
ICG
MAGAZINE
ICG
MAGAZINE



6

SEPTEMBER 2016ICG

East Los High Cover Photos Courtesy of Hulu

FEATURES

DEPARTMENTS

SPECIALS

FLASH FRAME: page 12

DEEP FOCUS: page 16

BOOK REVIEW: page 18

DEPTH OF FIELD: page 20

EXPOSURE: page 24

ECA ROUNDTABLE: page 56

ECA PROFILES: page 62

{contributors}

“I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve 
interviewed ECA winners, but it never gets old 
talking to talented people about the work they 
love to do,” observes ICG’s longtime Carrboro, 
NC-based contributor.

Margot Lester 
Class of ’16
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“The day of our interview, Kira Kelly was 
due to complete color grading in Burbank 
(at converted edit suites inside 1940s-era 
picture palace Magnolia Theatre). So we talked 
beforehand over a couple of highly caffeinated 
cortaditos at Porto’s, the Cuban bakery, a place 
vibrantly suffused with Latino culture, just like 
East Los High.

Sophia Stuart
La Neta Verdad

“The successful coordination of handoffs 
between camera operators on elaborate and 
sustained single setups for The Get Down is 
a tribute to the teamwork evinced by Local 
600 crews. It also demonstrates how making 
training available for new gear and technology 
is a benefit to all, as the filmmakers relied upon 
multiple toolsets, ranging from Steadicam to 
MoVi and CableCam – sometimes all in the 
same shot!”

Kevin H. Martin
Takin’ It To The Streets
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Page 37 image is of ARRI’s ALEXA Mini
Page 48 image - Ready-Rig was founded by Local 600 member Mario Di Leo, ASC and is independent from DJI.
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Our annual September issue gets a facelift this year (literally), as we meld diversity with our longstanding TV theme. Of 
course that’s not random – as feature crews and stories struggle to catch up with the changing face of America (literally), 
television, in all its new and wonderful platforms, has made big strides down that track. 

And the poster child for small-screen diversity could easily be our cover story on East Los High (Page 28), written by 
Sophia Stuart. This terrific blend of teen romance, drama, relevant social issues, and killer dance scenes just completed its 
fourth season on Hulu (a rising streaming player of which Time-Warner Cable recently bought a 10-percent stake). Many of 
the show’s producers, directors, and writers are Spanish-speaking, female or both, and a healthy slice of the camera team is 
female as well, including East Los’ sensational young cinematographer, Kira Kelly. 

This down-to-earth DP won’t brag about her work, deferring to her crew and other creative partners, like production 
designer Rachel Myers and Cuban choreographer Reina Hidalgo. But the striking naturalism of Kelly’s lighting (ably 
empowered by gaffer Kyle Warmack) jumps off the page. Kelly’s not only talented, but also refreshingly honest, pointing to 
director Ava DuVernay’s push to call it an “inclusive” crew instead of a “diverse” crew, because “working on a show with 
people from many different backgrounds and places just reflects the world I live in,” she told Stuart. 

A show set in an East L.A. high school is a world few TV executives have visited, let alone lived in. But an upper-
middle-class black family, living in a predominantly white neighborhood, is something black-ish creator Kenya Barris knows 
a few things about. (Much of black-ish is autobiographical to Barris’ life.) Pauline Rogers’ feature on network TV’s sharpest 
social comedy (shot by Rob Sweeney) shows streaming networks aren’t the only ones to better reflect American audiences. 

It’s not just the actors in front of black-ish ’s camera (Sweeney says the ALEXA’s color parameters truthfully record 
the show’s “rich variety” of black skin tones) that are helping to change television for the better. A-camera 2nd AC Tiffani 
Stephenson, who is black, said this about the show’s recent landmark episode, “Hope,” where the family gathers in the living 
room to try and explain police brutality to the family’s young twins: “I’ve had so many friends call me with excitement about 
‘Hope,’” she shares in the article, “because it was a way to start a dialogue with their own children about what’s happening 
in the world today. It’s hard for a child who’s been taught not to see color and to respect authority to make sense of all the 
tragedy that is becoming commonplace.” A-camera 1st Art Martin (who is not black) pointed to the show’s star, Anthony 
Anderson, and his emotional monologue [in the same episode], “where we did a slow push into a close-up. I was so caught 
up in the moment that I almost forgot to turn the focus knob,” Martin admits. 

