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HBO’s half-hour comedy-drama Insecure explores
the African-American female experience
from the perspective of best friends Issa
(show co-creator Issa Rae) and Molly

(Yvonne Orji), both in their late 20s, who are trying to figure
out who they are and what direction they want their lives to
take. Issa works at a non-profit that aims to encourage at-risk
middle-school students. Molly is a successful corporate attor-
ney. Both women face professional and romantic challenges,
and, like all of the other characters in the large ensemble cast,
they frequently make very bad choices — bringing to mind
the old adage, “Good judgment comes from experience, and
experience comes from bad judgment.”
          Running the camera crew, a large percentage of which
is female, are lead cinematographer Ava Berkofsky and alter-
nate Paula Huidobro, AMC. Berkofsky is known for The
Missing Girl, Flood Tide and Free in Deed (AC March ’17), the
latter of which earned her a Film Independent Spirit Award
nomination. She also photographed the short Share, which

Cinematographers Ava Berkofsky and
Paula Huidobro, AMC employ low light

levels and underexposure for a soft,
textured look on the HBO series Insecure.

By Jean Oppenheimer

•|•

Hijinks&
Heartbreak
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won a Cinéfoundation Award at
Cannes and which she is now shooting
as a feature. She joined Insecure at the
start of Season 2, when the show’s
creative team decided they wanted a
different look.
          As Berkofsky explains, she
approached Insecure as she does all her
projects. “Any kind of lighting is about
how the light is going to reflect off an
object or a person or a skin tone. I use a
circular polarizer for almost everything.
It’s a great tool for shaping. I like to
augment the image before it gets to the
sensor — and then augment the sensor.
It helps to get away from the canned
digital look.”
          Both Berkofsky and executive
producer Melina Matsoukas champi-
oned a darker, moodier look for Season
2, which was maintained in Season 3.
“Part of the look is underexposing,”
Berkofsky notes. “I underexpose about a
stop [for] everything, and my LUTs
help me gauge that in terms of how our
color treatment is going to work with
different degrees of underexposure. It
gives a pleasing softness to the bottom
of the curve — the darkest shade. We
use [Arri] Alexa Minis, and I rate the

camera a little bit high. The [native]
ASA of the camera is 800, but I rate it
at 1,280 for everything. And since the
lens has a polarizer almost all the time,
that cuts it down to 400 or 500 ASA.”
She adds that the show’s lens package
includes “a full set of Cooke [5/i] lenses
for each camera — and we carry an
Angenieux [Optimo] 24-290mm T2.8
zoom, just for work on the crane.”
Huidobro adds that she additionally
employs an Arri/Fujinon Alura 18-
80mm (T2.6) zoom. The cameras

record to 256GB CFast 2.0 cards.
          A-camera operator Anka
Malatynska notes, “The polarizer is a
key part of Ava’s technique for lighting
dark skin tones. By spinning that polar-
izer, you completely change the lighting
and look on a face. It was interesting
how Ava barely uses any lights at night.
She really rides the bottom of the curve
and underexposes her work; in the night
work, this creates a look that blends with
natural city night light. It’s really lovely.” 
          Berkofsky notes that she uses the

Opposite and this
page, left: Show
co-creator Issa Rae
stars as Issa Dee,
who stumbles
through life and
love alongside
best friend Molly
Carter (Yvonne
Orji) on the HBO
comedy series
Insecure. Below:
Cinematographer
Ava Berkofsky.



sure all the information is there,”
Huidobro notes. “Underexposing
achieves a softer, more textured look.
Melina wanted Insecure to have more
‘feel’ and character than a regular TV
comedy — to look beautiful but imper-
fect. She wanted to mix color tempera-
tures [rather than employ] the kind of
general soft light that is more standard.”
          The series is set and shot in Los
Angeles — half on location and half at
Manhattan Beach Studios. “The show is
very place-specific and very colorful,”
Berkofsky says. “It’s like a love letter to
Los Angeles. The neighborhoods we
shoot in, and the tones, colors and light
of the city, mean a lot to the characters in
terms of identity.
          “I always start by lighting spaces,
beginning with windows and practicals,”
she continues. “[I also consider] the tone
of the scene — is it scary? Sad? Happy?
I extend practicals with small LED units
and a lot of unbleached muslin because
it [complements] Issa’s skin tone. With a
little bit of tungsten light through it, [the
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polarizer-spinning technique to achieve
the proper sheen — which she accom-
plishes with the aid of the makeup
department — on various skin tones.
          “[Underexposing] took a bit of
adjustment for me,” says Huidobro, who
was brought on board for Season 3 —
succeeding Patrick Cady, ASC, who
received a 2018 Emmy nomination for

his work on the show. A native of
Mexico, Huidobro had just wrapped
the first season of HBO’s Barry, for
which she received a 2018 Emmy
nomination as well. Her credits include
the series Weird City and Grown-ish,
and the features The Wilde Wedding,
Tallulah and Shelter. 
          “Traditionally, you want to make

