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chapter

1

To edit video using iMovie, you must first shoot some video, which is why the 
first three chapters of this book have nothing to do with your iMovie soft-
ware. Instead, this book begins with advice on buying and using a camcorder, 

getting to know the equipment, and adopting professional filming techniques. After 
all, teaching you to edit video without making sure you know how to shoot it is like 
giving a map to a 16-year-old without first teaching him how to drive. 

In previous editions of this book, “digital camcorder” meant only one thing: digital 
tape camcorders—MiniDV cassette camcorders. But since 2005 or so, the camcorder 
industry has radically changed. Sales of tape camcorders have plummeted. People are 
using their digital still cameras to record video, and leaving their bigger, heavier, less 
spontaneous camcorders at home.

The camcorder industry has responded by trying to make their new models smaller, 
lighter, cheaper—and unshackled by the limitations of tape (like waiting to rewind). 
Nowadays, camcorders can record onto built-in hard drives (just like the ones in 
iPods); onto removable memory cards (just like the ones in digital cameras); or onto 
miniature, burnable blank DVDs.

Fortunately, iMovie ’08 can import and edit the video from almost all of these new 
camcorder types. Unfortunately, embracing one of these new camcorder formats 
means sacrificing some features and picture quality along the way.

This chapter guides you through the ever-more-complicated jungle of camcorder 
types, their pros, and their cons. 

A Field Guide to  
Camcorders
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Astounding Quality
Video quality is measured in lines of resolution, the number of tiny horizontal stripes 
of color the playback uses to fill your TV screen. As you can see by this table, digital 
camcorders blow every previous tape format out of the water. (All camcorders, TVs, and 
VCRs have the same vertical resolution; this table measures horizontal resolution.)

Tape Format	 Maximum Lines of Resolution
VHS, VHS-C		  240 
8mm		  280 
Live TV broadcast		  300
S-VHS, Hi-8		  400
Digital satellite broadcast		  400
MiniDV		  500
High definition		  720 or 1080

The sound quality of digital is dramatically better than previous formats, too. In fact, 
it’s better than CD-quality sound, since most digital camcorders record sound at 48 
kHz instead of 44.1 kHz. (Higher means better.) 

Tip: Most DV tape camcorders offer you a choice of sound-quality modes: 12-bit or 16-bit. The lower quality 
setting is designed to leave “room” on the tape for adding music after you’ve recorded your video. But avoid 
it like the plague! If you shoot your video in 12-bit audio, your picture will gradually drift out of sync with 
your audio track—if you plan to save your movie to a DVD. Consult your manual to find out how to switch 
the camcorder into 16-bit audio mode. Do it before you shoot anything important.

No Generation Loss
This is a big one. You probably know that every time you make a copy of VHS footage 
(or other non-DV material), you lose quality. The copy loses sharpness, color fidelity, 
and smoothness of color tone. Once you’ve made a copy of a copy, the quality is terrible. 
Skin appears to have a combination of bad acne and radiation burns, the edges of the 
picture wobble as though leaking off the glass, and video noise (jiggling static dots) 
fills the screen. If you’ve ever seen, on the news or America’s Funniest Home Videos, a 
tape submitted by an amateur camcorder fan, you’ve seen this problem in action.

Digital video is stored on the tape as computer codes, not as pulses of magnetic energy. 
You can copy this video from digital camcorder to digital camcorder, or from cam-
corder to Mac, dozens of times, making copies of copies of copies. The last generation 
of digital video will be utterly indistinguishable from the original footage—which is 
to say, both will look fantastic.

Note: Technically speaking, you can’t keep making copies of copies of a digital tape infinitely. After, say, 20 
or 30 generations, you may start to see a few video dropouts (digital-looking specks), depending on the 
quality of your tapes and duplicating equipment. Still, few people have any reason to make that many copies 
of copies. (Furthermore, making infinite copies of a single original poses no such problem.) 

Meet Digital Video
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What’s It Good For?
If you’re reading this book, you probably already have some ideas about what you 
could do if you could make professional-looking video. Here are a few possibilities 
that may not have occurred to you. All are natural projects for iMovie:

	 •	Home movies. Plain old home movies—casual documentaries of your life, your 
kids’ lives, your school life, your trips—are the single most popular creation of 
camcorder owners. Using the suggestions in the following chapters, you can im-
prove the quality of your footage. And using iMovie, you can delete all but the 
best scenes (and edit out those humiliating parts where you walked for 20 minutes 
with the camcorder accidentally filming the ground bouncing beneath it). 

This, too, is where iMovie ’08’s Internet smarts come into play. Instead of burning 
and shipping a DVD of your home movies, you can shoot the finished product 
up to a Web page or YouTube, where your lucky, lucky family and friends can 
enjoy them. 

	 •	Web movies. But why limit your aspirations to people you know? This is the 
YouTube Era, dude. If you’ve got something funny or interesting on “film,” why 
not share it with the Internet population at large? In iMovie ’08, YouTube is only 
one menu command away—and that’s just the beginning. New film festivals, Web 
sites, and magazines are springing up everywhere, all dedicated to independent 
makers of short movies. 

	 •	Business videos. It’s very easy to post video on the Internet or burn it onto a cheap, 
recordable CD or DVD, as described in Part 3. As a result, you should consider video 
a useful tool in whatever you do. If you’re a real estate agent, blow away your rivals 
(and save your clients time) by showing movies, not still photos, of the properties 
you represent. If you’re an executive, quit boring your comrades with stupefying 
PowerPoint slides and make your point with video instead. 

	 •	Video photo albums. A video photo album can be much more exciting, accessible, 
and engaging than a paper one. Start by filming or scanning your photos. As-
semble them into a sequence, add some crossfades, titles, and music. The result is 
a much more interesting display than a book of motionless images, thanks in part 
to iMovie’s Ken Burns effect (page 247). This emerging video form is becoming 
very popular—videographers are charging a lot of money to create such “living 
photo albums” for their clients.

	 •	Just-for-fun projects. Never again can anyone over the age of eight complain that 
there’s “nothing to do.” Set them loose with a camcorder and the instruction to 
make a fake rock video, commercial, or documentary. 

	 •	Training films. If there’s a better use for video than providing how-to instruction, 
you’d be hard-pressed to name it. Make a video for new employees to show them 
the ropes. Make a video that accompanies your product to give a humanizing 
touch to your company and help the customer make the most of her purchase. 

What’s It Good For?
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What the world wants, the camcorder manufacturers have decided, is random access: 
the ability to jump directly to any scene without having to wait. In theory, a tapeless 
camcorder also saves you time when transferring the video to your computer for ed-
iting, because you don’t have to play the video from the camcorder in real time. The 
video files are stored on memory card, hard drive, or DVD as regular computer files, 
which you should be able to simply drag and drop onto your Mac’s hard drive. (In 
practice, it doesn’t quite work out that way—see page 91—but you get the idea.)

That’s why the industry has been flooding the stores with tapeless camcorders: cameras 
that record onto memory cards, onto hard drives, or onto little DVDs—anything 
but tape.

The Downsides of Tapeless
Unfortunately, at least at this writing, few tapeless camcorders offer the incredible 
video quality of MiniDV camcorders. In order to store a reasonable amount of video 
onto that tiny memory card, hard drive, or DVD, the camera must compress it to 
an alarming degree, using less information to describe each frame of video. Video 
recorded onto MiniDV tapes, on the other hand, is essentially uncompressed. What 
you see on playback is what the camera recorded.

Remember, too, that each kind of tapeless camcorder has its own kinds of storage 
limitations: 

	 •	DVD camcorders. The miniature blank DVDs used by DVD camcorders generally 
hold only 20 minutes of video apiece—only 15 minutes in high definition. (Some 
models can record onto the newer double-sided discs, which roughly doubles the 
recording time.) And you can’t play the resulting disc in a regular DVD player 
unless you first “finalize” it, a sort of software shrink-wrapping process that can 
take 10 or 15 minutes inside the camcorder.

In fact, you can’t play the resulting DVDs in a Mac at all. Macs expect full-size 
DVDs; these miniature, 8-centimeter discs can literally trash your drive. 

What’s Digital About DV
I was a little surprised to find, when I bought my MiniDV 
camcorder, that it requires tapes, just like my old nondigital 
one. If it still needs tapes, how can they call it digital?

Your confusion is understandable. After all, digital cameras 
don’t require film, and digital TV recorders (such as the tape-
less TiVo and ReplayTV “VCRs”) don’t use videotape. 

Today’s MiniDV camcorders are really only half digital. They 

store their signal in digital form as a bunch of computer 
codes, but still record it on videotape just like the old cam-
corders. You still have to rewind and fast-forward to find a 
particular spot in the footage. (Until you transfer the footage 
to iMovie, that is.) 

In other words, MiniDV is old-fashioned tape that stores a 
modern digital signal.

frequently asked question

Tape vs. Tapeless
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HDV—but you still gain the convenience and economy of those ordinary drugstore 
tapes (Figure 1-2).

High-def camcorders cost more than standard-definition models. But it’s worth pay-
ing the premium, because high definition is the video format of the future; sooner or 
later, the transition to HD will be complete. You may as well start filming your life in 
high definition now, because in a few years, standard definition will look as quaint 
as daguerreotype photographs.

AVCHD, MPEG-2, and Other Such Jargon
The new generation of tapeless camcorder stores video as ordinary computer files—on 
DVD, hard drive, or memory card—that you can copy to your Mac and edit in iMovie. 
But what are those files? Every computer document is some format, whether JPEG (the 
usual format for photos) or TXT (text files). What format are these video files?

Some digital camcorders, especially old ones, record in formats called MPEG-1, 
MPEG-2, and MPEG-4. (The abbreviation stands for Motion Picture Experts Group, 
the association of geeks who dream up these standards.) iMovie ’08 recognizes and 
imports MPEG-2—usually. Unfortunately, there are multiple flavors of MPEG-2, and 
iMovie doesn’t recognize all of them.

iMovie can also work with the movies created by most digital still cameras, like .MOV, 
.AVI, and MPEG-4 files. Here again, though, your mileage may vary.

Tip: It’s worth repeating: If you’re tempted to buy a certain camcorder, but you’re not sure if iMovie works 
with it, Google it. 

The good news is that iMovie ’08 also recognizes AVCHD, which is already the most 
popular file format for high-definition tapeless camcorders. (It stands for Advanced 
Video Coding/High Definition, and yes, it’s an annoying acronym. Do they really 
think they’re going to make video editing more attractive by dreaming up names 
like this?)

Anyway, AVCHD is a high-def format concocted by Sony and Panasonic in 2006, and 
is now available on camcorders from Sony, Panasonic, Canon, and Samsung. This 
format offers roughly the same video quality as MPEG-2 or MPEG-4, but takes up 
even less space on your camcorder’s memory card, miniDVD, or hard drive. 

As it turns out, AVCHD is the same as H.264, which is the video format as Blu-ray 
high-definition DVD discs (and also the format of videos from the iTunes Store). That’s 
a handy feature for people who own both an AVCHD camcorder that records onto 
miniature DVDs and a Blu-ray DVD player (or Playstation 3), because you can pop the 
DVD right out of the camcorder and into the Blu-ray player to play on your TV. 

That’s the good news. The bad news is that AVCHD still takes up a lot of space; a DVD 
camcorder of this type holds only 15 minutes of best-quality video per disc. (On the 
newer double-sided discs and camcorders that accept them, you get 27 minutes.)

High Definition
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less expensive method of transferring older footage into your digital camcorder—or 
directly into iMovie.

This technique is described in more detail in Chapter 4. For now, note only that the 
only other method of transferring pre-DV footage into digital format is to buy a $200 
converter box. 

Figure 1-3:
Look for a 
camcorder with 
RCA connectors as 
inputs for older, 
analog video. (Ac-
tually, what you’ll 
probably get is a 
special cable with 
RCA connectors 
on one end and 
a miniplug on the 
camcorder end, 
like the one shown 
here. Don’t lose 
this cable! You also 
need it to play your 
camcorder footage 
on TV.) A few older 
models offer an 
S-video connec-
tor too, for much 
higher quality.