“Memorable moments in television” could well be the tagline to the career of Donald A. Morgan, ASC. This month’s 
Deep Focus subject has been front row and center for shows like Good Times, The Jeffersons, South Central, The Parent ’Hood, 
Moesha, and a slew of other memorable sitcoms that would make any DP blush with pride, regardless of their skin color. 
As one of Hollywood’s most successful black cinematographers, Morgan is not shy about advocating for a rainbow 
contingent in front of and behind the camera, noting that diversity improves the bottom line for everyone. “From producers 
to broadcasters, from actors to crafts people,” Morgan relates, “everybody benefits because the end product is readily 
consumed by all, instead of within a narrow niche.” 

Morgan’s expert knowledge of lighting, particularly in the world of multi-camera, is at the top of the Hollywood 
pyramid, and in many ways, his talent embodies why opportunities for all races and gender can only benefit this industry. 
Plainly put: I can’t imagine a history of television being written without the contributions of Local 600 member Don 
Morgan. Can you?

SEPTEMBER 2016 / TELEVISION & DIVERSITY

WIDE ANGLE

David Geffner, Executive Editor
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The rise in digital platforms to deliver high-
quality original drama series requires a whole 
new set of executive skills. Your audience 
might be watching on their phone at the 
checkout or in a self-directed ’round-the-
clock marathon at home. How do you source 
and develop content that delivers on all these 
fronts? At the end of the day it’s still about 
great storytelling. But we’re able to utilize the 
opportunities of being a changing, growing 
platform to think about things in new ways. The 
key is to use the technology and tools to best 
serve the content. And there’s a premium for 
finding things that are different and inventive, 
which is an exciting challenge. 

So is a Hulu Originals launch like the opening 
night of a Broadway show, where the producers 
gather at Sardi’s waiting for the New York 
Times review? (Laughs.) Not the same, no! We’re 
not hanging on the daily ratings or reviews in the 
way the networks or Broadway producers would. 
We can take a much broader view because of 
our core model as a subscription service. From 
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Jessica Kumai Scott started her career in feature film production, working 

on No Strings Attached and World War Z, then transitioned to the Internet, 

joining Hulu just as talent, audiences from the big screen, and traditional 

television networks were following suit. As part of the Hulu Originals team, 

Scott oversees the development and production of original series, focusing 

mostly on drama series and shepherding co-productions, including Emmy-

nominated East Los High, the English-language series about the trials, 

tribulations and fierce dance moves of Latino teens. Originally from Seattle, 

Scott grew up during that city’s grunge era, but still enjoyed watching series 

like Beverly Hills 90210, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, My So Called Life and The 

X-Files, which is how she learned firsthand that the best television is the kind 

you have to obsess over with friends in great detail after each episode. Sophia 
Stuart talked to Hulu’s content development manager about the shift in TV 

viewing habits and the rise of new media platforms.

JESSICA KUMAI SCOTT
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acquisitions to originals we have such a diverse 
array of great content on Hulu, it’s all part of 
bringing people in.

But unlike a Broadway producer – or even 
a network television executive – Hulu has 
an enormous amount of data as soon as the 
show airs. Yes, we have a lot of data and look 
at a variety of metrics to help us analyze and 
serve the content best. But using that data in a 
predictive way (in terms of content) is really hard. 
We feel it’s still about great writing, directing, 
cinematography, et cetera, and there are a lot 
of other intangibles that make a story connect 
widely. It’s truly a mix of art and commerce. You 
want to be as smart as you can, but there will 
always be a leap of faith and artistic elements out 
of your control. Which is challenging for everyone, 
especially tech and business people used to 
relying on data and math. Hits often come from 
things that are new and different. There aren’t a 
lot of sure things out there. 

