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NELS ISRAELSON

THAN LIFE
When you need to capture a 

character—from rock stars to 
superheroes—Los Angeles-based Nels 

Israelson is the guy you call. He’s 
behind hair-band album covers and 

blockbuster heroes gazing sternly 
down from billboards. And lately, he’s 

ventured into a new kind of reality 
altogether—literally adding dimension 

to movie characters.

W R I T T E N  B Y  A L I S O N  S T I E V E N - T A Y L O R

LARGER
N E L S  I S R A E L S O N
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shooting stills on the now-cult documentary, 
Urgh! A Music War. It was a worldwide survey 
of the punk and New Wave music scenes, and 
Israelson spent ten months shooting bands 
such as Devo, The Cramps, The Go-Gos, and 
Gang of Four at gigs across Los Angeles, San 
Diego, New York, London and Wales. After 
another year in the 
United Kingdom shoot-
ing for music labels, he 
headed back to Los 
Angeles, immersing 
himself in the rock 
scene there.

His second big break 
came when he was 
asked to shoot a glam 
rock band called Ratt. 
“I was tasked with pho-
tographing a black-and-
white publicity shot,” 
he recalls. “We were in 
the studio and they came out of a dressing 
room with all these perfect red accents—red 
scarves tied around the tops of their boots and 
foreheads, and red belts. I was like, ‘Oh man, 

I’ve got to shoot colour!’ So I shot a couple of 
rolls of colour and they ended up putting my 
shot on the back of their next album package. 
That was a big step up for me.”

The band liked the picture so much that 
they gave Israelson a shot at pitching for the 
front cover of their next album, Invasion of 

Your Privacy. Before the 
interview, Israelson 
studied the brief, and 
came armed with a 
secret weapon—a col-
lection of photographs 
of a blonde model he’d 
been working with. 
“When the lead singer 
saw the pictures of 
Marianne he was like, 
‘Whoa! Is she single?’ 
So essentially they 
hired her and me, as a 
package deal…”

The album—with Marianne on the cover—
went double platinum, she became Playmate 
of the Year, and Israelson was “besieged” by 
hair bands. “It was not necessarily music I 

N E L S  I S R A E L S O N
S C O R E D  H I S  F I R S T 
D R E A M  G I G  I N  T H E 
E A R L Y  8 0 S ,

Israelson was supposed to shoot glam rock 
band Ratt in black and white, but switched to 
colour after one glimpse of their matching red 
outfits, left. Ratt suggested Israelson pitch for 
their next album cover, so he enlisted the help of 
model Marianne Gravatte, and together they 
won the job (right).
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was into, but I liked the theatricality. I was 
into old-Hollywood portrait lighting: so where 
there was hair, it was my job to put hair-light 
in it.”

He shot bands exclusively for the next five 
years, including several covers for the Red 
Hot Chili Peppers. “I was friends with the 
guys in the band before they became super 
successful. They were all about wackiness. 
For their second album, Freaky Styley, I caught 
them doing all sorts of stuff, primarily tram-
poline mid-air shots. I wanted to capture the 
outrageous feeling of who they were and what 
they were about.

“I’ve always focused on photography as a 
narrative art form. A successful photograph 
isn’t just about a well-crafted, well-lit, well-
composed countenance, it has to be a com-
pelling moment, and it has to be accurate to 
the story we are telling. I always made a point 
of reading the lyrics so I could visualise the 
narrative.”

Israelson eventually moved out of rock ’n 
roll with a string of work shooting B-grade 
horror movie posters—which introduced him 
to the world of filmmaking. Nowadays, he 
counts major Hollywood studios such as 
Disney and Warner Bros as clients and shoots 
almost exclusively for big-budget productions: 
The Hobbit, Captain America, Game of Thrones.

Israelson’s ability to get to the essence of 
a character, coupled with an unbridled enthu-
siasm for experimenting with 
technology, is a big part of 
his success. So is knowing 
how to maximise the short 
time window he has on set 
with the talent, without 
getting in the way of the 
production.

Ensuring he makes as few 
ripples as possible, Israelson 
and his assistants set up a 
mini studio on set—what’s 
known in the business as a 
‘gallery shoot’. “I have to do 
a couple of different lighting set-ups that cover 
the bandwidth of the different needs of the 
campaign. It’s not just the film’s ad campaign 
that I’m shooting for. There’s publicity stuff, 
social media, packaging for eventual home 
entertainment release, a whole long laundry 
list.”

