
nikonownermagazine.com   1   

RichaRd 
Young:

By gillian greenwood

decisive 
MoMents



22    nikonownermagazine.com

TAKEDOWN:

22

The DNA of GSP

‘Shooting for graphicS’ by Michael Bright & Neil Lucas
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Canadian filmmaker Peter Svatek 
of Triplex Films was calling from 
Montreal.

“I’m making a film about GSP’ he said, 
“and need some help.”

“Who or what is GSP?” I asked, “and 
what does he, she or it do?”

“He’s a big name in the Ultimate 
Fighting Championship (UFC) in North 
America, as well as elsewhere in the 
world, including Europe. He has millions 
of fans.”

However, despite this worldwide 
exposure, the sport had completely 
passed me by. I was none the wiser. 
Peter explained. GSP is George St. Pierre, 
the French-Canadian martial arts fighter 
and current welterweight UFC champion. 

He’s a top player in an exceptionally 
tough sport known as Mixed Martial 
Arts (MMA), a blend of martial arts, 
boxing and wrestling, and Peter had 
been asked to make a major movie 
about him. 

“I want to make a very visual film 
and one of the things I wish to film is 
‘imminence,’” said Peter. “The instant 
before George strikes”, I want to 
visualise his thoughts and actions at 
that instant. Another idea is to associate 
this very human idea of imminence with 
similar moments in other species. 

That’s where you come in.”

Peter went on to outline his intentions 
and sent over an extract from the 
shooting script. The sequence 
juxtaposed a night heron poised to 
catch its prey with the fighter prepared 
to attack his opponent. I emailed him 
back immediately. 

‘I know the guy you need on this project 
– Neil Lucas, a master at specialist 
shooting, particularly wildlife for special 
effects. This is right up his street.’

 And so, after introductions and an 
exchange of emails, Neil was thrown 
into the violent world of sophisticated 
cage fighting.
 
“I didn’t know what to expect,” he 
recalls, “but by coincidence, the Nikon 
Pro magazine landed on my doorstep 
and there was an article by British 
sports photographer Martin McNeil. 
He’s the UK’s most celebrated MMA 
ringside photographer. 

He’s so in tune with the fighters that he 
can read their moves and captures the 

most stunning images that reflect both 
the brutality and beauty of the sport.”

Neil made contact with Martin through 
the magazine, and they met up in 
London. Martin said he could only 
give him half an hour, as he was really 
busy, but three hours later they were 
still talking. He invited Neil to a fight in 
Nottingham, and managed to get him a 
ringside seat. 

“I was amazed,” said Neil. “The entire 
arena was completely sold out. I had 
images in my mind of backstreet 
fighting, but in reality, it’s a big sport 
that pays a bundle of money. It has a 
huge following in the USA, for example, 
with Fox Television televising fights. The 
fighters enter to loud, inspiring music, 
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 I was amazed. 
The entire arena was 
completely sold out. 
I had images in my 
mind of backstreet 
fighting, but in 
reality, it’s a big sport 
that pays a bundle of 
money. 

“

 Neil directing a fight sequence
 from behind the cameras.



24    nikonownermagazine.com24

TAKEDOWN: The DNA of GSP

and the atmosphere is electric. However, it’s brutal. You hear 
the crunch as they hit each other, and you can smell and taste 
the blood in the air. It’s gladiatorial. I came away thinking it 
was barbaric, but there is something about it that grabs you: 
it’s intriguing to watch. It’s a bit like three-dimensional chess, 
for they are fighting on many levels – on the floor, in the air, 
and all around their opponent.”

In fact, MMA is a full contact sport. Opponents can strike 
at and grapple with each other, on the ground as well as 
standing, using techniques borrowed from bare-knuckle, kick 
and normal boxing, shoot and catch wrestling and a variety of 
martial arts, such as Jiu-Jitsu. GSP in Canada is at the top of 
his game.

And, extraordinary as it may seem, GSP is into wildlife. He 
uses his body in the same way as top predators; indeed, he 
has watched many wildlife films, dissecting the way wild 
animals hunt. He watches how they stalk and use agility and 
speed, and then incorporates these skills into his training 
regime. He’s obsessive-compulsive – he’ll do the same thing 
over and over again, until he achieves perfection. 

With that in mind, Neil and I explored which animals seemed 
appropriate – the strong, fearless, and fixated – and focused 
on a prime Canadian predator – the grey wolf. GSP, we 
reckoned, was something of a ‘lone wolf’. He does his own 
thing – eat sleep and train – that’s his life.

So, Neil and Peter drove to the forests about four hours north 
of Montreal to meet with some captive wolves. Peter had 
used them when directing the movie version of Jack London’s 
Call of the Wild, starring Rutger Hauer.