Is there an inherent culture clash between 
Silicon Valley and Hollywood? Everything in tech 
is quantified, and qualified by data before it’s 
actionable, and funded. That’s not how this town 
works. We do believe Hulu is where tech meets 
entertainment. There are a lot of departments 
here that are driving the subscription marketing 
side, ad sales and tech matters. In our division we 
have a lot of people who are really experienced 
professionals in the business of entertainment. It 
seems sort of simple to say it, but that experience 
is important and truly vital. We know how to take 
very informed chances on certain creatives who 
are gifted in what they do.  

There were not a lot of projects shooting in 
the Pacific Northwest when you grew up. How 
did you get the idea you wanted to work in the 
business? Not a lot, no, which is why everyone 
remembers the exceptions, like Sleepless in 
Seattle. Those t-shirts are still sold in the Sea-
Tac airport. And 10 Things I Hate About You. Also 
Singles, Twin Peaks, even Northern Exposure. 

I stand corrected. There were some inspirations. 
Yes, but I never imagined someone could do that 
for a living. I hadn’t connected the dots. I did 
watch a lot of television and attended a very 
artsy high school where we talked very seriously 
about film and theater. And, of course, when I was 
a teen, watching Beverly Hills 90210 was a social 
occasion. You’d be at school with your friends 
during the day. Then you’d go home and watch it 
and have to get on the phone instantly to discuss 
why Dylan chose Kelly. Still traumatized by that 
one. [Laughs.] 

You graduated from USC with an MFA in Film; 
could you have ever imagined a career as an 
executive on an Internet subscription service? 
Actually, that path didn’t yet exist. I’d worked in 
New York City in production after college and got 

a really great education out there, including P.A. 
on physical production, which was valuable to see 
firsthand how things get made. Then I assisted 
an editor and learned about postproduction, 
before working for some film financiers. So with 
a good all-around view of the industry, I decided 
I wanted to be a producer, which suits my Type A 
personality. [Laughs.] The MFA at USC was how I 
got to transition from New York to L.A. I enjoyed 
my time in feature film production, but the trend 
at the time was that movies were getting bigger 
and bigger, and fewer and fewer were being 
made. It was extremely difficult to get a sense 
of ownership – everyone was very competitive to 
get a piece. 

So what persuaded you to join the nascent 
world of streaming media? I’d worked with 
Charlotte Koh at Fox Searchlight, and she’d left 
to start Originals here at Hulu. I knew her taste, 
she had a strong indie film background, and 
the more I started thinking about the future of 
original programming via the Internet, the more 
intriguing I found the prospect. After a few large-
budget streaming shows were made, the industry 
realized what a great experience it could be for 
the filmmakers and that streaming sites are 
relevant. The floodgates were opened, and I’ve 
not looked back. 

Hulu is breaking ground with a show like East 
Los High, which dives into an underrepresented 
culture; The Path centers on a doomsday 
religious cult; and the opening titles for 11.22.63 
(produced by J.J. Abrams) will guarantee 
nightmares. This is probably not what we’d 
expect from network television. That’s what 
makes my job worthwhile, as these are all 
really exciting projects. At Hulu we’re able to 
incorporate different perspectives that haven’t 
been seen in traditional media, nurture them and 
see them come to life. Then, due to the nature of 
social media, we get instant feedback. Which can 
be satisfying – and overwhelming – when people 
consume our programs and truly appreciate 
them. We’re bringing in major talent to these 
series, both in front of and behind the camera. 
And, like East Los, they can also be a platform for 
new talent behind the camera, like [DP] Kira Kelly, 
and our wonderful directors. 

Hulu shows are shot in 4K, to future-proof the 
content stores, and yet many of your series 
are still filmic and evocative. Yes, that’s our 
preference. For example, Yaron Orbach, our DP 
on The Path, is incredibly talented. He continues 
to make everything on that show so cinematic. 
It’s a show about a subject matter that could have 
been dark, but he made it beautiful and inviting, 
adding a layer to [writer] Jessica Goldberg’s 
vision. It’s a place you want to spend time in. 

And the shows are shot union, regardless 
of budget. It’s very important to us to shoot 
union. On our shows we want excellence in the 

relationship between the writing, acting, directing 
and the way it’s shot. We want the best people, 
and the best people are union. 