RCA connectors S-video connector

Digital8 format
Here’s another plan for getting your older footage into 
iMovie: Buy what Sony calls a Digital8 camcorder. This fas-
cinating hybrid doesn’t use the MiniDV videotapes used by 
all other DV camcorders. Instead, it accepts the less expensive 
8mm or, as Sony recommends, Hi-8 tapes. 

Onto these cassettes, Digital8 camcorders record the identi-
cal DV signal found on MiniDV camcorders. But they can play 
back either digital video or traditional, analog video. (When 
recording digital video, however, the camera runs twice as 

fast—you still get only one hour of recording per tape, just 
as on MiniDV tapes.) 

This kind of camcorder, in other words, may be a good 
solution if you have a library of old 8mm tapes that you’d 
like to edit in iMovie. Your Mac can’t tell which kind of tape 
the Digital8 camcorder is playing. 

On the other hand, full-blown MiniDV camcorders and tapes 
are only slightly more expensive than their 8mm predeces-
sors, and Sony’s Digital8 camcorder family has begun to wind 
down. In fact, at this writing, there’s only one model left.

gem in the rough

Camcorder  
Features
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Now, what you see isn’t exactly what you get. For one thing, the LCD panel usually has 
its own brightness control, which, if not adjusted perfectly, may trick you into thinking 
a scene is lit better (or worse) than it actually is. The color and exposure revealed by 
the LCD screen may not exactly match what’s going onto the tape, either. 

When picture perfection counts, therefore, use your camcorder’s eyepiece viewfinder 
instead of the LCD panel. You may also want to use the eyepiece when it’s very bright 
and sunny out (the LCD display tends to wash out in bright light), when you don’t 
want people around you to see what you’re filming, and when you’re trying to save 
battery juice. The LCD display depletes your battery about 50 percent faster than 
when the LCD is turned off.

Tip: The size of the LCD viewfinder is relative to two things: the size of the camcorder and its price. A cam-
corder with a 2.5-inch screen may cost hundreds of dollars less than one with a 4-inch screen.

Image stabilizer
Certain film techniques scream “Amateur!” to audiences. One of them is the instabil-
ity of handheld filming. In a nutshell, professional video is shot using a camera on a 
tripod (Woody Allen’s “handheld” period notwithstanding). Most home camcorder 
footage, in contrast, is shot from the palm of your hand.

A stabilizing feature (which may have a marketing name, such as Sony’s SteadyShot) 
takes a half step toward solving that problem. As shown in Figure 1-5, this feature 
neatly eliminates the tiny, jittery moves present in handheld video. (It can’t do anything 
about bigger jerks and bumps, which are especially difficult to avoid when you’re 
zoomed in.) It also uses up your battery faster.

This kind of anti-shake feature comes in two forms:

	 •	Electronic or digital stabilization is what you get on cheaper camcorders. Its work-
ings are described in Figure 1-5.

Figure 1-5:
Digital stabilization features work by “taking in” more 
image than you actually see in the viewfinder. Because 
the camcorder has some buffer, its computer can 
compensate for small bumps and jitters by keeping 
an “eye” on prominent features of the image. On less 
expensive camcorders, unfortunately, this buffer zone 
means that your camcorder is absorbing less video 
information, to the detriment of picture quality.

Camcorder  
Features
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Minutes-remaining readout
Fortunately, the problems exhibited by camcorder batteries of old—such as the 
“memory effect”—are a thing of the past. (When you halfway depleted a pre-digital 
camcorder battery’s charge several times in a row, the battery would adopt that half-
way-empty point as its new completely empty point, effectively halving its capacity.) 
Today’s lithium-ion battery technology eliminates that problem.

Some camcorders—mostly from Sony, JVC, and Canon—even display, in minutes, 
how much juice the battery has remaining. A glance at the viewfinder or the LCD 
screen tells you how many minutes of recording or playback you’ve got left—a worthy 
feature.

Tip: The number of minutes’ recording time advertised for camcorder batteries is continuous recording 
time—that is, the time you’ll get if you turn the camcorder on, press Record, and go out to lunch. If you 
stop and start the camera to capture shorter scenes, as almost everyone does, you’ll get much less than the 
advertised amount of time out of each battery charge.

Built-in light
As you can read in the next chapter, insufficient lighting is one of the leading causes 
of “amateuritis,” a telltale form of poor video quality that lets viewers know that the 
footage is homemade. In the best—and most expensive—of all possible worlds, you’d 
get your scene correctly lit before filming, or you’d attach a light to the “shoe” (light 
connector) on top of the camera. Those few cameras that have such a shoe, or even 
have a built-in light, give you a distinct advantage in filming accurate colors.

Preprogrammed exposure options
Most DV camcorders come with a number of canned focus/shutter speed/aperture 
settings for different indoor and outdoor environments: Sports Lesson, Beach and 
Snow, Twilight, and so on. They’re a useful compromise between the all-automatic 
operation of less expensive models and the all-manual operation of professional 
cameras. 

Remote control
Some camcorders come with a pocket-sized remote control. It serves two purposes. 
First, its Record and Stop buttons give you a means of recording yourself, with or 
without other people in the shot. Second, when you’re playing back footage with the 
camcorder connected to your TV or VCR, the remote lets you control the playback 
without needing to have the camcorder on your lap. You may be surprised at how 
useful the remote can be.

Backlight mode
As you can read in the next chapter, modern camcorders take much of the guesswork 
out of shooting video. For example, they can focus automatically. 

Although few consumers appreciate it, today’s camcorders also set their aperture 
automatically. The aperture is the hole inside the barrel of your camcorder’s snout 

Camcorder  
Features
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FlexiZone or Push Focus
All camcorders offer automatic focus. Most work by focusing on the image in the 
center of your frame as you line up the shot.

That’s fine if the subject of your shot is in the center of the frame. But if it’s off-center, 
you have no choice but to turn off the autofocus feature and use the manual-focus 
ring. (Using the camcorder isn’t like using a still camera, where you can point the 
camera directly at the subject for focusing purposes, and then—before taking the 
shot—shift the angle so that the subject is no longer in the center. Camcorders con-
tinually refocus, so pointing the camera slightly away from your subject makes you 
lose the off-center focus you’ve established.)

Some Canon, Sony, and Sharp camcorders let you point to a specific spot in the frame 
that you want to serve as the focus point, even if it’s not the center of the picture. (This 
feature is called FlexiZone on the Canon models, or Push Focus on high-end Sony 
models. On Sony cams with touch-screen LCD panels, it’s especially easy to indicate 
which spot in the frame should get the focus.) If the model you’re eyeing has this 
feature, it’s worth having.

Night-vision mode
Most Sony camcorders offer a mode called NightShot that works like night-vision 
goggles. In this mode, you can actually film (and see, as you watch the LCD screen) 
in total darkness. The infrared transmitter on the front of the camcorder measures 
the heat given off by various objects in its path, letting you capture an eerie, green-
ish night scene. Rent The Silence of the Lambs for an idea of how creepy night-vision 
filming can be. Or watch any episode of Survivor. 

The transmitter’s range is only about 15 feet or so. Still, you may be surprised how 
often it comes in handy: on campouts, during sleepovers, on nighttime nature walks, 
and so on.

Still photos
All modern camcorders can take still photos. The camcorder freezes one frame of 
what it’s seeing, and records it either on the tape (for, say, a 7-second stretch) or as a 
regular JPEG photo file on a memory card.

The photo quality, unfortunately, is pretty terrible. The resolution may be OK (some 
camcorders offer two- or even three-megapixel resolution), but the quality isn’t any-
where near what you’d get using a dedicated digital still camera. It turns out that the 
lenses and circuitry that best serve video are all wrong for stills.

If the camcorder you’re considering offers this feature, fine. But it may be redundant 
for the iMovie owner. iMovie can grab one-megapixel still frames from any captured 
video, as described in Chapter 12.

Progressive-scan CCD
This special kind of image sensor is primarily useful for capturing still images. It en-
sures that the entire image is grabbed, not just one set of alternating, interlaced scan 

Camcorder  
Features
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Date/time stamp
Every camcorder offers the ability to stamp the date and time directly onto the  
footage. As you’ve no doubt seen (on America’s Funniest Home Videos or America’s 
Scariest Cop Chases), the result is a blocky, typographically hideous stamp that per-
manently mars the footage. Few things take the romance out of a wedding video, or 
are more distracting in spectacular weather footage, than a huge 20 SEP 06 12:34 PM 
stamped in the corner.

Nor do you have to worry that you’ll one day forget when you filmed some event. As 
it turns out, digital camcorders automatically and invisibly date- and time-stamp all 
footage. You’ll be able to see this information when you connect the camcorder to 
your Mac; then you can choose whether or not to add it to the finished footage (and 
with much more control over the timing, location, and typography of the stamp). 

Control-L or Lanc
You’ll find this feature on some Canon and all Sony camcorders. It’s a connector that 
hooks up to special editing consoles.

You, however, have a far superior editing console—iMovie. Control-L and Lanc are 
worthless to you.

Digital zoom
Much as camera owners mistakenly jockey for superiority by comparing the megapixel 
rating of their cameras (more megapixels don’t necessarily make sharper pictures), 
camcorder makers seem to think that what consumers want most in a camcorder is 
a powerful digital zoom. Your camcorder’s packaging may “boast” zoom ratings of 
“50X,” “100X,” or “500X!”

When a camcorder uses its digital zoom—the number after the slash on the cam-
corder box—it simply enlarges the individual dots that compose its image. Yes, the 
image gets bigger, but it doesn’t get any sharper. As the dots get larger, the image gets 
chunkier, coarser, and less recognizable, until it ends up looking like the blocky areas 
you see superimposed over criminals’ faces to conceal their identity on Cops. After 

Figure 1-7:
Using the stock collection of special 
effects built into your camcorder, 
you can create special, hallucino-
genic visuals. The question is: why? 

Camcorder  
Features

iMovie08_Ch01.F.indd   29 10/8/07   11:28:44 AM





	 chapter 1: a field guide to camcorders	 31

	 •	JVC. These camcorders’ headquarters are at http://camcorder.jvc.com.

Camcorders, as it turns out, are famous for having hopelessly unrealistic list prices. 
The high-definition Sony FX7, for example, has an official price tag of $3,500, but 
you can find it online for less than $2,500. 

Once you’ve narrowed down your interest, then, go straight to a Web site like www.
shopper.com to see what the real-world price is. Such Web sites specialize in collect-
ing the prices from mail-order companies all over the world. When you specify the 
camcorder model you’re looking for, you’re shown a list of online stores that carry 
it, complete with prices. (All of the prices in this chapter came from listings on those 
Web sites.)

As you’ll quickly discover, prices for the same camcorder cover an extremely large 
range. Use the price-comparison Web sites if saving money is your priority.

Of course, you can also find DV camcorders at electronics and appliance superstores 
(Circuit City, Best Buy, and so on), mail-order catalogs, and even photo stores.

The Long-Term Storage Problem
No matter which kind of camcorder you choose, you have more to consider than 
just features and prices; you have the future to consider. Every kind of camcorder 
types presents serious challenges if you hope to preserve your video for future gen-
erations.

	 •	DVD camcorders. Nobody has yet figured out how long those home-burned DVDs 
actually last. They don’t last essentially forever, as Hollywood DVDs do. In Hol-
lywood, they stamp DVDs, pressing a pattern into the plastic. Home DVD burners, 
though, record a pattern in a layer of organic dye on the bottom of the disc—a 
dye that can take between several weeks and several decades to break down.

	 •	Memory-card and hard-drive camcorders. Once the card or drive is full, you’re 
finished shooting for the day. The camcorder is worthless until you offload the 
video to a computer, thereby freeing up space to continue shooting. 

But what then? Are you going to burn hour after hour of captured video onto 
DVDs? Not only is that practically a full-time job, but then you’re stuck with those 
homemade DVDs and their questionable lifespan. 

You could, of course, just keep the video on hard drives, even though that’s a very 
expensive and bulky solution. Here again, though, you have to wonder: Will the 
hard drive you buy today still be functioning 50 years from now?

	 •	Tape camcorders. Digital tapes may deteriorate over a decade or two, just as tra-
ditional tapes do. 

