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60-SECOND INTERVIEW WITH COOK ALLENDER,
STILL PHOTOGRAPHER

BY GARY MICHAEL SMITH

SPECIAL ASSIGNMENT EDITOR,
NEW ORLEANS

New Orleans is an artistic
town with plenty of writ-
ers, painters, actors and

performance artists. There also
are plenty of photographers. I’m
personally in two photography
groups, one of which has an
impressive membership of more
than 400 working professionals in
everything from weddings and
antiques to headshots and fine art.
Another profession for the

photog is still photographer for the
film and television industry, shoot-
ing all the publicity shots that end
up on billboards, posters, print
ads, and DVD cases. One in
particular I worked with recently
on a local film is Cook Allender
who splits his time—like many
professionals in the film indus-
try—between Shreveport and
NewOrleans. Here are his answers

to a few of my questions.

GARY MICHAEL SMITH: I UNDERSTAND

YOU STARTED OUT IN THE FILM INDUS-

TRY AS A SET DRESSER. HOW AND

WHY DID YOU MAKE THE TRANSITION

TO UNIT STILLS PHOTOGRAPHER?

COOK ALLENDER: I have always been
a photographer, but not on the set
of motion pictures, and all the
protocol and etiquette that belongs
on set I needed to learn.
The art department had a posi-

tion that allowed me to not only
learn about the visual aspect of the
“background” of the shot but also
put me in a direct relationship with
the director of photography,
camera crew, and even the film’s
director. So I was able to learn my
way around set, have access to the
brilliant minds of the film industry,
and slowly make my transition to
the world of cinematography.
That was the plan from the

beginning and I have many to continued on page 10

thank for their support in my
career.

GMS: WHAT IS THE MOST ENJOYABLE

ASPECT OF YOUR JOB AND WHAT ARE

ITS CHALLENGES?

CA: I wake up every morning,
thanking God for the opportunity
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60-second interview,
continued from page 8

I have. I was in the music business
all my life before I started to
concentrate on film, and I feel the
same rush when I “get the shot” as
I do when I get the “perfect guitar
track” in the studio.
However, the challenges are

many, I’m afraid. Getting your
start is a lot like being 18 years old
and trying to get your first credit
card, but have no credit in which
to establish the account. Then you
have to take into account the posi-
tioning on a tight set with two or
three camera dollies, three people
on each dolly, the boom operator,
and the lighting equipment, all
while still trying to get “the shot.”
You also need to interview with the
actors and actresses involved. A
background as a ninja would be a
plus on your resume!

GMS: ARE THERE ANY PARTICULAR

SKILLS THAT YOU FIND ARE NECESSARY

FOR YOUR JOB?

CA: Too many to name here, but
aside from the obvious camera
skills required, I would sum it up

with: people skills. You need to be
there but invisible at the same
time.

GMS: WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE

TO THOSE CONSIDERING ENTERING

THIS FIELD?

CA: Don’t quit you day job? Actu-
ally, I don’t really have any advice
because every day on set is a learn-
ing experience for me and each
photographer is unique in his or
her own way and style. What
works for one oftentimes may not
work for the other. No two photog-
raphers shoot the same.

GMS: I NOTICE YOU USE A SOUND

BLIMP. HOW DOES IT WORK AND

HOW NECESSARY IS IT FOR YOUR

JOB?

CA: You won’t work in film without
one. It’s not conducive to agile
photography I’m afraid, being as
heavy, or even heavier, than the
camera and lenses you are using.
When you are sporting a 200mm
zoom with an aperture of f/2.8,
that is a lot of glass. Add the
blimp to silence that and you are
now carrying 15 to 20 pounds

around your neck.
Its primary use is to make your

camera as quiet as possible so that
you can shoot the action while the
sound department gets the
dialogue. It saves time and money.
In the older days of unit still
photography, the actors and

actresses had to re-create the scene
so the photographer could get the
still, otherwise the camera’s shut-
ter would be caught on the audio
tracks if you shot while the film
cameras rolled. The blimp solved
that problem.