Can you quantify the difference Hulu [and other 
streaming platforms] has made to working 
people in this industry? That’s hard to say in 
numbers. But I can say we’re yet another outlet 
making quality content, and allowing people to 
work and grow with a wider range of filmmaking 
and perspectives represented. 

You have advertising, the level of which depends 
on the rates subscribers pay. How much do 
you consider ad sales when it comes to taking 
risks with content? This is the beauty of being a 
streaming platform. We have a very deep and wide 
array of content on the platform – so there’s a lot 
of content for advertisers to get around. What’s 
nice about being on tech’s cutting edge is that 
we target advertising based on traffic and sell 
by demographics. It’s not like the early days of 
television where all advertising was concentrated 
around a specific show. 

As noted, East Los High is a game-changer 
in terms of a diverse cast and crew. Yes, 
but that’s totally organic and a reflection of 
[Executive Producers] Kathleen Bedoya and 
Carlos Portugal’s worldview. East Los came in 
as an acquisition; the first season was already 
shot. We started streaming it, and it found a 
devoted audience surprisingly fast. They’d clearly 
tapped into something. It’s a fun show – very 
addictive – and it also deals with an authentic 
world we haven’t seen much of in mainstream 
entertainment. The audience responded. We 
jumped in and rode their wave.

Where’s the next wave coming from? Hopefully, 
our original series, The Handmaid’s Tale, which 
goes into production in the next few months. 
Margaret Atwood’s novel is stunning and 
disturbingly relevant, even though it was written 
in 1985. Reed Morano [ASC], who’s best known 
as a DP on films like Frozen River, Vinyl, and 
The Skeleton Twins, is the director. Reed has 
such a great instinct for Atwood’s world. It’s 
an incredibly visual piece, and we just loved her 
perspective. We’re doing it with MGM TV, and 
Atwood is a consulting producer for the series.

Do you still get a fluttering feeling in your 
tummy driving past a billboard with one of your 
shows on it? Yes! Well, excitement mixed with a 
bit of nerves. 

Why nerves? When a show launches it’s out 
there in the world, on its own. We’ve had it in an 
incubator, working on it, getting it to be the best 
it can be. And now it’s time to let it grow up and 
find its feet. I always get nervous at that point. 
But in a good way.

EXPOSURE
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by SOPHIA STUART / photos courtesy of HULU

La Neta Verdad
Kira Kelly finds “the pure truth” at the dancing heart of Hulu’s hit teen series, East Los High
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As the new season opens, school’s out for summer and the Bomb Squad heads off to dance camp. Passions run high between 
Gina (Alex Rodriguez) and Eddie (Carlito Olivero) on and off the dance floor. Camila (Vannessa Vasquez) makes up with Jesus (JD 
Pardo), who tries to stay on the straight and narrow and out of jail. Jacob (Gabe Chavarria) breaks hearts (again), the family taqueria 
goes through hard times and the students find power in numbers – and in social media. 

East Los High is admirably diverse. Both cast and crew are richly representative of different cultures and predominantly female 
in many key roles, including executive producer/co-showrunner (Katie Elmore Mota), executive producer/co-creator (Kathleen 
Bedoya), cinematographer (Kira Kelly), 2nd AC A-Cam (Mariela Ferrer), 1st AC B-Cam (Christine Hodinh), 2nd AC B-Cam (Giselle 
Gonzalez, Lani Wasserman), production designer (Rachel Myers), and even the writers’ room (including Omaira Galarza and Robin 
Henry). 

Kelly shrugs, and smiles, when the female factor is mentioned. Meeting with me early in the day in Burbank, CA at a Cuban bakery 
called Porto’s (she is grading Season 4 later that day at a studio down the street), she takes a thoughtful sip of her cortadito (a highly 
potent shot of caffeine mixed with a smidge of steamed milk) and reflects on the industry’s hot-button issues – gender and diversity. 