Above: Molly 
and Issa chat 

at an L.A. diner.
“[The show is] 

like a love letter 
to Los Angeles,”

Berkofsky 
says. “The

neighborhoods 
we shoot in, 

and the tones,
colors and light of

the city, mean a
lot to the

characters in terms
of identity.” Right:
Cinematographer

Paula Huidobro,
AMC.
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muslin] extends the practicals nicely.”
When it comes to effects like this,
Berkofsky is a big fan of LiteGear’s
LiteMat LED units. “They have a small
footprint, and the light has a texture
when you put it through muslin and
other diffusions that is similar to tung-
sten,” she says. Gaffer Danny Durr adds
that the production also employs Astera
AX1 PixelTubes.
          “Getting to know each actor, you
figure out what diffusion and angles
work best with each person,” Berkofsky
shares. “Then you just always have that
ready. These fixtures are quite small due
to the tight spaces of most of the loca-
tions, and they are each linked to a
dimmer board. I [use] custom [LED]
units made by fellow AFI alum Kee
Kyung.” Durr notes that these units
were “controlled with [LiteGear’s]
DMX E-Control v3.1 dimmer, hard-
lined onstage to our opti-splitters.”
          “Gaffer Justin Dickson helped
me set the look in Season 2, and Season
3 gaffer Danny Durr picked up the ball
and ran with it,” Berkofsky says. “I tend
to work at really low light levels as much
as possible. It isn’t unusual for me to
double- or triple-break something
through muslin. I’ll have a unit that
already has muslin on it, then go
through Opal and then through muslin
again. At that point, it’s not really an
active source; it’s more of a passive light.
It’s really just a bounce that is there for
a reflection on the skin.” 

          Huidobro quickly adapted her
style to fit the show’s look. “Paula did a
great job in following Ava’s lead and
keeping things really consistent
throughout the season,” says A-camera
1st AC Kira Murdock — whose B-
camera counterpart is 1st AC Yoshi
Kinoshita. 
          One of Huidobro’s episodes takes
place at the Hollywood Forever
Cemetery. It is Issa’s birthday and her
friends blindfold her and walk her into
the cemetery, where one of her favorite
movies is screening. The production had
two split days and one full night. “We

got a lot of wide shots at the beginning
of the episode,” Huidobro recalls. “We
had 400 extras and we wanted to see
above the people as they enter the
cemetery and then push in on our char-
acters. Anka was on the 30-foot
MovieBird. We use two handheld
cameras on most of our episodes, but
for that one we had three cameras, and
B-camera/Steadicam operator Grant
Culwell was on Steadicam more than
usual.” 
          Culwell adds, “The crane was
used to provide the scope of the area —
and the Steadicam traveled with the

Issa and Molly struggle with life issues,
notably the former’s complicated relationship
with Daniel (Y’lan Noel, below, left) — here

chatting with 5even (Lamine Diop). 
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characters through the crowd, providing
the coverage. Once the actors were
seated, most of our work became hand-
held. This created a sense of intimacy
between the characters. At the end of
the scene, I moved back to the
Steadicam to lead our cast out of the
cemetery.
          “We do a lot of short-sighting on
the show, which I find really intriguing,”
Culwell continues. “The technique is
often used to suggest that a character is
feeling trapped or cut off. On Insecure, I
feel it also serves to allow viewers to ‘be
with’ the character in order to better see
and feel what is happening behind the
character’s eyes.”
          The Coachella music festival
episode was by far the most ambitious of
Season 3. Berkofsky and all the keys
spent a night at the actual festival, taking
extensive notes in order to re-create the
event on a giant field in Ventura. The

episode involved nearly all of the show’s
lead characters, along with hundreds of
background extras. “We jokingly refer to
it as the ‘Fauxchella’ sequence, because it
was such a beast,” key grip Adam
Kolegas says with a laugh.
          While every episode requires
close collaboration and coordination,
the Coachella sequences placed heavier-
than-usual demands on the crew. The
episode begins at a Palm Springs apart-
ment complex where Issa, Molly and
assorted friends — including Kelli
(Natasha Rothwell) and Tiffany
(Amanda Seales) — hang out in the
pool prior to the festival. The women
take some form of hallucinogenic before
they head for the venue. Says Culwell,
“The scenes begin on dollies and a small
crane before switching to handheld as
the ‘recreational substances’ start taking
effect. Anka was A-cam, I was B and
Steadicam, and Michelle Lawler was on