The solution to all of these problems, of course, is simple vigilance. Every 10 or so 
years, you’ll have to copy your masterworks onto newer tapes, discs, hard drives, or 
whatever the latest storage format happens to be. 

Where and  
How to Buy
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chapter

2

When you turn on the TV, how long does it take you to distinguish between  
an actual broadcast and somebody’s home video? Probably about 10  
seconds.

The next question is: How can you tell? What are the visual differences between pro-
fessionally produced shows and your own? Apple’s advertising claims that a digital 
camcorder and iMovie let you create professional-quality video work. So why do even 
iMovie productions often have a homemade look to them? 

Turning Home Video  
into Pro Video

Maybe Homemade Is What You Want
If you want to learn how to upgrade your filming techniques 
to make your finished videos look more professional, then 
this chapter is your ticket. 

That’s not to say, however, that “professional” always means 
“better.” Not every video has to be, or should be, a finished-
looking production. There are plenty of circumstances in 
which homemade-looking video is just fine. In fact, it’s 
exactly what an audience of family members is probably 
expecting. When watching your footage of a one-of-a-kind 
scene for which preparation was obviously impossible, such 
as a baby’s first steps or the eruption of a local volcano, rest 
assured that nobody will be critiquing your camera work. 

Furthermore, sometimes amateur-looking video is the look 
your professional project calls for. In some movies, filmmakers 
go to enormous lengths to simulate the effect of amateur 
camcorder footage. (The color segment of Raging Bull, for 
example, is designed to look as though it’s composed footage 
shot by a home movie camera.)

In other words, polished-looking video isn’t necessarily 
superior video for every situation. Nonetheless, you should 
know how to get professional results when you want them; 
even Picasso mastered traditional, representational drawing 
before going abstract.

WORD TO THE WISE
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carefully and dramatically lit, with carefully synchronized background music, it’s 
usually film. 

Film-Technique Crash Course
The bottom line is that two different issues separate film from video: the technology 
and the technique. What you can’t change is the look of the basic medium: You’re 
going to be recording onto tape, not film. 

Tip: If the grain and softness associated with film are crucial to your project, you’re not utterly out of luck. 
With the addition of a 320 video-processing program called Adobe After Effects and a $550 software add-on 
called CineLook (from DigiEffects), you can get very close to making video look like film. CineLook adds the 
grain, flecks, and scratches to taped footage, and plays with the color palette to make it look more like that 
of film. Another popular add-on called CineMotion (from the same company) adds subtle blur processing 
to make the motion of video look more like film, simulating 24-frames-per-second playback. (Needless to 
say, few iMovie fans go to that expensive extreme.)

What you can change with iMovie alone, however, is almost every remaining  
element of the picture. Some of the advice in this chapter requires additional equip-
ment; some simply requires new awareness. Overall, however, the tips in this chapter 
should take you a long way into the world of professional cinematography.

The Very Basics
If you’re using a camcorder for the first time, it’s important to understand the dif-
ference between its two functions: as a camera and as a VCR. 

The most obvious knob or switch on every camcorder lets you switch between these 
two modes (plus a third one known as Off). These two operating-switch positions 
may be labeled Camera and VTR (for Video Tape Recorder), Camera and VCR, or 
Record and Play. 

But the point is always the same: When you’re in Camera mode, you can record the 
world; the lens and the microphone are activated. When you’re in VTR mode, the 
lens and the mike are shut down; now your camcorder is a VCR, complete with Play, 
Rewind, and Fast-Forward buttons (which often light up in VTR mode). When you 
want to film a movie, use Camera mode; to watch the movie you’ve recorded, put the 
camcorder into VTR mode. (You’ll also have to put the camera in VTR mode when it 
comes time to record your finished iMovie creation, or when you want to copy video 
to or from another camcorder or VCR.)

Here, then, is the usual sequence for filming:

	1.	Prepare the microphone, lighting, angle, and camera settings as described in this 
chapter.

This is the moment, in other words, to play director and cinematographer, to 
set up the shot. You can read about all these important techniques in the rest of 
this chapter. They’re extremely important techniques, at that: If the raw footage 

Film vs. Videotape
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you forget, no big deal; most camcorders turn off automatically 5 minutes or so 
after your last activity.)

Now you, like thousands before you, know the basics. The rest of this chapter is designed 
to elevate your art from that of camera operator to cinematographer/director.

Get the Shot
Rule No. 1: Get the shot.

If you and the camcorder aren’t ready when something great happens—whether 
you’re trying to create a Hollywood-style movie with scripted actors or just trying 
to catch the dog’s standoff with a squirrel—then everything else in this book, and in 
your new hobby, are for naught.

Both human and mechanical obstacles may conspire to prevent you from capturing 
the perfect footage. Here are some examples:

Is the Camera Ready?
Your camcorder is only ready when its battery is charged and it’s got fresh tape or free 
space inside. MiniDV cassettes these days cost about $4 apiece (from, for example, 
www.bhphoto.com or warehouse discount clubs like Costco); blank miniDVDs are 
about $7. If you bite the bullet and buy a box of 10 or 50, you’ll save even more money, 
you won’t have to buy any more for quite a while, and you’ll be able to keep a couple 
of spares with the camera. 

If you have a hard-drive or memory-card camcorder, you can’t exactly buy more 
recording space at a drugstore. Planning ahead is part of the game with these ma-
chines.

Tip: Professional broadcast journalists never go anywhere without fully charged batteries and blank tape in 
the camera. Even if you’re not a pro, having enough tape and power at all times can pay off, since you can 
make good money selling your video to news shows because you caught something good on tape.

The same goes for battery power. The battery that comes with the camcorder is ad-
equate as a starter battery, but buying a second one—especially if it’s one of the fat, 
heavy, longer-capacity batteries—is further insurance that some precious shooting 
opportunity won’t be shut down or lost by equipment failure.

Remember, too, that today’s lithium-ion batteries are extraordinarily sophisticated. 
But even though they’re rechargeable, they’re not immortal; most can be recharged 
only a few hundred times before you start to notice a decrease in capacity. In other 
words, use the power cord whenever it’s practical.

Tip: Camcorder batteries are far more fragile than they appear. Keep them dry at all costs. If one gets damp 
or wet, you may as well throw it away.

Film-Technique 
Crash Course
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But the iMovie revolution turns that advice on its head. Yes, it’s still agonizing and 
tedious to watch hours of somebody’s unedited video, but thanks to iMovie, you 
won’t be showing unedited video. By the time an audience sees it, your stuff won’t be 
endless and boring. In fact, it will be far better than a bunch of short, selective shots 
on the average person’s camcorder, because you’ll have had a much greater selection 
of footage from which to choose the most interesting scenes.

In other words, it’s safe to relax about how much you’re shooting. It’s much better, in 
the iMovie Age, to shoot too much footage than too little. After all, if your camcorder 
stops rolling too soon, you might miss a terrific moment. (Almost everyone who’s 
used a camcorder has experienced such unfortunate timing.) 

In Hollywood and professional TV production, in fact, shooting miles of footage 
is standard practice. When filming movies, Hollywood directors shoot every scene 
numerous times, even if nothing goes wrong in most of them, just so that they’ll 
have a selection to choose from when it comes time to assemble the final film. (As 
an extreme example, legend has it that during the making of Stanley Kubrick’s Eyes 
Wide Shut, the director asked the actors to repeat a scene 140 times, on the premise 
that eventually they’d no longer be acting—it would be real.) The more takes you get 
“in the can,” especially if they’re shot different ways (different angles, zoom levels, 
and so on), the more flexibility and choice you’ll have when editing, and the better 
the finished product will be.

Don’t go overboard, of course; there is still such a thing as shooting too much foot-
age. You should still think in terms of capturing shots that you’ve thought about and 
framed in the viewfinder; don’t just roll continuously, pointing the lens this way and 
that. And you should still remember all the extra time you’ll have to spend transferring 
the footage into iMovie, reviewing it, and editing it. The more you shoot, the greater 
the editing time. 

But it’s certainly safe to say that in the age of iMovie, you’ll improve your odds of 
catching memorable moments on tape if you keep the camera rolling as long as the 
kid/animal/tornado is performing.

Replace the Microphone
The built-in microphone on your camcorder can’t be beat for convenience. It’s always 
there, it’s always on, and it’s always pointing at what you’re filming.

Unfortunately, camcorder microphones have several disadvantages. For example:

	 •	They’re usually mounted right on the camera body. In quiet scenes, they can pick 
up the sound of the camcorder itself—a quiet grinding of the electronic motor, or 
the sound of the lens zooming and focusing.

	 •	If your subject is farther than a few feet away, the sound is much too faint. The 
powerful zoom lens on modern camcorders exaggerates this problem. If your 
subject is 50 feet away, the zoom may make it look as though you’re right up close, 
but the sound still has to come from 50 feet away. 

Get the Shot
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Wireless Mikes
One of those inexpensive tie-clip microphones is ideal when you’re filming interviews, 
speeches, or scripted dialog with actors. But in other situations, a cabled microphone 
like this is impractical, such as when you’re shooting a jogger, somebody in a car, or 
an undercover agent.

For those circumstances, consider buying or renting a wireless microphone. These micro-
phones come in two parts: the microphone held or worn by the actor or speaker, and 
a receiver that clips onto your camcorder and plugs into the Mic In jack. The receiver 
picks up the sound signal that’s transmitted by radio waves. (Here again, be aware of 
interference. As you film, wear Walkman headphones to monitor the incoming sound. 
There’s nothing worse than tender words of love being drowned out by a nearby trucker 
cursing on his overamplified CB radio that’s picked up by your receiver.)

Other Microphones
If you’re shooting documentary-style, it’s impractical to attach any kind of microphone 
to the people you’re filming. Depending on how serious you are about your filming, 
you have alternatives. A shotgun mike is elongated and thin; it’s designed to pick up a 
distant sound source with pinpoint accuracy. (In Hollywood thrillers, shotgun mikes 
appear onscreen in the hands of the characters almost as often as they do behind the 
scenes.) Semi-pro camcorders like the Canon XL1 and the Sony VX2000 have shotgun 
mikes built right in. Clip-on shotgun mikes are available for less expensive Canon 
and Sony camcorders, too.

There’s also the boom mike, which requires a helper to hold over the head of the actor 
on a long pole—another staple of professional film production. Unfortunately, this 
kind of mike, too, is likely to dampen your spontaneity.

Figure 2-2: 
A tie-clip microphone, known in the business as a lavalier 
mike (“lava-LEER”), is a very inexpensive way to dramati-
cally improve the audio on your footage, especially when 
accompanied by an extension cable or two. You plug it into 
the Mic In jack on the side of almost every DV camcorder. 
(This jack may be concealed by a protective plastic cap.)

For $20, Radio Shack will sell you a tie-clip microphone like 
this one.

Replace the  
Microphone
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slow, almost imperceptible zoom is extremely effective, especially if you do it when 
the speech is getting more personal, emotional, ominous, or important.

		 The point is to use zooming meaningfully, when there’s a reason to do it.

	 •	For the lowest motion-sickness quotient, use the hold-zoom-hold technique. In 
other words, begin your shot by filming without zooming for a moment; zoom 
slowly and smoothly; and end the shot by holding on the resulting closeup or wide 
shot. Don’t begin or end the shot in mid-zoom.

Tip: Documentary makers frequently film with this pattern: Hold for 5 seconds; zoom in, and then hold for 
5 seconds; zoom out again, and hold for 5, then stop the shot. This technique gives the filmmaker a variety 
of shots, providing choice when editing the final movie. 

All of this sheds light on another reason to hold at the end of a zoom, and another reason to avoid zooming in 
general: When editing, it’s very difficult to make a smooth cut during a zoom. Cutting from one nonzooming 
shot to another is smoother and less noticeable than cutting in mid-zoom. 

Limit Zooming  
and Panning

Figure 2-3: 
Zooming, as represented here by several sequen-
tial frames (left), is a dead giveaway that the 
movie is homemade. 

Try a more professional sequence to set up your 
shot: Hold on a wider, scene-establishing shot, 
cut to a medium shot, and then cut to a closeup 
(right).