“I love Ava DuVernay’s push to call it an ‘inclusive’ crew instead of a ‘diverse’ crew,” Kelly offers. Working on a show with 

HIGH SCHOOL IS A RICH SETTING FOR ONSCREEN DRAMA: 
JOCKS, NERDS, MISFITS, OUTCASTS AND PROM QUEENS, 

FISTFIGHTS, DESPAIR, PASSIONS, AND A LONGING TO ESCAPE. 
ADD IN IMMIGRATION, TEEN PREGNANCY, TORTUOUS LOVE 
TRIANGLES INTERSPERSED WITH WILD DANCE SEQUENCES, 
SET IT AGAINST A BACKDROP OF SEETHING SUMMER HEAT 

IN EAST L.A.’S LATINO COMMUNITY AND YOU CAN SEE WHY 
EAST LOS HIGH IS A DRAMA WORTH WATCHING. STREAMING 

SERVICE HULU RE-UPPED THE SERIES FOR A FOURTH 
SEASON, IT’S THE NUMBER-ONE SHOW ON HULU LATINO, 

AND IT HAS RECEIVED FIVE EMMY NOMINATIONS.
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does know what she’s doing and what she wants,’” she 
laughs. “After that, you just get on with the job.” 

Inclusivity is an apt word for East Los High, 
according to executive-producer Mota, who also directed 
two episodes in Season 4 and shares that she was aiming 
to create a mainstream show with all Latino protagonists. 

people from many different backgrounds and places just 
reflects the world I live in and definitely the one I want 
to work in.”

That’s not to say Kelly hasn’t encountered any issues 
in a still mostly male-dominated camera department and 
production team. “When I start a job, it takes the crew at 
least until lunch on the first day to realize, ‘Oh, wait, she 

“Kira [Kelly] is never self-indulgent at the expense of the 
story; I especially love how she lights our diverse cast.”

{ Co-executive producer Carlos Portugal }

Season 4, Episode 6: On location in a small house when Camila (Vannessa Vasquez) takes a 
pregnancy test, Kelly filtered the light in from a top window to provide a halo glow.
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“When we looked at the shows that were out there,” she 
told me, “there was really no show in the U.S. at the time, 
even still today, that was authentically portraying the Latino 
experience in a layered and complex way.  

“The only way to tell this in an authentic way,” Mota 
continues, “was to hire a nearly all-Latino writing room 
and have strong Latino and female producers working 
behind the camera. It has been an amazing journey with an 
incredible team and is helping to launch so many careers. 
A number of our writers have gone on to run other shows 
now, and our talent is getting big TV and movie deals. And 

East Los High itself has grown to be a huge success story 
that I believe is helping to change the face of television.”

Mota developed East Los High with co-creators/
executive producers Carlos Portugal (whose credits 
include Tyler Perry’s Meet the Browns) and Kathleen Bedoya 
(story producer on Último Año and former VP, alternative 
programming, Telemundo). The team secured independent 
funding outside Hollywood (PMC, the Ford Foundation 
and other socially-minded philanthropists) and support 
from 20 public health organizations, including Planned 
Parenthood, National Domestic Violence Hotline and 
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produce East Los High and now has a growing slate of TV 
and movie projects that is focused on creating content for 
and by women and underserved audiences that is timely 
and socially relevant.

Portugal made the Kelly hire. They had worked 
together on the movie Pop Star after he’d admired Kelly’s 
work with director Tom Gustafson on Fairies, and the later 
feature-length version, When The World Was Mine, which 
won 15 jury and 11 audience awards at festivals around the 

Advocates for Youth, who all still counsel on the show, 
along with a teen advisory group to keep it authentic. They 
produced 24 episodes independently before bringing the 
show to Hulu. 

After the first season, Mota started her own production 
company with her husband, Mauricio, a Brazilian producer 
who is also an executive producer on East Los High and 
who led the packaging of the show. Their company, 
Wise Entertainment, based in Santa Monica, continues to 
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world. The producer knew Kelly had the right gritty visual 
style and deep experience in lensing dance sequences:

“Kira and I have developed a shorthand as far as how 
we communicate on set,” Portugal states. “She understands 
both the technical and storytelling elements, and is never 
self-indulgent at the expense of the story. I especially love 
how she lights our beautiful, diverse cast. East Los High has 
lots of characters and lots of storylines, so the camera work 
needs to be simple and on-point. One example is how Kira 

can shoot two-page scenes, like crowded hallway scenes 
in the high school, in one extended shoot. The hand-held 
work during these “walk and talks,” where a dozen of our 
characters interact with each other, are some of my favorite 
moments in the series.”  