Rather than breaking the moment and 

repositioning the actor within a second set-up, 
Israelson prefers “this completely crazy sprawl 
of gear arranged around one footprint that 
contains two, or sometimes three, lighting 

set-ups. My team will simply 
flip switches. It’s like a pit 
crew kind of thing where I’m 
like: ‘Okay, we’re going to 
lighting B,’ which might be 
an open look or a more moody 
and dark, shadowy look. It 
only takes 10-15 seconds to 
flip over.

“Every little thing I’ve 
worked out over the years 
gains me one or two more 
minutes with the talent, so I 
can bring home a bigger take 

in terms of the variety, richness and depth I 
can elicit from the character. To be able to 
take the character’s emotional moment a little 
further, or to pull back, that’s the steer that I 
really pay a lot of attention to when I’m looking 
at what I’m getting through the lens.”

Just as he did in his music days, Israelson 
immerses himself in research beforehand, 

“EVERY LITTLE 
THING I’VE WORKED 

OUT OVER THE 
YEARS GAINS ME 

ONE OR TWO MORE 
MINUTES WITH 

THE TALENT, SO I 
CAN BRING HOME 

A BIGGER TAKE 
IN TERMS OF THE 

VARIETY, RICHNESS 
AND DEPTH I CAN 
ELICIT FROM THE 

CHARACTER.”

Israelson says his cover image for 
the Red Hot Chili Peppers’ album 
Freaky Styley, left, is his favourite 
image of the band, which he has 
photographed extensively. He 
captured them jumping in front of 
a Michelangelo painting, The Last 
Judgement. At far left, John 
Goodman appears in character in 
a publicity still for the film The Big 
Lebowski. 
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often reading the screenplay to understand 
the background of the story and the nuances 
of the characters. “I like to prep so I can go in 
fully armed. I’m not there to photograph the 
actor, but rather their character, and to reas-
sure them that my shoot is not going to be akin 
to the last time they sat in a dentist’s chair.”

In engaging with actors, Israelson says 
terminology can make all the difference. “It’s 
important that they know it’s part of their 
work as the character, as opposed to maga-
zine shoots and other photography where 
they’re expected to be themselves.”

He recalls an exchange with Morgan 
Freeman, one of his favourite people to pho-
tograph. “The first time I met him he said, 
‘You know there are two things I hate: one is 
having to make stuff up when I talk to the 
media; and the other is having my picture 
taken’.” Israelson laughs at the recollection. 
“At the time I was walking with him onto my 
set to shoot for the movie Red. So I said, ‘That’s 
okay, Mr Freeman, I’m not here to take your 
picture’. He kind of looked at me sideways, 
like I was messing with him. I said, ‘I just 
need a few moments with your character’. He 
gave me a big smile, and asked, ‘What kind of 
moments did you have in mind’?”

Israelson had read both the graphic novel 
and the screenplay of Red, identified the impor-
tant beats to the story, and knew what he 
wanted. “I said, ‘It seems like the moment 
when your character stands up out of his wheel-
chair and pulls a .45 pistol from under the 
blanket on his lap, and goes back to his old 
work—well, that’s a pretty interesting moment 
to start with’. And Morgan just completely 
relaxed and said, ‘Okay, we can do that’.” 

One of Israelson’s most complex jobs in 
recent times involved working on the set of 
The Hobbit in New Zealand, where he put into 
play the 3D capture technology he’d been 
experimenting with. “Peter Jackson is a big 
fan of lenticular 3D processes, and Warner 
Bros contacted me about doing 3D capture for 
the Hobbit films. I’d been refining our capture 
technology using motion-control [mo-con] 
systems, and thankfully all the technical pieces 
came together. We left for New Zealand on 
very short notice and literally went from the 
airport straight to the stage. We were able to 
reconfigure the production’s on-site mo-con 
machinery to capture our particular camera 
moves.”

Over 14 months he made four trips to New 
Zealand to capture the evolution of the main 
characters across the three films. As the 
project progressed, Israelson began to con-
sider other ways of capturing the multiple 
perspectives needed for the lenticular imagery.

“What became problematic was that we 
were shooting with a single camera moving 
around the subject—which meant people had 
to hold still. The cast was able to work with 
that, but we were all growing frustrated that 
we didn’t have the freedom to capture some 
more dynamic moments. That’s what led me 
down this whole crazy rabbit-hole world of 
camera arrays.”

