciation. By turning the Astro to
face forward I could gaffer lights and stay
close to camera. I used the Astro to
establish the exposure for much of the
film, and as a working practice this
allowed me to keep on, or near, the
schedule. The Astro’s only criticism
came from the sound department, who
required it off for closely confined
locations, as the monitor’s cooling fan
was noisy.

Pier was using the Century Optics
HD collimator and quickly discovered
that the wideangle zoom wasn’t 100 per
cent and needed collimating more
frequently to guarantee back focus. The
collimator is held against the front of the
lens and avoids the need for a wall chart.
The focus puller sets the lens to infinity
and adjusts the back focus of the camera
until its sharp. It can be used in small
locations without much fuss and it’s
quick. A piece of kit that I’d definitely
order again.

Two weeks into principal
photography it was time to say goodbye
to Pier, who was off to operate on a
short film. We welcomed Steve Janes,
who stepped in to focus and
immediately gave the kit a severe
inspection. At this point we’d been
putting the camera through its paces for
two intense weeks. That included night
shoots, several diverse locations, some
very fast wraps, plus the kit had

journeyed daily from the lock-up to the
location and back. All very well
organised, but tough on both man and
machine. Steve came back positive: our
Sony 750 seemed much more robust
than earlier models. In fact, if I’m to be
critical of the camera, my main problem
is that it’s still housed in the old
camcorder shell. This design is great if
you’re an ENG cameraman, with the
camera on your shoulder, but if the 750
is to be a drama camera then the design
needs addressing. 

Then there’s the ON/OFF button.
For the whole shoot, especially with
gloves on, it was impossible to wiggle
my fingers past the lens support bars
and turn the camera on/off in a hurry.
This could be easily addressed with a big
button below the eyepiece. The new
colour eyepiece is a fantastic
improvement, but it doesn’t have an
accurate lock-off. The eyepiece can
rotate while you’re operating and you
can find yourself tilting the camera in
one direction while the eyepiece swings
down away from your eye.

I’m sure that Sony intend to resolve
these small niggles, but if Sony took the
750 back to the design bench I would
also suggest: 

• A proper lens housing that is
integrated within the camera body;

• A wider camera body made from
more durable plastics/metal with a
better balance for handheld work; 

• An integrated menu system panel
that would help remove some of the
external switches and make the
menu easier to access, perhaps with

a menu readout window displaying
the cameras status;

• The ability to shoot at higher speeds
than 25p. 

But then perhaps I’m missing the
point, because the strength of the Sony
750 is that it’s cheap and is perfect for
broadcast, with an ability to mimic
35mm and 16mm grain, negative and
reversal films, and an endless menu
system for creative cinematographers.
But then with a push it can shoot for the
cinema as well. The 750’s robust design
is able to tolerate the demands of the
modern film set, and also deliver great
images. Throughout the 24-day shoot it
was reassuring to see the buzz around
the HD monitor and appreciate the
consistency of depth, colour and
contrast that the 750 delivered all day,
every day without interruption. Given
the constraints of time and budget, I’m
really proud of the look that we
achieved on the 750 and feel the film
deserves to be a success.

The final frame 
There are already some great-looking
digital films about. However, I think that
not until all involved can agree on a
universal digital format, and bring it up to
the level of 35mm film, can
cinematography move forward into the
wonderful world that digital electronic
cinema promises to be. Until then a
grey area remains, where photography,
chemistry and digital technology are
loosely fused together. 

Of course, the advantages of HD are
well known. You don’t need to check the
HD camera for a hair in the gate; the HD
image has none of the weave of a film-
projected image; it’s static, beautifully still,
and it’s clean too. And in this eco-friendly
age, it’s reassuring to think that HD has
none of the chemicals that you need to
develop and process film. 

When I view film rushes there is
always a bit of  something unexpected. I
feel HD tends to give me more directly
what I see. It has great resolution, but
there doesn’t seem to be anything extra,
no surprises. These are all to be
resolved in the future. This is not a
criticism of digital formats, but an
acknowledgement that the two
mediums are still quite different.
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The current top of the
Cinealta range, the
HDW-F900 – recently
updated as the F900R.

Ed Mash
(www.edmash.co.uk)
was director of
photography on All Bar
Love. The film was
written by Julia Boggio
and stars Jeremy
Hancock, Ben Joiner,
Jacqueline Wilder,
Cloudia Swann and Jo
Farrell. Produced by Te
Papa Films, it is
currently in the editing
stage with post-
production scheduled
for completion early
January 07. Expression
of interest are welcome
from distributors and
sales agents with a view
for representation at
AFM and Berlinale.
Contact Aubs Tredget,
+44 (0) 7980 086 645,
aubs@tepapafilms.co.uk
www.tepapafilms.co.uk

For further information
on the HDW-750, browse
www.sonybiz.net/hdcam

For further
information on the
HDW-750P or HDW-
F900, browse
www.sonybiz.net/
hdcamsr



recordings. The only portable option
being Sony’s SRW1, as the studio decks
(SRW 5500) are generally too bulky,
although they were used on Collateral.