Zooming Cutting
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	 •	Make an effort to pan smoothly and slowly. This time, you can’t rely on the 
camcorder’s electronics to ensure smoothness of motion, as you can when  
zooming. Bracing your elbows against your sides helps. (If you pan too fast, you 
may create what’s known as a swish pan—a blurry shot that’s intended to be disori-
enting, as when the main character, being chased through a crowd, is desperately 
turning his head this way and that in an effort to spot his pursuers.) 

	 •	Avoid panning more than once in a shot. Make an effort not to perform such classic 
amateur maneuvers as the Pan/Linger/Pan or the Pan-to-the-Right, Get-Distracted, 
Pan-Back-to-the-Left.

	 •	If you’re especially gifted with your camcorder, remember that you can also pan 
and zoom simultaneously. This, too, should be considered a special effect used 
rarely. But when you are, in fact, filming a closeup of somebody saying, “Look! The 
top of the building is exploding!” nothing is more effective than a smooth zoom 
out/pan up to the top of the building.

	 •	Practice the pan, tilt, or zoom a couple of times before rolling tape. Each time, the 
result will be smoother and less noticeable.

	 •	Be careful about panning when your camcorder’s image stabilizer is turned on. If 
you’re doing a slow pan when the camcorder is on a tripod (as it should be), the 
shot gets jittery and jumpy as the camera tries to hold onto (or “stabilize”) one 
scene as you rotate a new one into view. If your camcorder is on a tripod, it’s safe 
for you to turn off the electronic stabilization anyway. (Optical stabilization doesn’t 
exhibit this problem.)

Tip: If you plan to save your finished iMovie work as a QuickTime movie—a file that plays on your computer 
screen (Chapter 16)—panning and zooming slowly and smoothly is especially important. iMovie’s compression 
software works by analyzing the subtle picture differences from one frame to another; if you zoom or pan 
too quickly, the QuickTime compressors won’t understand the relationship between one frame and the next. 
Blotchiness or skipped frames (which cause jerky motion) may result in the finished QuickTime movie.

Keep the Camera Steady
Here’s another difference between amateur and pro footage: Most camcorder mov-
ies are shot with a camera held in somebody’s hand, which is extremely obvious to 
people who have to watch it later. Real TV shows, movies, and corporate videos are 
shot with a camera that’s mounted on a massive rolling base, a hydraulic crane, or a 
tripod. (There are a few exceptions, such as a few annoying-to-watch Woody Allen 
movies. However, they were shot with handheld cameras for an artistic reason, not 
just because it was too much trouble to line up a tripod.)

It’s impossible to overstate the positive effect a tripod can have on your footage. Nor 
is it a hassle to use such a tripod; if you get one that’s equipped with a quick-release 
plate, the camcorder snaps instantly onto the corresponding tripod socket. Tripods 
are cheap, too. You can buy one for as little as $20, although more expensive tripods 

Limit Zooming 
and Panning 
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have more features, last longer, and are less likely to nip your skin when you’re col-
lapsing them for transport.

Tip: If the camcorder on the tripod isn’t perfectly level, the picture will start to tilt diagonally as you pan (the 
car will appear to be driving up or down a hill instead of across a flat plain). To prevent this phenomenon, 
make sure that the camera legs are carefully adjusted—slow and tedious work on most tripods. But on tripods 
with ball-leveling heads (an expensive feature, alas), achieving levelness takes just a few seconds: Just loosen 
a screw, adjust the head until it is level, and tighten the screw down again. 

Of course, tripods aren’t always practical. When you’re trying to film without being 
noticed, when you don’t have the luggage space, or when you must start filming 
immediately, you may have to do without. In those instances, consider one of these 
alternatives:

	 •	Turn on the image stabilization feature. As noted on page 23, every modern cam-
corder includes an image stabilization feature, which magically irons out the minor 
jiggles and shakes associated with handheld filming. Using electronic/digital (as 
opposed to optical) image stabilization drains your battery faster, so feel free to 
turn it off when you’re using a tripod. But at all other times, the improvement in 
footage is well worth the power sacrifice.

	 •	Make the camera as steady as possible. If you can steady it on top of a wall, on top 
of your car, or even your own knee, you’ll get better results. If there’s absolutely 
nothing solid on which to perch the camcorder, keep your camcorder-hand elbow 
pressed tightly against your side, use two hands, and breathe slowly and with con-

When it’s possible, record the “entrances and exits” of mov-
ing subjects in to, and out of, your camcorder’s field of vision. 
For example, if you’re filming two people walking, film the 
space where they’re about to appear for a moment—and 
then, when they enter the frame, pan the camcorder to 
follow their movement. Finally, stop panning and let your 
subjects walk clear out of the frame.

Entrances and exits like this make more interesting footage 
than simple follow-them-all-the-way shots. By letting the 
motion occur within the frame, for example, you emphasize 
the motion. If a car zooms across the screen, and then exits 
the frame, your viewers can see how fast it was going. But 
if you track the car by panning all the way, you diminish the 
sense of motion. It’s hard to tell how fast a car is moving if 
it’s always centered in a panning shot.

More important, frame entrances and exits can help make 
your editing job easier, thanks to their ability to disguise 
discontinuous action. Suppose, for example, that you’ve 
got a medium shot of a schoolgirl starting to raise her 
hand. But the shot ends when her hand is only as high as 
her stomach. Now suppose that the next shot, a closeup 
of her face, begins with her hand entering the frame from 
below, whereupon it heads for, and finally scratches, her 
nose. You can safely cut from the stomach shot to the nose 
shot; because of the hand’s entrance into the frame, your 
cut looks natural and motivated. The “entrance” disguises 
the fact that the hand was at stomach level in one frame 
and at face level in the next. 

Without that entrance, you’d wind up with a jump cut—an 
irritating discontinuity in time from one shot to the next.

Recording Entrances and Exits

POWER USERS’ CLINIC

Keep the Camera 
Steady
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trol. When you pan, turn from the waist, keeping your upper body straight. Bend 
your legs slightly to serve as shock absorbers. 

Tip: Regardless of your camcorder model, you’ll get the best and steadiest results if you use your free hand 
to brace the bottom of the camera. Holding both sides of the camcorder isn’t nearly as steady.

	 •	Zoom out. When you’re zoomed in to film something distant, magnifying the 
image, say, 10 times, remember that a one-millimeter jiggle gets magnified many 
times. When you’re zoomed in a lot, it’s easy to produce extremely unsteady footage. 
Keep this in mind when deciding how much you want to zoom; the most stable 
picture results when you’re zoomed out all the way. 

	 •	Consider a monopod. Despite the enormous boost in stability that a tripod gives 
your footage, you don’t always have the time to unlatch, extend, and relatch each 
of the three legs. If the kind of shooting you do frequently requires such fast setup 
and takedown, consider a monopod. As much as it sounds like a creature from a 
sci-fi movie, a monopod is actually a closer relative to a walking stick. It’s a collapsible 
metal post for your camcorder. When using a monopod, you still have to steady the 
camcorder with your hands (jiggles are still possible), but the monopod eliminates 
motion from one of the three dimensions (up and down), which is much better 
than nothing. And the monopod, of course, takes very little time to set up and 
take down.

	 •	Get a clamp. You can also buy viselike clamps equipped with camera plates. You 
can clamp them to car windows, chair backs, tops of ladders, skateboards, and so 

Keep the Camera 
Steady

A tripod has two parts: the legs and the pan head. The camera 
attaches to the pan head, and the legs support the head.

You can buy a tripod with any of three pan head types. Friction 
heads are the simplest, least expensive, and most popular 
with still photographers. Unfortunately, they provide the 
bumpiest pans and tilts when used for videotaping. Fluid 
heads are the most desirable kind; they smooth out panning 
and tilting. They’re more expensive than friction heads, but 
are well worth the money if you’re after a professional look to 
your footage. Finally, geared heads are big, heavy, expensive, 
and difficult to use. These are what Hollywood productions 
use, because they can handle heavy film cameras. 

The tripod’s legs may be made of metal, wood, or composite. 
Metal is light and less expensive but easier to damage by 
accident (thin metal is easily bent). Wood and composite 

legs are much more expensive and are designed for heavier 
professional broadcast and film equipment. The bottoms of 
the legs have rubber feet, which is great for use indoors and 
on solid floors. Better tripods also have spikes, which work 
well outdoors on grass and dirt.

Good tripods also have spreaders that prevent the legs from 
spreading apart and causing the entire apparatus to crash 
to the ground. If your tripod doesn’t have spreaders, you 
can put the tripod on a piece of carpet, which prevents the 
legs from slipping apart.

In general, you adjust a tripod’s height by extending the legs’ 
telescoping sections. Some tripods have a riser column, too, 
that lets you crank the pan head higher off the legs. Remember 
that the higher the camera is lifted up, the more unsteady it 
becomes, so sturdiness is an important characteristic.

How to Buy a Tripod

BUYERS’ GUIDE
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on, for even more stable-shooting options. (Put a piece of cloth between the clamp 
and the surface to prevent scratching.)

Video Lighting: A Crash Course
Today’s camera optics are good, but they’re not human eyeballs. Every camera, from 
your camcorder to professional TV and film models, captures truer color, depth, 
and contrast if lighting conditions are good. The need for bright light is even more 
critical on today’s consumer camcorders than it is on film, because video picks up 
an even smaller range of light and shadow. A movie whose acting, sound, and dialog 
are exceptional can be ruined by poor lighting.

This desperate need for light explains why some camcorders have a small built-in 
light on the front. Unfortunately, such lights are effective only when shooting subjects 
just a few feet away. Better still are clip-on video lights designed precisely for use with 
camcorders. Not every camcorder has a shoe—a flat connector on the top that secures, 
and provides power to, a video light. But if yours does, consider buying a light to fit 
it. The scenes you shoot indoors, or at close range outdoors, will benefit from much 
better picture quality. 

If your camcorder doesn’t have a light attachment, or if you want to get more serious 
yet, consider deliberately lighting the scene, just like TV and film cinematographers 
the world over. 

Going to this extreme isn’t always necessary, of course. If it’s just you filming the New 
Year’s Eve party, you’re better off not asking the revelers to sit down and be quiet while 
you set up the lights. But when you’re conducting interviews, shooting a dramatic 
film, making a video for broadcast, or making a QuickTime movie for distribution 
on a CD, lights will make your footage look much better. 

The following discussion is dedicated to illuminating those more important filming 
situations. When you want the very best footage, lit the way the pros would light it, the 
following guidelines, theory, and equipment suggestions will serve you well indeed.

(If you’re just shooting kids, relatives, or animals indoors, at least turn on every light 
in the room.)

Lighting Basics
Cinematographers spend entire careers studying the fantastically complex science of 
lighting. Here’s what they worry about. 

Exposure
Exposure refers to light—the amount of illumination the camera picks up. When the 
scene is too dark, you lose a lot of detail in dark shadows. Worse, your camcorder’s 
AGC (Automatic Gain Circuit, the video equivalent of the audio-leveling circuitry 
described in the previous section) tries to amplify the available light. The result, which 
you can see for yourself by filming in dim light, is video noise (colored speckles) and 
unrealistic colors (black becomes a noisy, milky dark gray). 

Keep the Camera 
Steady
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If the scene is too bright, on the other hand, details can wash out, disappearing in 
white areas.

Contrast
The contrast ratio is the ratio of the brightest highlights in a scene to the darkest 
shadows. Professional filmmakers often set up huge arrays of extra lights to reduce 
the contrast ratio, thus evening out the illumination so that the camera can record 
more detail accurately. (When watching a movie being filmed, you sometimes see 
huge lights set up, even in daylight: They’re there to fill in the shadow areas, so that 
the camera can “see,” for example, the actors’ eyes.) 

Film cameras can photograph details in a scene that has a 10:1 contrast ratio (high-
lights are 10 times brighter than the dark shadow areas). Video, on the other hand, 
can’t capture details outside a contrast ratio of about 3:1 or 4:1. That’s another reason 
lighting is much more important when using a camcorder, as noted above.

Hard light vs. soft light
Hard light comes from a small light source falling directly on an object. It creates hard 
edges between the highlight and shadow areas. For example, when someone’s stand-
ing in direct sunlight, the shadows on his face are harsh and dark. This high contrast 
emphasizes wrinkles, skin blemishes, baggy eyes, and other facial features. In other 
words, hard light is unflattering light.