C-camera.  [For the re-created festival
itself ] Michelle took over A cam and
Brian Freesh joined us on C.”
          Once the women arrive at the
entrance to the fairgrounds, a 100' dolly
shot tracks with them going through
security, and then the Steadicam leads
and follows them through the crowd.
“My rigging team, led by rigging gaffer
Joey Moran, was on a tight four-day
schedule to make sure everything was
ready for the two nights of shooting,”
recalls Durr. “We had multiple condors
with two Arri SkyPanel 360s, [which
were fitted with] intensifiers to help
accent large groups of people. With the
Arri SkyPanels, you can take off the
diffusion and instead use the intensifier,
which narrows the source, making it
punchier — almost like a lens — to help
accent large groups of people. We [also]
made a light-bar on a Pettibone [crane]
with 10 eight-light fays to simulate

◗ Hijinks & Heartbreak

The production shoots a scene from Molly’s tropical vacation on an exterior greenscreen set.



fixtures — Chauvet Nexus 4x4s and
LED PARs — that the festival used to
light up the tents and other spaces. All
in all, we used 40 SkyPanels, plus
moving lights and other units through-
out the field. We used the SkyPanels to

light up large inflat-
ables, buildings, and
trees in the back-
ground. The art
department repli-
cated some art
installs similar to the
actual ones at
Coachella — for
example, there were
plexi-mirrors, which
we outlined with 8-
foot and 4-foot
RGB Quasar
[Science LED
units]. [Lighting for
this sequence was]

controlled wirelessly through my
programmer Johan Martinez’s [High
End Systems] Hog 4 board.” Durr
worked hand-in-glove with Kolegas
and production designer Kay Lee.
“Every department took care of at least
one piece of the puzzle,” Kolegas says.
          A replica of one of the gondolas
was built and shot on a greenscreen set

‘audience blasters’ from on top of the
stages. We got a 10-foot 20K Skybox
from Skylight, which we wrapped in
Lee 058 Lavender to set an ambience in
some spaces, and wrapped our LiteMats
with [this same gel] to help augment in
tighter frames.
          “The cool
thing about the
Skybox was that we
could use it as a light
box to light the
entire space, or we
would black out the
sides and then it
became a soft box
overhead,” Durr
continues. “Having
access to a wide
range of colors on
the spot with all of
our LED technology
helped quickly break
up each space with different colors. We
worked with the art department on
getting a 50-foot-by-20-foot CB5
outdoor LED screen, on which we
projected various images to simulate the
main stage of Coachella. We used
Chroma-Q ColorForce 72 LED bars to
up-light the iconic palm trees with vari-
ous colors, and even found the actual

Kelli (Natasha Rothwell), Molly and Issa survey the scene on a trip to the 
Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival.

“We do a lot of
short-sighting to
allow viewers to
better see and

feel what is
happening behind
the character’s

eyes.”
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at Manhattan Beach Studios. Another
visual-effects element involved placing a
“Ferris wheel in the distance of two
wide shots for the Coachella scenes shot
on location,” Berkofsky notes. 
          Berkofsky refers to Kolegas as her
“closest creative collaborator. I do so
much subtractive lighting, and Adam
really knows my look. He understands
how I like things to feel.” The cine-
matographer gives an additional shout-
out to Company 3 colorist Dave
Hussey, who performs the final grade
with Blackmagic Design DaVinci

Resolve. “He started the show on
Season 2 with me and we created all our
shooting LUTs together,” Berkofsky
notes. She also expresses gratitude to
Keslow Camera, who supplied the
camera package. “They are incredibly
supportive of the show,” she says. 
          During the concert, the women
get into a fight with some people
around them. “The actresses delivered
some hilarious moments,” recalls
Culwell, “and the stunt team choreo-
graphed an excellent fight. Three hand-
held cameras were [within] the crowd;

the grips spotting us were watching out
for our safety as well as [everyone]
around us.”
          Four cameras in total were in use
on that episode, and there were multiple
crane shots accomplished with the aid of
a SpaceCam Maximus 7 seven-axis
stabilizing head. “It’s my new favorite
head,” Berkofsky attests. “We had puls-
ing lights, a few of which were literally
moving. One of my favorite things to do
is to put a Source Four up somewhere
and have it flare the lens every 30
seconds, so I put someone up there
doing that. We had tungsten lights
pumping at different intervals. It all gave
such a feeling of dynamism — and our
dimmer board operator had control of
everything.” 
          The Coachella Festival episode,
Berkofsky enthuses, “was the most fun.
Everything is in that episode. It gets
really personal, and the friendships
between the girls get challenged, but
there is also so much comedy.”            ●

The Coachella festival was re-created on a large field in Ventura, Calif. 
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