East Los High is “gritty and real” without ever 
compromising quality. The camera gets in close, blocks 
out the rest of the world, and viewers see just how these 

Season 4, East Los High Cast and Crew
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teens are struggling to make it through high school in 
one piece. 

“Gomorrah was one of our first references,” Kelly 
reveals, “as was a film called Mosquita y Mari. Carlos also 
loved how L.A. was shot after dark in Nightcrawler. We used 
that as a reference for some of our b-roll and a few night 
scenes in Season 3. 

“In the most recent season, still photographers 
Todd Hido and Rinko Kawauchi, and the fashion work 
of Martina Hoogland Ivanow, have all inspired me,” she 
adds. “I wanted the everyday scenes to look as natural 
as possible, almost in a documentary style. We used two 
cameras, one operated by me and the other by David 
Tayar, both Arri Amiras, at 2K 4:4:4, with Cooke S4 Prime 
and, occasionally, Optimo 45-120 lenses.” 

Long lenses obscure the background as pull-focus 
moves help to enhance the characters’ vulnerability. In 
Season 4, Episode 6, when Camila (Vannessa Vasquez) 
takes a pregnancy test, the light filtering in from a top 
window provides an almost halo glow, while the second 
camera slowly pulls back to reveal her sad reaction.

“We had two different cameras for that scene,” 
confirms Kelly. “One camera with a 25-millimeter wider 
lens on a slider doing a slow pull-back, the other camera 
with a 75-millimeter lens, at a side angle, being able to see 
the pregnancy strip and her reaction. We had a Jo-Leko 
to capture the light coming through the stippled glass and 
create a halo effect around the back of her head to soften 
it all up. That wasn’t an easy setup because, like the rest 
of the show, it was on location, in a house, with not much 
room to maneuver.” 

In fact, the many practical locations pose continual 
lighting challenges for Kelly and two prime collaborators 
– Gaffer Kyle Warmack and Key Grip Jake Cross. The DP 
explains that, “for daylight interiors, we’ll usually light from 
the windows with the diffused M40 and M18. While inside, 
we’ll dance around the LiteMat 1 or LiteMat 4 to wrap 
around the key light from the window. Fill was usually a 
passive bounce of bead board.” East L.A./Boyle Heights 
locations, where some of the writers, directors and cast 
members on the show grew up, include Plaza de la Raza, 
Lincoln Park, Boyle Heights Arts Conservatory, Mariachi 
Plaza, and family-run taquerias. 

“I love the look and texture you get from shooting 
in real places, even the emotion of it,” Mota offers. 
“[Co-Executive Producer and Director] Carlos Reza 
was amazing in helping to find these great locations. It 
was also fun to hear his stories about the history of the 
neighborhood or just personal stories of what places were 
like when he grew up.”

At the graduation party in Season 4’s opening episode, 

production designer Rachel Myers strung up strands of 
twinkle lights in a backyard to create ambiance and mask 
the lack of background in the scene. “We used long lenses 
and we got a lot of beautiful fuzzy ambience and pretty 
bokeh in that scene,” Kelly recounts. “I took a 5K with 
some CTO on it and bounced it into an UltraBounce, and 
then in smaller areas we would have a PAR-can that we 
would bounce. We use a lot of colored light in this show, 
but I always need to have one level of tungsten to make it 
feel like it’s not so muddled.” 

East Los High has tackled a wide array of social 
issues – domestic violence, teen pregnancy, abortion, 
and condom use, as well as immigration and racism. In 
Season 4, Eddie’s (Carlito Olivero) descent into a hell 
of immigration holding cells and solitary confinement is 
unique for a lead character in a dramatic series.