Soft light, on the other hand, is less direct, offering softer, smoother gradations of light 
from brightest to darkest areas. You get soft light from a large light source, usually 
reflected or diffused, like the outdoors light on an overcast day or the light reflected 
from the umbrellas used by photographers. The result: soft shadows or no shadows; 
everything is lit fairly evenly.

Soft light is much more flattering to human subjects, because it de-emphasizes wrinkles 
and other facial contours. Unfortunately, soft light can also make your subjects ap-
pear flat and lifeless. Harder light can reveal contours, shapes, and textures, making 
objects more interesting and three-dimensional.

The best video lighting, therefore, comes from direct light sources that are mechanically 
softened. That’s why many video lights have milky translucent covers. 

Key, fill, and backlight
In professional film and TV work, the most common lighting arrangement is called 
the three-point lighting setup. It requires that you set up at least three light sources, 
as shown in Figure 2-4:

	 •	The key light is the primary source of illumination in a scene. This can be the 
light on the camera, the sun, the overhead light above a table, or the light from a 
window, for example. 

	 •	The fill light comes from a second light source. It’s designed to fill in the shadows 
caused by the key light. By doing so, fill light reduces the contrast ratio, allowing 

Video Lighting:  
A Crash Course
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the camcorder to pick up more details. If your camcorder has a built-in light, 
that’s usually a fill light, too. It softens the shadows cast by the key light (such as 
the room lights). 

	 •	The backlight comes from behind the subject. It helps to separate the subject from 
the background. Backlight is especially helpful in distinguishing a dark subject 
(such as a person’s hair) and a dark background, because it casts a glow around 
the rim of the subject’s outline. 

		 Be careful, of course: When the light behind the subject is too bright, camcorders 
respond by dimming the entire picture, as described on page 25. 

	 •	In professional film and video, technicians sometimes set up a fourth light: the 
background light, which is pointed at the background to make it easier to see 
(especially in very dark scenes).

Color temperature
Believe it or not, even ordinary daylight or room light also has a color. In general, 
daylight has a bluish cast, fluorescent light is greenish, and household bulbs give off 
a yellowish light. 

Filmmakers call these color casts the color temperature of the light. We don’t usually 
notice the color casts of these common light sources because our eyes and minds 
have adjusted to it. DV camcorders usually do an excellent job of compensating to 
avoid noticeable color casts, thanks to the automatic white balance in the circuitry of 
every modern model. 

If, even so, you notice that certain shots are coming out too blue, green, or yellow, 
you can help the camcorder along by switching on one of its programs (as several 
manufacturers call them)—presets for Daylight, Indoor Light, Snow and Ski, and so 
on. Each is represented in your viewfinder by an icon (such as a sun or a light bulb). 

Video Lighting:  
A Crash Course

Figure 2-4: 
If there’s only one source of light in a scene—which may often be the case 
when you’re making home movies—it’s called the key light. The fill light 
usually goes right next to the camera. The backlight helps to differentiate 
the subject from its background. (It also enhances the effect of smoke, 
haze, rain, and other atmospherics.)

Camera

Key light
Fill light

Backlight

Subject
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When you use these presets, the camcorder shifts its color perception accordingly. 

And if even those adjustments don’t fix a particular color-cast problem, your cam-
corder may offer manual white balance. White balancing means identifying to the 
camera some object that’s supposed to look pure white, so that it can adjust its circuitry 
accordingly. To use the manual white-balance feature, focus on something white that’s 
illuminated by the key light—for example, a clean T-shirt or piece of paper. Zoom in 
until the white area fills the screen, then press the White Balance button. The camcorder 
responds by compensating for the dominant color in the light.

The 45/45 rule 
This lighting guideline suggests that the key light be at a 45-degree angle to the 
camera-subject line and at a 45-degree angle above the ground. (See Figure 2-5.)

General Guidelines for Lighting
The preceding discussion gives you the theory of lighting design. Here’s the executive 
summary—a distillation of that information down into just a few points to remember 
for the most professional-looking lighting: 

	 •	The subject should be brighter than the background. Don’t shoot people with a 
bright window or doorway behind them, unless you want them to disappear into 
silhouette.

	 •	If the background is bright, and you can’t shine additional lights on the subject, 
use your camcorder’s Backlight button or manual-exposure knob, if it has one, so 
the subject is correctly exposed (even if that makes the background too bright).

	 •	Stand so that the key light—the sun, for example—is behind you. Don’t shoot a 
subject with the sun behind her (unless you want silhouettes).

Video Lighting:  
A Crash Course

Figure 2-5: 
In professional movies—and 
very good amateur ones—the 
key light is usually positioned 
above and to one side of  
the subject. The fill light 
(Figure 2-5) is usually on the 
opposite side of the camera, 
so that it fills the shadows. 
The backlight is usually on the 
same side as the fill light.
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	 •	Avoid a key light that’s directly above your subject. That arrangement causes ugly, 
heavy shadows under the eyes, nose, and chin. (The cinematographers for the 
Godfather movies set up lights this way on purpose, so that the mobsters’ eyes 
would be hidden in shadows. That’s not the effect you want when filming the 
mothers-in-law at a wedding ceremony. Usually.)

	 •	If you decide to add lights to your setup, you don’t need expensive movie lights. At the 
hardware store, buy some inexpensive photoreflector lights (those cheap, silver, bowl-
shaped fixtures) and equip them with photoflood or tungsten work-light bulbs.

	 •	If you’re aiming for professional quality, create soft fill lights by bouncing light 
off a big square of white foam-core board (which you can get at Kmart, Home 
Depot, and so on), or a big piece of cardboard covered by foil or newspaper. This 
arrangement creates a beautiful soft light—great for closeups. 

		 Bouncing lights off a white ceiling makes for a pleasantly soft key light, too.

	 •	Tracing paper, tissue paper, and translucent plastic (such as shower-door material) 
make great diffusers for soft light, too. (Just don’t put the paper in contact with the 
bulb; this kind of paper, especially tissue paper, ignites easily if it gets too hot.) 

	 •	Be alert to the presence of shiny surfaces like windows, glass, chrome, and highly 
polished wood in your shots. They can reflect your lights into the camera, making 
it look as though someone is shining a light directly into the lens.

	 •	If the backlight spills into the lens, you get flares—those oddly shaped patches of 
light that move across the frame as the camera pans. The sun behind the subject, 
or car headlights, often cause flares. If you can avoid this effect, do so.

Keep It in Focus
A camcorder is a camera, just like any other. If its lenses aren’t focused on the subject, 
you wind up with a blurry picture.

In theory, the autofocus feature of every modern camcorder takes care of this delicate 
task for you. You point the camera, it analyzes the image and adjusts its own lens 
mechanisms, and the picture comes out in sharp focus. But in practice, the autofocus 
mechanism isn’t foolproof. Camcorders assume that the subject of your filming is the 
closest object; most of the time, that’s true. But now and then, your camcorder may 
focus on something in the foreground that isn’t the intended subject. As a result, what 
you actually wanted to capture goes out of focus, as Figure 2-6 makes clear.

Another autofocus hazard is a solid or low-contrast background (such as a polar 
bear against a snowy background). The autofocus method relies on contrasting  
colors in the image. If you’re aiming the camcorder at, say, a white wall, you may wit-
ness the alarming phenomenon known as autofocus hunting, in which the camcorder 
rapidly goes nearsighted, farsighted, and back again in a futile effort to find a focus 
level that works.

Video Lighting:  
A Crash Course
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Other situations that freak out the autofocus include shooting when it’s dark, shooting 
through glass, filming a subject that’s not centered in the frame, and high-contrast 
foregrounds (such as prison or cage bars, French-window frames, and so on), which 
compete for the autofocus’s attention.

Manual Focus
Fortunately, most camcorders offer a manual focus option: a switch that turns off the 
autofocus. Now you can (and must) set the focus by hand, turning a ring around the 
lens (or pushing + and – buttons) until the picture is sharp. 

If neither you nor your subject has any intention of moving during the shot, that’s all 
there is to manual focus. Moving shots are trickier, because as the distance between 
you and your subject changes, you may not have time to fiddle with the focus ring. 
The best approach is to keep the camera zoomed out all the way as you pan to track 
the action.

Another potential problem: zooming. When you zoom, your focus changes, too. 
Fortunately, there’s an ancient and very clever trick that circumvents this problem: 
the zoom-out-and-focus trick. It goes like this:

	1.	Zoom all the way in to your subject. 

You haven’t yet begun to record. You’re just setting up the shot.

	2.	Focus the camcorder manually. 

Keep It in Focus

Figure 2-6: 
When you’re filming the school play, somebody’s head or hat 
may confuse the autofocus. When you’re filming scenery, a 
nearby branch may similarly fool it (top). The front bars of zoo 
cages are also notorious for ruining otherwise great shots of the 
animals inside them. The only solution is to use manual focus 
(bottom).
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	3.	Zoom back out again.

As you zoom out, notice what happens: The camcorder remains in perfect focus 
all the way. (Figure 2-7 shows this sequence.) Now you can begin to film, confident 
that even when you zoom in, the picture will remain in sharp focus.

In other words, once you’ve focused at the maximum zoom level, you’re free to set the 
zoom to any intermediate level without having to refocus (if you’re zooming sparingly 
and with a purpose, of course).

Video Composition: A Crash Course
The tips in this chapter so far have been designed to turn you from an amateur into 
a more accomplished technician. Now it’s time to train the artist in you. 

Even when shooting casual home movie footage, consider the composition of the 
shot—the way the subject fills the frame, the way the parts of the picture relate to 
each other, and so on. Will the shot be clearer, better, or more interesting if you move 
closer? What about walking around to the other side of the action, or zooming in 
slightly, or letting tall grass fill the foreground? Would the shot be more interesting 
if it were framed by horizontal, vertical, or diagonal structures (such as branches, 

Keep It in Focus

Figure 2-7: 
For freedom of zooming without worrying about going out of focus, begin by 
zooming in all the way (top). Then use the focus ring to focus (middle). Now you 
can zoom in or out to any level, before or during the shot (bottom), and your focus 
remains sharp all the way.

Be careful, though: Don’t zoom in so far that you make the camcorder’s digital zoom 
kick in. Most camcorders zoom in optically (true zoom) for several seconds, and 
then, as you continue to press the Zoom button, begin the artificial digital zoom that 
makes the image break up. You can detect the end of the optical zooming in two 
ways: First, a bar graph in the viewfinder usually identifies the ending point of the 
true zoom’s range. Second, your camcorder may introduce a very short pause in the 
zooming as it switches gears into digital mode.

Either way, when using the manual focus trick described here, you want to zoom in 
all the way using only your true, optical zoom.
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pillars, or a road stretching away)? All of this floats through a veteran director’s head 
before the camera starts to roll. 

As an iMovie-maker, you, unlike millions of other camcorder owners, no longer 
need to be concerned with the sequence or length of the shots you capture, since you 
can rearrange or trim your footage all you want in iMovie. Your main concern when 
filming is to get the raw footage you’ll need: You can’t touch the composition of a 
shot once you’re in iMovie.

Kinds of Shots
You’ll hear film professionals talk about three kinds of camera shots: wide, medium, 
and close (Figure 2-8):

	 •	When you’re zoomed out all the way, so that the camera captures as wide a picture 
as possible, you’re using a wide shot. Wide shots establish context. They show the 
audience where we are and what’s going on. Wide shots make great establishing 
shots, but they can also reveal a lot about the scale and scope of the action even 
after the scene has begun. (There’s a famous crane shot in Gone With the Wind that 
starts on a medium shot of Scarlett O’Hara and then moves up and wide as she 
walks through a compound filled with hundreds of dying confederate soldiers to 
reveal a tattered Confederate flag. Thanks to the wide shot, you can see the people 
she’s passing completely, from head to foot. 