“The wolves were not what you would call tame,” noted Neil, 
“but they had one wolf that was trained. It was very obedient 
for a wolf and in great condition. However, my concern was 
how it would react to the rig and the noise it made, so I sat 
beside the wolf and fired the camera: it didn’t bat an eyelid. 
The wolf was safe. His trainer was right behind me, just as I 
would have been when I was training animals. We looked at 
each other and clocked that we knew what we were doing.”

Director of photography Sylvain Brault captured the slow-
mo sequences on a high-resolution video camera, capable 
of up to 350 frames per second at full resolution, and Neil 
opted for Nikon D800s in video mode, both as back-up and 
to cover wides.

“In one sequence we had the main wolf running through the 
snow alongside the snowmobile, “ enthused Neil. “The skidoo 
was blowing up snow so it looked as if the wolf was running 
through a blizzard, and the wolf loved it. You could see he was 
really excited and as it was freezing cold, you could see the 
steam from his breath, which added to the effect, so we got 
some really nice shots.

“In another of the outdoor scenes the wolf was used to reflect 
a time when GSP received a bad injury, and was laid up in 
hospital followed by a period of rehabilitation and training, 
so after the wolves fought – in reality play-fighting, but the 
aggression is still there – the lead grey wolf was trained to 
limp. It also had its own make-up artist who applied stage 
‘blood’. The wolf then healed itself, became stronger, and was 
ready for the next fight. However, we had to be really careful 
about the order in which we shot these scenes, as the wolf 
would inevitably lick its make-up!”
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Back in Montreal the production team moved into an old 
warehouse, where the crew erected the characteristic 
octagonal cage of the MMA ring. GSP and the wolf, along 
with a ballet dancer to illustrate control and poise, a gymnast 
to show strength and discipline, and a swordsman to 
represent the boxing style reminiscent of a fencer, were all 
filmed there, the material to be intercut with footage from 
actual UFC contests. This was where the images for the more 
complicated special effects sequences were shot.

“The warehouse was a really old and dusty place, falling apart, 
but beautiful to shoot in. We put in a jib for the special camera 
rig and had smoke machines, but it was the rig itself that was 
unusual.

“I thought we could do a lot of the scenes, especially 
flashbacks, with stills, so I came up with a specially designed 
camera rig for shooting graphics.

“We would have more control of the quality and mood of the 
pictures, even in a movie. I wanted to capture the essence of 
a moment. So, we took a series of still images – two cameras, 
special lenses, and 100 frame bursts at 12 frames a second, 
so when it fired it sounded like a machine gun.

“The set-up was like a 3-D rig, but the cameras were offset, 
so we were not shooting 3-D. We needed cameras that work 
well in low light levels, but fast enough to give a fast frame 
rate and good image quality, and the Nikon D4 was the 
obvious choice. I also asked Nikon for two sets of fast prime 
lenses: 85mm f/1.4, 35mm f/1.4 and 24mm f/1.4.  I then linked 
the two D4s together with Pocket Wizard wireless triggers 
so that both cameras fired at exactly the same time, and one 

       I thought we could 
do a lot of the scenes, 
especially flashbacks, 
with stills, so I came up 
with a specially designed 
camera rig for shooting 
graphics.

“

 We filmed a gymnast, ballet dancer
 and fencer in the warehouse studio to
 demonstrate many of the skills used by
 GSP besides the normal Martial Arts he
 masters in.
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  3D Manikins Wrapped The 3D manikins are finally wrapped in the detailed
 skin from the original images. This is then applied to each frame in the sequence.

camera had a live feed via a WT5 wireless link to an iPad for 
the director to view the shot when the rig was high up on the 
jib and out of reach. 

“We designated the cameras as A and B. If the action moved 
from left to right, the A camera was on the main subject 
and the B camera focused on the background. If the action 
moved from right to left, the cameras were swopped around 
to keep continuity. This set-up made 3-D animation and 
special effects quicker and easier to achieve because  
all the information was there. 

“We wanted the animated sequences to have a ‘super-real, 
3-D feel’. To achieve this, the people from Canadian video 
effects company Shed built a wireframe of GSP and the other 
subjects, which showed all the contours of the body. This was 
wrapped first in a generic ‘skin’, so muscle tone, etc., was 
clearly visible, and then wrapped again with the real pictures, 
which helped to make the animation all that more realistic. All 
told, we must have shot in the region of 20,000 images.”

Neil’s new rig was not the only picture gathering operation in the 
warehouse, which meant things became mighty busy at times.

“One of the difficulties was that as well as shooting with the Nikon 
cameras we were also shooting high speed with a Red Epic high-
definition video camera at 150 frames per second, which needed a 
lot more light, so we had to shoot around each other.
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  GSP demonstrating his great strength and agility that has kept him at the top
 of his game.   Graphics Wireframe From the original image a graphics wireframe model is

 then made.