For the HDV enthusiast, the F900 is
a considerable leap up the technical
food chain and would pose many
challenges for such a user. The menus
are tricky to navigate and to anyone not
familiar with certain terminology it could
prove very hard to understand. But
having said that, if you hired one and left
the camera at its factory settings you
would still get excellent images, just not
tweaked enough to get the full value of
the camera’s abilities.

For the film user this camera
represents the best value for filmlike
response and options. You can select
the required frame rate you need
(23.98, 24, 25,2 9.97, 30PsF, etc); and
the ability to load in gamma curves (like
film curves) means you can achieve very
filmlike results (highlight control, black
response) – especially if you are
considering a DI and eventually a film-
out for cinema release. 

But be warned, although you can
squeeze out an extra few MPH out of
the F900, the basic camera architecture
means you are still compromising a little
– undoubtedly one reason Sony has
announced its even higher spec NGC-
23 digital cinema camera (see page 34).
The F900 uses 3:1:1 compression,
which could render grading a bit more
troublesome on effects-heavy shows.
To get the best from the camera you
should record uncompressed on to an
external recorder (say an SRW1) via an
HD-SDI output adapter to enable
uncompressed 4:2:2 recording, thus
helping to record as much image data
and colour information as possible. Also,

the camera menus mean that some
form of in-camera correction is taking
place, losing a good stop’s worth of
exposure latitude compared to log
capture straight from the CCD, which
bypasses the camera’s internal menu
circuits.

I have shot 4:2:2 uncompressed to
D5 and SRW1, and the results are very
good indeed. The best way to squeeze
the most out of the F900 is to rig the
camera with an HD-SDI adapter and
record to the SRW1 via a single BNC,
giving 4:2:2 uncompressed images using
a 709 gamma curve (provided by Digital
Praxis). This is the best results I have
seen, and if the F900 is your camera of
choice, it’s the only way. In fact, Robert
Altman has recently shot a full feature
using F900 to SRW1, A Prairie Home
Companion, and the results are fantastic.
Otherwise, use the 709 curve straight
onto HDCAM internally; you won’t be
disappointed.

HDCAM SR
HDCAM SR (Superior Resolution?) is
Sony’s new ace-in-the-hole for tape
capture. Recording four times as much
information as standard HDCAM stock,
it does suffer from tape compression,
but so slight as to be virtually non-
existent. Compared to data/disk capture
it is, by eye, undetectable. I love it.

F900 compared to 750 is like
Porsche to a Subaru, both very quick
and capable, but one just offers that bit
more refinement and options. The
750P (Pal) has fewer options (1080p at
25PsF or 1080i 50Hz), a 10-bit CCD
(12-bit on F900, worth a stop or two of
latitude, highlight control, etc), but it is
cheaper, still pumps out 2.2 million
pixels per frame and has an easier menu

structure (76 pages worth). A new
version 2.0 of the camera software was
released last December (2005), which
gives a new menu for filmlike response.
This is not a gamma curve, as in the
F900, but a series of menu numbers for
you to punch in and then save to the
memory stick.

I like the 750P – it is a very capable
camera, but to me it’s a documentary
camera. It has a lot of detail level,
which you can switch off, and makes
waterfalls, mountains, landscapes and
so on stunning, but put an actor’s face
in front of the camera and to my eye it
looks too harsh. But it’s a very good
video camera.

The F900 is a much more capable
and forgiving camera, especially when
shooting drama. It has a much more
filmlike response to highlights and blacks,
and when using the gamma curves
correctly gives very pleasing results.
Ultimately, though, your budget will
decide what’s best for you, but for my
money the F900 is the much better
choice for drama and the 750P fits the
documentary/travel/TV show market
perfectly.

My choice of kit with F900/3 would
be:

• For drama/film: F900, Zeiss
DigiPrimes, SRW1 SR stock external,
gamma curves;

• For drama/TV: F900, Zeiss lenses,
HDCAM internal recorder, gamma
curves;

• For documentary/TV: 750P, Canon
HD lenses, careful menu set up.

However, as I own a Viper with
HDCAM SR and Zeiss DigiPrimes, I’d
shoot that too.
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The new F900/R was
used with great

results on Robert
Altman’s recent

feature, A Prairie
Home Companion.

Having started a
camera career as a
clapper loader and
focus puller, as well as
fashion and travel stills
photography, Dan
Mulligan is now a full-
blown camera operator
and occasional DP. He
runs Rogue Element
Films providing 4:4:4
digital camera services
with Viper and Zeiss
lenses. He lives in
Worcestershire.
www.rogueelementfilms.com