Video Composition: 
A Crash Course

Figure 2-8: 
A wide shot captures the camcorder’s biggest possible picture (top). It gives 
viewers a sense of place and direction. A medium shot (middle) begins to direct 
the audience’s attention, but still captures some of the surroundings. And a 
closeup (bottom) is delightful for all concerned, especially if you plan to export 
your finished iMovie production as a QuickTime movie.
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	 •	Medium shots are useful because they eliminate many distractions from the 
background. By zooming in part way, you let your viewers concentrate more on 
individuals, and you establish a relationship between objects in the frame. People 
in medium shots are usually visible only from the waist up. Medium shots are by 
far the most common ones on TV.

	 •	When you’re zoomed in a lot, so that your subject fills the screen, you’re using 
a close shot, tight shot, or closeup. These shots reveal detail, such as a character’s 
reactions, which have a huge impact on how the audience reacts. Close shots are 
the best kind of shot if you plan to show your movie on a small screen, such as in 
a QuickTime movie or on a small TV. 

Note: You’ll hear professionals talk about lots of other kinds of shots, too: the extreme closeup, the extreme 
long shot, the medium closeup, and so on—but they’re all variations on the Big Three.

Choosing your shots
After you’re finished editing your video in iMovie, will it be viewed primarily on a 
computer screen or a TV screen? This important question may affect your choice of 
zoom level for each shot.

If you plan to make QuickTime movies (for playback on computer screens), use a 
lot of closeups. Remember that most QuickTime movies play in a small window 
on the computer screen. Beware the wide shot that looks great on the TV or in the 
viewfinder, but when shrunk to QuickTime-movie size, reduces faces to white specks 
on the screen. 

Tip: If you’re concerned about the file size of the finished QuickTime movies—if you intend to email them 
or post them on a Web site, for example—simpler and steadier shots work best. When iMovie creates the 
QuickTime movie, it reduces the file size by discarding information about parts of the frame that don’t change 
from one frame to the next. Frames filled with clutter, and moving shots, therefore, result in larger QuickTime 
movie files that take longer to email and download from the Web.

If your iMovie productions are instead destined to be sent back to your camcorder for 
viewing on a TV, you don’t need to be quite so worried about using mostly closeups 
(although they’re still extremely effective on TV). Medium shots are fine, and so is 
variety in your shots, as described in the next section.

Combining shots
When editing footage, professional editors often use a wide shot to show where some-
thing is happening, then cut between medium and close shots. Example:

	1.	A wide shot reveals the hustle and bustle of a city market. 

No individual details stand out. 

	2.	Cut to a medium shot of two people standing next to each other, back to back. 

Their hands are by their sides. 

Video Composition: 
A Crash Course
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	3.	Cut to a closeup showing the hand of one person passing a small envelope to the 
other. 

	4.	Cut back to a medium shot. 

The exchange was barely noticeable. 

	5.	Cut away to someone reading a newspaper. 

	6.	Cut in to a closeup of the newspaper guy, showing that he’s not actually reading, 
but is looking over the top of the paper.

	7.	Cut to a wide shot of the two people who made the hand-off, now starting to walk 
away from each other. 

	8.	Cut to a medium shot of the person with the newspaper. As he stands up, someone 
sitting at the table behind him also gets up. 

The audience didn’t even notice the second person before, because the first shot 
of the newspaper guy was a closeup. 

Of course, you’ll do all of this fancy footwork in iMovie, during the editing phase. 
But you can’t create such a dramatic sequence unless you capture the various close, 
medium, and wide shots to begin with—as you’re filming.

As noted earlier, footage that you’ll eventually save as a QuickTime movie file should 
consist mostly of closeups. But regardless of the final format, the best movies feature 
a variety of shots—a fact that doesn’t occur to every camcorder operator. 

Tip: It’s an excellent idea to set a new scene with an establishing shot, but when you film that shot is unim-
portant. Ever watch a TV sitcom? Almost every segment that takes place in, for example, the Cosby family’s 
apartment begins with an exterior establishing shot of the brownstone building’s exterior. Needless to say, 
those interior and exterior apartment shots were filmed on different days, in different cities, by different film 
crews. The magic of video editing made it seem like the same time and place.

Mind the Background
Most home videographers don’t pay much attention to the background of the shot, 
and worry only about the subject. The result can be unfortunate juxtapositions of the 
background with the foreground image—tree branches growing out your boss’s head, 
for example, or you and your camcorder accidentally reflected in a mirror or glass, or 
a couple of dogs in furious amorous passion 20 feet behind your uncle. 

When possible, set up the shot so that the background is OK, and then place your 
subjects in front of it. If you have no such control—if you’re shooting home-movie, 
reality-TV, or documentary style—move yourself. Find a spot where the subject looks 
better relative to the background, whether it’s 6 inches away or 20 feet away. 

Professional camera operators, in fact, train themselves to watch the edges of the frame 
while filming, rather than the actors’ faces. Doing so ensures that they take in the 
background, spot such accidental intrusions as reflections of people standing behind 
the camera, and stand ready to pan or tilt if the subject should move into or out of 

Video Composition: 
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the frame. If you pay some attention to the shapes rather than people in the frame, 
composing the shot well becomes much easier. (You can always watch the subject 
later when you play back your footage.)

Note: Even with years of training, Hollywood film crews nonetheless occasionally catch unwanted reflections, 
equipment, and technicians on film. The Internet Movie Database (www.imdb.com), for example, maintains 
message boards where observant moviegoers can report gaffes, such as the scene in Titanic where both 
crew members and equipment are visible as a reflection in Rose’s TV.

Framing the Shot
Another way to make a shot more interesting is to let something in the environment 
frame it, subtly altering the shape of the square image of the frame. You might, for 
example, shoot through a door or window, shoot down a hallway, and so on. Even a 
tree branch stretching across the top of the frame, emphasizing the horizontal com-
ponent of the image, makes an interesting shot.

The Rule of Thirds
Most people assume that the center of the frame should contain the most important 
element of your shot. As a result, 98 percent of all video footage features the subject 
of the shot in dead center. For the most visually interesting shots, however, dead center 
is actually the least compelling location for the subject. Artists and psychologists have 
found, instead, that the so-called Rule of Thirds makes better footage.

Imagine that the video frame is divided into thirds, both horizontally and vertically, 
as shown in Figure 2-9. The Rule of Thirds says that the intersections of these lines 
are the strongest parts of the frame. Putting the most interesting parts of the image 
at these four points, in other words, makes better composition. 

Video Composition: 
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Figure 2-9: 
The Rule of Thirds: Don’t put the good 
stuff in the middle. When shooting some-
one’s face, frame the shot so that the 
eyes fall on the upper imaginary line, a 
third of the way down the frame. When 
two people are in the frame, zoom in 
so that they’re roughly superimposed 
on the two vertical “rule of thirds” lines. 
When shooting a panorama, put the 
horizon line at the bottom-third line to 
emphasize the sky or tall objects like 
mountains, trees, and buildings; put 
the horizon on the upper-third line to 
emphasize what’s on the ground, such 
as the people in the shot. 
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Save the center square of the frame for tight closeups and “talking heads” (shots of 
people standing alone and talking to the camera, as in a newscast). Even then, try to 
position their eyes on the upper-third line.

Camera Angle
The camera angle—that is, where you place the camcorder relative to your subject—is 
your greatest compositional tool. What position in the room or setting gives you the 
best framing, the best lighting, the least background distraction? Which position gives 
the shot the best composition? 

You know the old stereotype of the movie director who walks slowly in a circle, 
squinting, peering through a square he frames with his thumbs and index fingers? 
It’s a cliché, for sure, but old-time directors did it for a good reason: They were trying 
out different camera angles before committing the shot to film.

If you want to capture the best possible footage, do exactly the same thing (although 
you can just check the camcorder’s screen instead of looking through your fingers 
like a weirdo). Before recording any shot, whether it’s for a casual home movie or an 
independent film you plan to submit to the Sundance Film Festival, spend at least a 
moment cataloging your camera placement options.

The vertical angle of the camera counts, too. Will you be shooting down on your 
subject, up at it, or straight on? In commercial movies, camera angle is a big deal. 
Shooting up at somebody makes him look large, important, or threatening; shooting 
down from above makes him look less imposing.

In home movies, you don’t have as much flexibility as you might when shooting a 
Hollywood film. About all you can do is hold the camcorder while lying down, squat-
ting, sitting up, standing, or standing on a chair. Still, that’s a lot more flexibility than 
most camcorder owners ever exploit.

Tip: Choosing the angle is especially important when filming babies, toddlers, or other cuddly animals. Too 
many people film them exclusively from a parent’s-eye view; you wind up with tapes filled with footage shot 
from five feet off the floor. As anyone who has ever watched a diaper commercial can tell you, baby footage 
is much more compelling when it’s shot from baby height. Kneel or squat so that the camera puts the viewer 
in the baby’s world, not the parent’s.

Capturing Multiple Angles
When you make a movie, you’re trying to represent a three-dimensional world on 
a two-dimensional screen. To give the audience the best possible feeling for the 
environment where the filming was done—and to create the most interesting pos-
sible videos—consider varying your shots. 

When you’re shooting longer scenes, such as performances, interviews, weddings, 
and scripted movies, consider changing the camera position during the same session. 
You get two benefits: First, it gives your audience a break; whenever the camera angle 
changes, your footage benefits from a small boost of energy and renewed interest. 

Video Composition: 
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In fact, whenever you’re shooting something important, cover the same action from 
different angles and with different kinds of shots. 

When shooting two people in conversation, get more than the standard “two shot” (a 
composition containing two people, equally prominent, in the same frame). Shoot 
the two people talking in a wide shot that establishes where they are and how their 
positions relate. Get a closeup of one person by shooting over the shoulder of the 
other subject. If you can, shoot the conversation again, this time from over the other 
person’s shoulder. Keep rolling even when that person’s just listening, so that you’ll 
have some reaction shots to edit into your finished iMovie. 

The second advantage of capturing the same scene from different angles is that it gives 
you the luxury of choice when you assemble your movie in iMovie. You’ll be able to 
conceal a flubbed line or a bad camera shot by cutting to a continuation of the action 
in a different piece of footage. Because the new footage will have been shot from a 
different angle or zoom level, the cut won’t feel forced or artificial. 

Capture Footage for Cutaways and Cut-Ins
Capturing a scene from more than one angle is a great precaution for another reason, 
too: You’ll often find it extremely useful to be able to cut away to a shot of a secondary 
subject, such as an onlooker or the interviewer’s face.

For example, when you’re making a scripted movie, the first 30 seconds of dialog may 
have been terrific in the first take, but the next few lines may have been better in take 
number 4. You’d want to avoid simply editing the second take onto the end of the first; 
doing so would introduce a jump cut, an obvious and awkward splice between two 
shots of exactly the same image. But if you conceal the snip by briefly cutting away 
to, for example, the reaction of an onlooker, your viewers will never suspect that the 
dialog came from two different takes.

Another example, one that’s especially pertinent when you’re making training or 
how-to videos: Capture some footage that you can use for cut-ins. Cut-ins are like 
cutaways, in that they’re brief interpolated shots that inject some variety into the 
movie. But instead of splicing in a wider shot, or a shot of somebody who’s observing 
the scene, you splice in a closer shot. 

When you’re filming somebody for a cooking show, you can cut in to a closeup of 
the whisk stirring the sauce in the bowl. When you’re filming a dramatic scene, you 
can cut to a closeup of the actor’s hands twitching, a trickle of sweat behind the ear, 
or a hand reaching slowly for a weapon.

You’ll do all of this cutting in and cutting away during the editing, not while you’re 
filming. Nonetheless, the point in all of these cases is to make sure you’ve captured 
the necessary footage to begin with, so that you’ll have the flexibility to use such 
techniques when it comes time to edit. Shoot cutaway candidates near and around 
your subject—clouds in the sky, traffic, someone sitting at a café table sipping cap-
puccino, a bird in a tree, and so on—something so that you’ll have some shot variety 
when you assemble your final footage. 

Video Composition: 
A Crash Course
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Tip: Imagine the difficulty of shooting and editing a movie like My Dinner With André (1981)—a conversation 
between two men seated at the same restaurant table for the entire two-hour movie. If this movie had been 
shot with a single camcorder on a tripod, its audiences would have gone quietly insane. Only the variety 
of shot types, angles, shot length, and so on make the single setting tolerable. (That and the conversation 
itself, of course.)