  3D Manikins The wireframe is then crafted into 3D manikins and wrapped in a
 basic skin.

 One of the images taken for Graphics. In the movie the opponent taunts GSP about

 having a gun pointed at his head.
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         You have a mental picture of these 
fighters being really aggressive and 
somewhat brutish, but this is far from 
the truth. GSP is a really intelligent and 
thoughtful guy, but he has to be like a 
computer – split-second decision making.

“
“Also, I was shooting with D800s in video mode, feeding 
into an Atomos Ninja 2 digital recorder, which bypasses 
compression in the camera and records on removable 2.5in 
hard discs, and this was superb. The image quality was so 
good, when cut with Red Epic footage it was seamless.”

In the editing and special effects studios, these sequences 
were intercut and seamlessly blended in with specially shot 
footage of actual fights, although it was not the fighting in the 
ring that stuck in Neil’s mind.

“In one sequence we see a young boy being attacked by other 
schoolboys. It harks back to a time when GPS was bullied as a 
boy, and how he mentally and physically turned that bullying to 
his advantage. It’s what underpins the character that he is today.”
 
And what was Neil’s abiding memory of this whole shoot?

“For me, it was GSP himself. His job 
is to fight but actually he’s a very 
peaceful man. You have to have that 
control and understanding to do 
what he does. You have a mental 
picture of these fighters being really 
aggressive and somewhat brutish, 
but this is far from the truth. GSP 
is a really intelligent and thoughtful 
guy, but he has to be like a 
computer – split-second decision 
making.”

Takedown: the DNA of GSP opened in 
cinemas across Canada on February 20th, 2014. +

TAKEDOWN: The DNA of GSP

 Cameraman Sylvain Brault using the Rig for the first time, saying “It’s perfect
 and like something straight out of Star Wars”. For the type of graphic animation
 we wanted for the movie I designed a new two-camera rig, linked together
 with Pocket Wizards for very precise and synced shutter release on both cameras.
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About

www.michaelbright.co.uk

Cameras A and B, and how they work

CAMErA A Was the main view of the action and gives the graphics house a 
photo-stream of 12 frames per second of high-quality images taken with the 
Nikon D4. Although this is not as many frames needed for normal production, 
it’s more than enough for the graphic style required.

CAMErA B With exactly the same settings as the main camera (camera A). It 
was set up to cover the background scene that will be revealed as the main 
camera moves following the action. The two sets of images will be worked on 
separately to recreate a photo-real environment. Once the completed graphics 
are brought together in the final computer render an amazingly controllable, 
detailed and life-like 3D world comes to life.

NOTE BOOK SKETCh Firstly 
I have to apologise for my 
scribblings, but these are 
often done in the middle of 
the night when I wake up with 
an idea, or hurriedly drawn on 
the bonnet of a car when I’m 
trying to explain to somebody 
how I see the shot or action 
working. But being a purely 
visual person they are more 
often than not for my own 
use, just to make sure in my 
own mind that it is really 
going to work!

www.lucasproductions.com

MiChAEL BrighT Michael Bright 
has had a long and full career: he was a 
producer with the BBC Science Unit, Radio, at 
Broadcasting House in Central London, he has 
worked on Tomorrow’s World and Horizon, was 
co-series producer on the BBC 2 conservation 
strand Nature, and produced or executive 
produced episodes of Wildlife on One and 
Natural World, in addition to being the series 
producer of the British Isles: A Natural History 
with Alan Titchmarsh. Alongside the radio and 
film work, Michael has written extensively 
articles for BBC Wildlife, BBC Focus, New 
Scientist, World Medicine and Nikon Owner 
magazine, and has had published over 100 
books, for BBC Books, Reader’s Digest, Dorling 
Kindersley, National Geographic, Raintree, 
Quarto, Franklin Watts, Anness, Natural History 
Museum, Smithsonian, Bantam Press, Robson 
Books, JR Books and the Robson Press. +

NEiL LuCAS was a producer with the 
BBC’s world-renowned Natural History Unit for 
over 20 years. During that time he worked on 
many international award-winning productions, 
including Sir David Attenborough’s Trials of Life, 
The Private Life of Plants, The Life of Mammals 
and Planet Earth. Neil’s most recent production 
was the highly acclaimed BBC landmark series 
Life. He produced two of the most technically 
challenging programmes of the entire series: 
Plants, about the ingenious and manipulative 
ways of plants, and Creatures of the Deep 
about marine invertebrates, from Humboldt 
Current Squid to giant octopuses. Many of Neil’s 
Programmes have been nominated for BAFTA 
and EMMY awards. Neil is now a freelance 
film director and photographer specializing in 
the more demanding and technical shoots, 
using state-of-the-art filming and photographic 
techniques, which he has devised and for which 
he is recognised worldwide. +

Shooting for graphics
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