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360/virtual reality (VR) 
production is no longer 
in the toddler stage. 
Some say it’s entered 
the terrible twos, 
others say the format is 
struggling with puberty – 
fighting for attention and 
trying to find its way. 
The truth is the industry 
doesn’t know where 
virtual reality is going or 
where it will end up. But 
if it is going to mature 
into adulthood and truly 
capture an audience’s 
attention, VR subject 
matter must be treated 
as seriously as narrative 
or live-event capture. 
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lens’s POV with respect to the camera rig.”
The Half-and-Half approach uses two halves of the set, where 

half the lenses are pointed toward the other half. “Keep all the 
lighting on the back half of the set, and shoot the primary, lit half,” 
Towndrow advises. “Then, turn over the lighting and put all the lights 
on what was the primary half of the set, and shoot the back half. Stich 
the scene using only the parts that are lit, and discard the parts where 
the lighting fixtures are.”

The Nodal Pass approach uses the same technique that is used to 
shoot HDRI spherical images for effects work, describes Towndrow. 
“Unlike full 360 VR rigs, you can use a production camera like an Arri 
Alexa or Red Weapon with a nodal head. You can, in fact, use any 
camera that your nodal rig supports. The optical center of the lens is 
directly over the rotational axis of the head. 

“You shoot each of the images necessary to make up a full sphere, 
adding and removing lighting fixtures, obtaining beauty passes and 
clean passes on each angle,” he continues. “It’s a time-consuming 
technique and requires good organization and a good deal of patching 
across each of the angles to merge the lighting changes. It offers great 
advantages in terms of camera options, and saves a lot of time in 
stitching because you don’t have the differing optical centers of each 
of the lenses like you do on a 360 VR rig.”

Theory – even extremely intelligent and well-defined theory 
– is one thing. But what about Guild DP’s who are out there with a 
VR rig and a concept, in the middle of this very new and unproven 
medium?

“VR cameras generally have lower dynamic range than modern 

cinema cameras so lighting is, in many ways, more important than 
ever,” observes Evan Pesses. “At the same time, because VR is a 
spherical world, you can’t build the grip-lighting jungles DP’s have 
been accustomed to building to get that perfect shape on an actor. In 
VR we must think of framing and lighting environments. In general, 
we have to think of VR shots as we would long Steadicam shots, 
where we see the whole world. 

Pesses recounts a recent music video shot with a Sony A7s dark-
corner rig. “We rigged lights beyond the point in the lenses where 
optical resolution drops to half, so the back lights just flare out as 
beautiful little points of light,” he says. “Above the camera, I rigged 
1Ks with Chimeras as key, and we plated them out with a ceiling 
plate.” China balls, practicals, LED and string lights also can help to 
create shape and light, he notes.

Christian Sprenger’s Hard World for Small Things is a film about a 
small community in South Central Los Angeles caught up in a police 
shooting. “We needed to make sure that every second was as honest and 
believable as possible,” he says. “VR blocking becomes quite a unique 
process, much more similar to theater than traditional camera blocking. 
Over-the-shoulders no longer work, and with only static marks get very 
boring quickly. Low-angle shots could turn out to accidentally be giving 
the audience the POV of a bug crawling on the floor.” 

Sprenger determined his light plan by watching tests. “Magic 
hour for exteriors, and for both aesthetic and logistical reasons,” he 
explains. “The only artificial lighting was TrueColor Cineo LEDs 
on telephone poles that looked like street lights from our camera 
position. For interiors, we added a few small custom LED fixtures 
built into the set. But mostly our location was lit by overhead 

“VR cameras generally have lower 
dynamic range than modern cinema 
cameras so lighting is, in many ways, 
more important than ever.” - Evan Pesses

For a VR music video shot with a mirrorless Sony A7s, Guild DP Evan Pesses rigged lights beyond the point where optical resolution 
drops to half, “so the back lights just flare out as beautiful little points of light,” he describes. / Courtesy of Evan Pesses
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fluorescent tubes wrapped in deep amber gel. It was important that 
the audience instantly believe that our VR world was real, so I chose 
to light the space and let the actors move through it naturally.”

The recent documentary/pilot (potential VR series) A Seat at 
the Table, shot by Guild DP Eve M. Cohen, directed by Michael Wohl 
and produced in association with Radiant Images, featured many 
interiors in the restaurant Republique. 

Cohen recalls a scene “where the audience has a seat at the table 
with our hosts and their friends upstairs. It’s a large lofted space 
above the main dining room, specifically lit by one chandelier that 
matched the mood and ambiance of the overall restaurant.

“We were filming with the Jaunt camera, and I needed to not only 
bring up the ambiance of the room,” she continues, “I had to do it 
without disturbing the rest of the clientele enjoying their dinner down 
below.” An industrial floor lamp in one corner, the chandelier on the 
ceiling and a few tea lights in mason jars on the table provided lighting. 

“Pinpoints of light cause tiny lens flares that can be a problem in 
360 VR and are costly to remove,” Cohen explains. “The mason jars 

added just the right bit of minimal distortion between the flame and 
lens. Since the camera was rigged on a three-foot pole, a couple of 
feet of LiteRibbon wrapped around the pole worked well. I also used 
some Tweenies, hiding them on the ground behind a couple of diners 
at the table, out of the sight lines of the camera,” she adds. “Using 
black wrap to control the spill, we were able to direct the sources into 
the ceiling toward the far side of the chandelier, so it appears as if the 
extra light in the room is just coming from practical sources.”

Gaffer-turned-cinematographer Reinhart Peschke (who first 
tackled lighting schemes for a short-film-turned-video-game for 
director Roger Avery and DP Robert Brinkmann) says, “Every VR 
shoot has its own set of challenges. But with the modern lighting 
equipment at hand [fluorescents, LEDs EL-lights, LED strips, etc.], 
any problem can be solved elegantly. As the camera rigs become more 
sophisticated, the resolution gets much better, making it easier to 
light in night situations or low-light locations. 360/VR production is 
growing up quickly, with better and better quality, yet we really don’t 
know where it is going or where it will end up. One thing for sure is 
it’s here to stay.” 

For Hard World For Small Things, a VR film about a small community in South Central L.A., Guild DP Christian Sprenger says, “staging 
the action was much more similar to theater than traditional camera blocking.” / Top and bottom images courtesy of Christian Sprenger
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