Dolly Shots
One of Hollywood’s most popular shot types is one that never even occurs to most 
camcorder owners: the dolly shot or tracking shot. That’s when the camera moves 
while shooting.

To create a dolly shot, filmmakers mount the camera on a platform car that glides 
along what looks like baby train tracks. The purpose of this elaborate setup is, of 
course, to move the camera along with a moving subject—to follow Kevin Costner 
running with wolves, for example, or to circle the passionately embracing Joseph 
Fiennes and Gwyneth Paltrow at the end of Shakespeare in Love. As a film technique, 
this one works like gangbusters—not only is it a very exciting shot to watch, but it 
also puts the viewer directly into the action.

Note: A dolly shot that moves forward isn’t the same as simply zooming in. As a quick experiment will show 
you, the visual result is completely different. 

When you zoom, the camera enlarges everything in the picture equally, both foreground and background. When 
you move forward through space, on the other hand, the distant background remains the same size; only the subject 
in the foreground gets bigger, which is a much more realistic result. Your viewers are more likely to feel as though 
they’re part of the action and actually in the scene if you dolly forward instead of just zooming.

As a camcorder owner hoping to film, for example, your daughter’s field hockey 
championship, you may find that this business of laying down train tracks on the 
field isn’t always well received by the other parents. 

But don’t let the expense and dirty looks stop you. When it counts, you can improvise. 
You can lean out of a car window or sunroof, holding the camcorder as steady as you 
can, as a relative drives slowly alongside the action. You can film while riding a bicycle. 
You can persuade a family member to drag you along in an actual Radio Flyer–style 
wagon in the name of getting more interesting, more professional footage.

The wheelchair solution
Or use a wheelchair. Wheelchairs are remarkably popular with low-budget filmmakers 
who want to create dolly shots inexpensively. Wheelchairs don’t require tracks, are 
comfortable to sit in while shooting, and provide a stable moving platform. 

GlideCam and Steadicam JR
You might also consider buying or renting a special camera mount called GlideCam, 
a padded brace that keeps the camera steady (about $170, Figure 2-10), or even a 
Steadicam JR (about $550), a scaled-down version of the popular Hollywood tracking 

Video Composition: 
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device. Both devices incorporate variations of a gimbal (a universal ball joint) that 
intercepts jerks and twists before they can reach the camera; they also distribute the 
camcorder’s center of gravity to keep it even steadier. As a result, the camera stays level 
and stable even while you’re running in a crowd, up and down stairs, and so on. 

These ideas may sound extreme, but you’d be surprised at how effective they are. Sud-
denly you have access to one of Hollywood filmmakers’ favorite tricks. Sure you’ll feel 
silly riding through the neighborhood in your kid’s Radio Flyer wagon—but how do 
you think professional camera operators feel riding along on their little choo-choos?

When you’re filming a scene from several different angles, 
don’t cross “the Line.” That’s the invisible line that connects two 
people who are conversing, the two goalposts of the football 
field, and so on. Change camera angles and positions all you 
like, but stay on the same side of the action.

That’s the “180 degree” rule they’ll teach you about in film 
school. If you were to cross this 180-degree angle between the 
right and left objects in your shot, you’d confuse the audience. 
Imagine, for example, how difficult it would be to follow a 
football game if one shot showed the Browns rushing to the 
right side of the screen, and the next shot (of the same play) 
showed them running left. Similarly, the audience would be-
come confused if an interviewer and interviewee shifted sides 

of the frame from one shot to another. And if you’re showing 
two people talking, you can imagine how disconcerting it would 
be if you cut from a closeup of one person to a closeup of the 
other, each facing the same direction.

As you watch TV and movies in the coming days and weeks, 
notice how rigidly directors and cinematographers obey the 
180-degree rule. Once the right-to-left layout of the room, 
scene, or conversation has been established, it doesn’t 
change for the duration of the scene.

The only exception: when the audience sees the camera cross 
the line, so that they get their new bearings as the camera 
moves. What you should avoid is cutting to a different shot 
on the other side of the 180-degree line. 

The “180 Degree” Rule

POWER USERS’ CLINIC

Video Composition: 
A Crash Course

Figure 2-10: 
Both the GlideCam, shown here, 
and the Steadicam JR require lots of 
practice and a strong arm, but can 
create spectacular moving shots. Both 
Bonfire of the Vanities and Goodfellas 
include very long shots where we fol-
low the main character as he crosses 
the street, enters a building, goes 
downstairs, through a hallway, and so 
on—all in one continuous, very steady 
shot, thanks to the Steadicam.
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chapter

3

Special Event  
Filming

If all you intend to do with your camcorder is to capture random events of child- 
hood charmingness around the house, you can skip this chapter. Just keep your  
camcorder lying handy, its battery charged and its tape compartment occupied, 

and you’ll be all set. 

Chances are, however, that once you’ve got the iMovie bug, you may become more 
inspired. It may occur to you to take your camcorder out of the house—to shoot the 
school play, your kid’s sports game, your cousin’s wedding, and so on. Maybe you’ll 
decide to use the camcorder for more serious work, such as transferring your old 
photos to preserve them forever, creating a family history by interviewing relatives, 
shooting a documentary, or even making a scripted movie.

Each of these situations can benefit from a little forethought, plus a few tips, tricks, 
and professional techniques. This chapter is designed as a handbook to help you make 
the most of these common camcorder-catchable events.

Interviews
What’s great about an interview is that you know it’s coming. You’ve got time to set up 
your tripod, arrange the lighting, and connect an external microphone, as described 
in Chapter 2. (Do all of this before your subject arrives, by the way, since nothing 
makes an interview subject more nervous than having to sit around beforehand, just 
growing apprehensive.) Because you’ve got this extra time to plan ahead, there’s no 
reason your interview footage can’t look almost identical in quality to the interviews 
you see on TV.
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Interviews Chapter 2 describes the basics of good camcorder footage. Well, in an interview situ-
ation, the same tips apply. Lighting is important: Avoid having the brightest light 
behind the subject’s head. Sound is critical: Fasten a tie-clip microphone to your 
subject’s lapel or collar. 

Above all, use a tripod. You’ll be glad you did, not only because the picture will be 
stable, thus permitting the audience to get more “into” the subject’s world, but also 
for your own sake. Even the lightest camcorder is a drag to hold absolutely motionless 
for more than 5 minutes.

But interviews offer some additional challenges. If you’ve ever studied interviews on 
TV, such as the 60 Minutes interviews that have aired every Sunday night since 1968, 
you realize that the producers have always thought through these questions:

	 •	What’s the purpose of the interview? The answer affects how you shoot the scene. 
On 60 Minutes, the purpose is often to demonstrate how guilty or shifty the subject 
is. Bright lights and a black background help to create this impression, as do the 
ultra-closeups favored by the 60 Minutes crew, in which the camera is zoomed in 
so tight that the pores on the subject’s nose look like the craters on Mars.

		 In interviews that aren’t designed to be especially incriminating, however, the 
purpose of the interview is often to get to know the subject better. The setting 
you choose can go a long way toward telling more of the subject’s story. Set the 
interview somewhere that has some meaning for, or tells something about, your 
subject. If it’s a CEO, shoot it in her office across her handsome mahogany desk; 
your wide establishing shot will telegraph to your viewers just how magnificent 
this office is. If it’s your grandfather, shoot it in his study or living room, where 
the accumulated mementos on the end tables suggest his lifetime of experiences. 
(When possible, get these cutaway and establishing shots before or after the actual 
interview, so as not to overwhelm your interviewee or waste his time.)

	 •	Who’s going to ask the questions? In professional interviews, of course, the camera 
person doesn’t ask the questions. One person operates the camera, while another 
conducts the interview. If you can arrange to have a buddy help with your in-
terview, it’ll go a lot better. She (or you) can chat with the subject while the lights 
and microphones are being adjusted, for example.

		 If you, the camcorder operator, absolutely must double as the interviewer, take 
your microphone situation into account. If your subject is wearing a tie-clip 
microphone, then your questions will be recorded very softly, as though coming 
from far away. If you’re not using an external microphone, you’ll have the opposite 
problem. Since you’re standing right next to the camera, the sound of your voice 
will be very loud on the finished tape, in unfortunate contrast to the much fainter 
sound of your subject’s replies.

		 You can usually find solutions to all of these problems. For example, you can use a 
single, omnidirectional mike (covers all directions) that sits between you and your 
subject. Or you could connect two external mikes to your camcorder by way of a 
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Interviewsportable mixer, which accepts (and lets you adjust the volume of) several inputs 
simultaneously. (Radio Shack and video-equipment Web sites sell these items.)

Tip: If you are both the camera operator and the interviewer, and you decide that you want to be on-camera 
along with your interview subject, use the remote control that comes with most camcorder models. Open 
the LCD screen and rotate it so that it’s facing you as you sit in front of the camera—that’s the only way for 
you to frame the shot when you’re not actually standing behind the camcorder.

	 •	Is the interviewer part of the interview? In other words, will the audience see the 
person asking the questions? If so, you’ve got a challenge on your hands. You’ve 
got two people sitting across from each other, facing opposite directions, but only 
one camera to film them with. 

		 If you ever saw the 1987 movie Broadcast News, you know how TV professionals 
solve this problem. Before or after the interview, they capture some establishing-
shot footage of the two people sitting there face to face. They also take some footage 
of the interviewer alone—nodding sagely in agreement, smiling in understanding, 
frowning in concern, and so on. They film him asking the questions again, even after 
the interview subject has left the scene. Later, when editing the finished product, 
they splice these reaction shots into the interview footage, as you can do in iMovie. 
The audience never suspects that the entire interview was shot with one camera.

		 On the other hand, in many interviews, you don’t see the interviewer at all. You 
hear her voice, but you don’t see her on-camera. (A disembodied voice like this 
is called a voiceover. Voiceovers are extremely common in TV ads, movies with 
narration, and episodes of The Wonder Years.)

		 Sometimes you don’t see or hear the interviewer, such as when the producer just 
wants a comment or sound bite from the interview subject. In those situations, 
invite your subject to phrase his answers as complete sentences. Otherwise, after 
the questions have been edited out, you’ll be left with an interview subject saying, 
“Yes…that’s right…no, I don’t think so,” and other unhelpful utterances.

Tip: If you, the interviewer, will ultimately be edited out of the movie, you can greatly assist your own 
cause by framing your questions cleverly. Avoid yes-or-no questions. Don’t ask, “Were you happy with your 
performance?” Instead, ask, “Tell us about how you felt,” for example.

That’s what professionals do. Now you know why, when asked “You just won the Olympics. Where are you 
going to go now?” nobody in the Disney World ads ever just says, “Disney World!”

	 •	How long will the interview be after editing? If the finished product will be more 
than a couple of minutes long, think about keeping your viewers’ interest up by 
introducing some variety into the camera work, as described in the previous 
chapter. 

		 Capture some wide shots, for example, for use as cutaways. That way, when you 
edit the interview in iMovie, you’ll be able to offer a refreshing change of shot now 
and then. 
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Interviews 		 Cutaways are also ideal for masking cuts in the interview footage. It’s a convenient 
fact of life that you can’t see somebody’s lips moving when filming from behind 
them, or when the camera is far away. In other words, you can use a cutaway even 
while your interview subject is still talking. Your viewers won’t be able to detect 
that the cutaway footage was actually shot at a different time. (TV news editors use 
this technique all the time—they briefly cut to a shot behind the subject’s head in 
order to conceal an edit between two parts of the same interview.)

	 •	How conservative is the interview? The answer to this question affects how you 
frame the subject in your lens. Some interviews are designed to be hip, like the 
ones on MTV, the Bunting’s Window computer show shown on airplanes, or fight 
sequences in the old Batman series. These might feature a handheld camera, off-
center framing, or even a camera mounted off-kilter on its tripod for that added 
wackiness.

		 If wackiness isn’t exactly what you’re going for, however, the framing shown in 
Figure 3-1 is about right.

	 •	How is the shot set up? In most interviews, the interview subject doesn’t look 
directly into the camera—except when she’s recording a Last Will and Testament. 
Usually she’s looking just off-camera, at a spot a couple of feet to one side of the 
camcorder, or even directly across the camcorder’s line of vision. That’s where the 
interviewer should sit, so that the subject looks at the right spot naturally.