Israelson gained approval from Warner 
Bros to fly a specialised camera array team 
to New Zealand. “Instead of moving one 
camera to do 36 frames of our perspectives, 
we had 36 cameras, and click—they all fired 
at once. I thought, ‘Wow, this might be the 

‘THAT’S OKAY, MR 
FREEMAN, I’M 

NOT HERE TO TAKE 
YOUR PICTURE’.

HE KIND OF 
LOOKED AT ME 

SIDEWAYS, LIKE 
I WAS MESSING 

WITH HIM. I SAID, 
‘I JUST NEED A 
FEW MOMENTS 

WITH YOUR 
CHARACTER’.

Israelson photographed Anthony Hopkins and 
Morgan Freeman in character for publicity stills 
for the film Red. The trick, he says, is working as 
quickly as possible, and encouraging actors to 
depict their characters, rather than themselves.  
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future of imaging’.
“This idea that you can capture once, and 

afterwards, rotate your subject in post, it’s 
pretty crazy. But then I became associated 
with a software team that was doing research 
into how augmented reality [AR] could play 
out from photographic captures and that was 
even crazier! We joined forces to do some 
more research and development, creating 
prototypes out of the captures we did for The 
Hobbit, and made some early stage proof-of-
concept AR depictions of Bilbo Baggins, as a 
freely rotatable photograph. Again, it was a 
matter of pushing the existing tech and seeing 
where we could take it.”

Where he took it was to Disney and the 
Captain America franchise. This time the 
application was solely for AR, and required 
63 cameras. “That’s ridiculous,” says Israelson, 
laughing. “Thankfully there was a team of 
people whose only job was to set up all those 
cameras.”

The camera array was tethered to a cluster 
of 33 computers, and a control desk ran eve-
rything from synchronising the cameras, to 
downloading the files, to rendering previews 
on set. Israelson worked from a single monitor 
at the central camera.

“We had to be certain we’d captured what 
we needed in our limited time, before the 
talent was released. In a matter of minutes 
the array team rendered Quicktime movies 
that previewed a 200-degree rotation. We 
could see from the side view if the actor was 
on the mark. We could also see all aspects of 
the whole rotation of the 3D capture, all syn-
chronised together. That’s quite a big tech-
nological leap in capturing what could still 
be loosely termed as a still photograph.”

Simultaneously the project and the tech-
nology were evolving. As the final material 
was being created, the software team created 
a smartphone and tablet app that could be used 
with the posters for Captain America: Winter 
Soldier. Aiming the app at a poster caused a 3D 
projection of the superhero to pop up as though 
he was crashing through the wall or the screen 
it was displayed on. The app proved to be a 
hit—almost two million people shared pictures 
of Captain America punching through com-
puter screens, or bopping cats or babies on the 
nose with his fist.

Israelson says the goal of the app project 
was to push AR beyond its known limits. “We 

wanted to create a dimensional photographic 
medium—as opposed to traditional AR that 
transforms a magazine cover into a video or 
makes text pop up.

“AR is very tactile because it’s your physi-
cal movement that reveals it. It is one of the 
things I enjoyed about lenticular 3D, as opposed 
to stereo goggle 3D. With the goggles, you left 
your body at home, it didn’t matter whether 
your body moved, it was always the same 3D 
on the screen, with none of that parallax shift 
that your brain reads. I feel that photographic 
AR is going to be much more of a physical, 
immersive experience—it is truly interactive, 

moving with your body. This takes photog-
raphy into uncharted territories.

“There’s a new world opening up to how 
we experience images, and it’s incumbent 
upon anybody who is creating images to stay 
a step ahead so we can constantly be envi-
sioning what’s next.” 

 nelslens.com 

Nels Israelson will speak at the photography 
conference Image Nation, which takes place in 
Auckland from October 19–20. Tickets are 
available at imagenation.co.nz

Israelson created five 
36-perspective rotatable 
3D images featuring 
different characters from 
The Hobbit, including 
Galadriel, left. These were 
used to create lenticular 
3D posters and online 
animations, and were 
embedded into the film’s 
official iPad app (see the 
animated version at 
nelsisraelson.net). 
Israelson further 
developed the 3D-capture 
technology with the 
release of Captain America: 
Winter Soldier. Aiming the 
promotional app at one of 
the film’s posters caused 
an augmented reality 
projection of a character to 
appear, as the screenshot 
at right depicts.
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