“On our first day of shooting for Season 4,” Kelly 
describes, “we’re in a closed-down jail, with a hot spot 
on Eddie, using the available sunlight, and I think that 
was almost three stops over. We wanted to make it feel 
as dingy and sad as possible. Later on, in Episode 5, we 
use 18-millimeter lenses in Eddie’s face, shooting at 120 
frames per second with a 45-degree shutter to show him 
going down the rabbit hole as he reflects back on how this 
immigration holding-cell experience changed him. Carlos 
Reza was our director for that episode, and we caught an 
American flag reflected in one shot when Eddie is being 
pulled away.”

To its credit, Mota says, Hulu has never shied away 
from the difficult material. 

“We had a lot of meetings and interest from potential 
buyers, and then we met Hulu, and they just got it,” she 
recalls. “Even though 2013 [when the show began] was a 
different media landscape, we knew Hulu was the future 
of content and to reach our audience anywhere, anytime, 
on any device was vital. We continue to work with a 
great team there, including Jessica Kumai Scott, manager, 
content development; Beatrice Springborn, head of original 
programming; and Craig Erwich, SVP, head of content.”

Scott confirms that Hulu is pleased with the product. 
“We were lucky to have East Los High come in as an 
acquisition, and immediately find a sizable, diverse, and 
passionate audience, which made us want to help produce 
the second season and help the show grow. I think it caught 
on because even with all of the TV in the marketplace, 
there’s still nothing like this out there.”

For all its social relevance for the streaming generation, 
much of East Los High ’s popularity comes from the dancing 
– raw and exhilarating, with the teens in cut-off denim 
shorts, hoodies, leather boots, scrappy t-shirts, cool braids, 

“I wanted the everyday scenes to look as natural 
as possible, almost in a documentary style.”

{ DP Kira Kelly }
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and crimped hair with feathers. The lead choreographer is 
Reina Hidalgo, a Cuban woman who has been a principal 
dancer with Pink, Rihanna, J. Lo and more. 

“My favorite setups were anywhere we could watch 
Reina choreograph,” Gonzalez shares. “I have always loved 
shows like So You Think You Can Dance, and getting to be a 
part of a crew filming dance numbers made me so excited! 
It was also fun to couple that with Kira’s experimentation 

and to watch her and her lighting crew make the set look 
truly glamorous. She used different angles, interesting 
Steadicam moves, and special filters [like attenuators or 
BDFX] that gave the dance numbers a pop of color.” 

The huge dance scene in Season 4 occurs in Episode 
11. Mota directed the tightly orchestrated night shoot, 
which included the LAPD (in the script) on site, a three-
camera setup and Kelly keeping a wary eye on the horizon 
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for the sunrise. 
“From the minute the sun dropped, we were off, 

working through the night,” the cinematographer 
remembers. “Two groups, 14 dancers total, in a fierce 
underground dance off. Down at the L.A. River, right by 
the train tracks, cars are parked in a circle with headlamps 
on surrounding the dancers. We had an 80-foot Condor 
with a 12-foot UltraBounce overhead, a T12 with a steel 
green bounced from the floor, three cameras – all Arri 
Amiras, two handheld and one on a 45-foot Technocrane.  

“For the floor units we had PAR-cans on menace 
arms, which had full CTO and deep amber on them as 
a color contrast between the cool, overhead ambient and 
what was happening from the ground,” she adds. “Across 
the river, there was a second generator with a 32-light Dino 
backlighting the bridge in steel green, and downtown L.A. 
skyscrapers were lighting themselves. We made it just in 
time before the sun rose.” 

First AC A-camera Taylor-Wehr recalls the intensity 
of the final shot. 

“It was one of those nights for which, after filming for 
hours, we needed to give it one final push. The dancers 
were killing it, the Technocrane was on point and, by this 
time, camera operators David Tayar (on Technocrane), 
Heather Brown, and Bobby Lam know the dance sequences 
by heart. By the time Mota yells, ‘Cut,’ the camera team 
members all look at each other like we do on rare occasions 
and shout in unison, ‘Daaaaaammnn,’ because sometimes 
you just get that magic take, and everyone knows it.”

“What I’m personally most proud of is how we portray 
the way Latinos live and coexist in Los Angeles today,” 
Portugal concludes. “No judgment, just the beauty and 
simplicity of our everyday life, which Kira captures so 
candidly with her camera work.”