		 The camcorder should be level with the subject’s face, which is yet another argument 
for using a tripod.

Figure 3-1: 
As in any footage, interviews should 
offer some variety of composition 
and zoom amount. But for maximum 
viewer comfort, most pro video 
interviews capture the speaker from 
shoulders up, with a little bit of space 
left above the head. (Here, you’re 
seeing more of the subject’s torso, just 
so you can see the tie-clip micro-
phone.) If the subject is supposedly 
looking at something off-camera—the 
interviewer, for example—profession-
als leave some talk space in the shot. 
That is, a little extra room in front of 
the person’s face, as shown here.
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Tip: If you’re the interviewer, here’s one tip that has nothing to do with the technicalities of your camcorder 
and tripod: Listen to the answers. Many inexperienced interviewers are so busy thinking about the next 
question that they miss golden opportunities for further lines of questioning. Worse, the interview subject 
will detect that you’re not really paying attention, so the interview won’t go nearly as well as it could.

Music Videos
Few camcorder endeavors are as much fun as making a music video, whether it’s a 
serious one or a fake one just for kicks. 

Of course, your interest in this kind of video technique may depend on your age 
and taste. But music videos are worth studying, no matter who you are, because 
they frequently incorporate every conceivable camera trick, editing technique, and 
shooting style. The day you shoot a music video is the day you can try punching every 
button on your camcorder, unlocking those weird special effects you’ve never even 
tried, and using all the unnecessary zooms you want. Better yet, this is the day when 
you don’t care a whit about microphones or sound. Eventually, you’ll discard the 
camcorder’s recorded sound anyway. As you splice your footage together in iMovie, 
you’ll replace the camcorder’s soundtrack with a high-quality original recording of 
the song.

Interviews

Figure 3-2: 
Because you have iMovie, you can pull off a fascinating visual stunt 
that’s very common in rock videos: the jumping-flea-musician effect, 
in which, every few seconds, everybody in the scene blips into a new 
position (or appears and disappears), sometimes in time to the music. 
(You’re actually creating jump cuts, which you should avoid except 
when creating special effects like this.) Creating this effect is simple—if 
your camcorder has a tripod. Just shoot each segment, moving your mu-
sicians around when the camera isn’t moving. In iMovie, the splices will 
be exactly as sharp and convincing as they are on MTV (or Bewitched).
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Some music videos are lip-synched—that is, the performers pretend that they’re sing-
ing the words on the soundtrack. Other videos are voiceover, narrative, or experimental 
videos. In these videos, you don’t actually see anybody singing, but instead you watch 
a story unfolding (or a bunch of random-looking footage). If you decide to create 
a lip-synched video, take a boom box with you in the field. Make sure it’s playing as 
you film the singers, so that they’re lip-synching with accurate timing. 

When it comes time to edit the music video in iMovie, you’ll be able to add crossfades, 
transitions, graphics, and other common rock-video elements. (See Figure 3-2.)

Live Stage Performances
Filming a live stage performance, such as a play, musical, concert, or dance, is extremely 
challenging. It poses four enormous challenges: capturing the sound, getting power, 
capturing the picture, and getting permission in the first place.

Getting Permission
At most professional performances, the management doesn’t permit camcorders. 
Whether union rules, copyright rules, house rules, or simple paranoia is at play, the 
bottom line is that using a camcorder (or any camera) is usually forbidden. 

That leaves you two alternatives: Confine your footage to performances where cam-
corders are OK, such as the choir concert at the elementary school—or film surrep-
titiously. (As the size of camcorders shrinks year by year, the latter option is becoming 
ever more popular among people who don’t mind flouting the rules.)

Capturing the Sound
When you’re filming a performance from the audience, your camcorder gets hope-
lessly confused. It’s programmed to record the closest sounds, which, in this case, are 
the little coughs, chuckles, and seat-creaks of the audience members around you. 
The people on stage, meanwhile, come through only faintly, with the hollow echo 
that comes from recording people who are far away from the microphone. As any 
camcorder buff who’s filmed her kid’s school play can tell you, the resulting video is 
often very unsatisfying. 

You have alternatives, but they require some effort. One option is to equip your 
camcorder with an external microphone—a unidirectional-style one. Mount it on a 
pole that puts the microphone over the audience’s heads. 

If the show has its own sound system—that is, if it’s miked and amplified—you 
may be able to snake an external microphone up to the speaker system, so that your 
camcorder is benefiting from the microphones worn by every actor. Better yet, you 
can sometimes persuade the management to let you hook up your camcorder to the 
sound system itself. Connect the cable to the audio input of your camcorder, if you 
have one. (Unfortunately, connecting it to the microphone input may overload your 
sound circuitry and produce distortion.)

Music Videos

iMovie08_Ch03.F.indd   68 10/8/07   11:29:16 AM



	 chapter 3: special event filming	 69

Getting Power
Before worrying about the visual quality of your live-performance footage, worry 
about the power. Are the batteries charged? Do you have enough battery power to film 
the entire show? If so, have you thought about when you can swap batteries without 
missing something good?

If you’re filming with permission, you may be able to plug your camcorder into a power 
outlet, which neatly solves this problem. Unfortunately, because of the extension cord 
tripping hazard, this solution presents itself fairly rarely. (If you do get permission to 
lay down extension cords, tape them to the floor using duct tape, like generations of 
professional film crews before you.)

Capturing the Picture
Now you’ve got to worry about where you’re going to sit or stand. Sometimes you 
don’t have a choice—you’ll just have to sit in your seat and do the best you can. (Keep 
your screen closed when shooting; keeping it open both distracts the other audience 
members and gets you in trouble with management.) 

Thanks to the powerful zoom on today’s camcorders, standing at the back of the 
theater is frequently a more attractive alternative. There you may even be able to use 
a tripod, much to the benefit of your footage and the relief of your muscles. Doing 
so means that the camcorder will be able to shoot over the heads of the audience 
members—another real advantage over shooting from your seat.

Technically speaking, filming a live performance on a fairly distant, brightly lit stage 
requires three special considerations:

	 •	Use the manual focus trick. Nowhere is this secret (see page 53) more useful than 
when you’re filming a live stage performance. Autofocus generally fails you in these 
circumstances, because the camera tries to focus on the nearest object—the head 
of the lady in row 34. This autofocus syndrome, which arbitrarily blurs the picture 
as you film, is the number-one destroyer of homemade performance videos.

		 Use the manual focus to get the picture sharpened up in its fully zoomed-in state 
before you begin rolling tape. Then you’ll be able to zoom in or out during the 
performance without ever worrying about the focus.

	 •	Adjust the exposure. Stage lights and spotlights throw camcorders for a loop. These 
lights pour very bright light onto the performers’ faces, but throw normal light on 
the rest of the set. The result is a broad spectrum of brightness—too broad for a 
camcorder’s sensors. The auto-exposure feature of your camcorder does its best 
to figure out its mission, but it usually makes a mess of things in medium or wide 
shots, turning every actor’s face into a radioactive white blur with no features at 
all (Figure 3-3).

		 Solving the problem requires you to override the auto-exposure feature. Consult 
the camcorder’s manual for instructions. On Sony camcorders, for example, you 
press the Exposure button on the left side of the camera and then turn a thumb 

Live Stage  
Performances
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knob to adjust the exposure. Turn this knob downward to make the picture darker. 
After a moment, you’ll see the features return to the actors’ faces. 

		 Be ready to turn that exposure knob the other way on short notice, however. You 
can expect the stage lights to be full up during the big, full-cast, song-and-dance 
numbers, but other scenes may be lit dimly for dramatic effect. Such scenes are 
equally troublesome for camcorders, since turning up the exposure knob can help 
a lot but may introduce graininess to the picture. There’s not much you can do in 
this situation, because camcorders simply thrive on light.

Tip: Whenever you use your camcorder’s manual exposure control, be very careful about trusting your LCD 
monitor for feedback. On most camcorders, this screen has its own brightness control, which, when set to 
a very bright or very dim setting, can lead you astray as you set your exposure knob. For best results, gauge 
the effect of your manual exposure fiddling by looking only through the eyepiece viewfinder.

	 •	Know the show. The best performance videos are made by somebody who’s familiar 
with the performance. Only they know in advance when to use a wide shot, when 
to use a closeup, and so on.

		 When you’re zoomed out all the way, you can’t see any faces—a distinct drawback 
in a dramatic performance. For this reason, you’ll be tempted to use the zoom a lot 
when you’re filming a theatrical performance. Unfortunately, actors have a habit of 
moving during the scene—from the camcorder operator’s standpoint, a distinctly 
annoying behavior. No sooner have you found your kid and zoomed into his face 
when he moves, leaving you to film 7 seconds of empty set as you try to hunt for 
a human being. (Professionals learn to keep both eyes open when shooting. One 
eye is on the eyepiece when framing, and the other eye occasionally looks around 
to see what else is happening in the scene and to prepare for subjects that might 
enter the frame.) 

		 If it’s possible to attend a dress rehearsal or a previous performance, therefore, your 
footage will be vastly improved. You’ll know in advance when the big, full-stage 
moments come, and when to zoom in for closeups.

Figure 3-3: 
The solution to the 
bright-face syn-
drome in shows 
(left) is to turn 
down the exposure 
(right). Unfortu-
nately, when the 
actors’ faces look 
good, the set may 
wind up too dark.

Live Stage  
Performances
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Tip: If the show is really important, consider shooting it twice. At the second performance, position the 
camera in a different place and shoot different kinds of shots. Later, you can use iMovie to combine the 
footage from the two performances. By splicing in one camera’s shot, then the other—thereby changing 
camera angles and zoom amounts without missing a beat—you simulate the effect of having two cameras 
at the same performance. 

You also have a backup in case you missed a key entrance, joke, or pratfall during the first performance.

Speeches
What to worry about when filming talks, presentations, and speeches: the sound. 
Exactly as when filming live stage performances, your camcorder’s built-in micro-
phone does a lousy job of picking up a speaker more than 10 feet away. To remedy the 
problem, use a tie-clip microphone on extension cords, get a wireless mike, or run an 
external microphone to the loudspeakers (if the talk is amplified) or even directly to 
the sound system’s mixing board.

Otherwise, the only other problem you’ll encounter is the question-and-answer session, 
if there is one. In an auditorium situation, not only will you have a terrible time (because 
there isn’t enough time) trying to train the camera on the person asking the question, 
but you won’t pick up the sound at all. You can only pray that the guest speaker will 
be smart enough to repeat the question before providing the answer.

Tip: Capturing audience reaction shots for use as cutaways is a great idea when you’re recording a talk. 
Splicing these shots into the finished iMovie film can make any speech footage more interesting, and gives 
you the freedom to edit the speech if necessary.

If your goal is to capture the entire talk, and you’ve got only a single camcorder, you’ll have to get the reaction 
shots before or after the talk. Don’t just pan around to the audience while the speaker is speaking. 

Sports
Filming sporting events is, in general, a breeze. Most take place outdoors, neatly solv-
ing all lighting problems, and the only sound that’s important at a sporting event is 
usually the crowd’s reaction, which your camcorder captures exquisitely. Most of the 
time, you’ll be zoomed out all the way, because there’s too much motion to worry 
about closeups. (And when you do want closeups, you’ll know exactly when to zoom 
out again, thanks to the structured nature of most sports. Every baseball play begins 
the same way, for example.)

If your aim is to film a player for training purposes, or to study a golf swing or ten-
nis stroke as it’s played back in slow motion or frame by frame, consider using your 
camcorder’s high-speed shutter feature. When you use this special recording mode, 
the camcorder records the action in a strange, frame-flashing sort of way. When you 
play this footage back, you can use the slow-motion or freeze-frame controls on your 
camcorder with sensational, crisp, clear results.

Live Stage  
Performances
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Caution: The high-speed shutter is effective only in very bright, sunny, outdoor light. If you try to use it 
indoors, outdoors when it’s overcast, or in shadow, all kinds of unpleasant side effects result. You may get 
flickering and stuttering motion, the autofocus feature may stop working, colors may not look right, and the 
picture in general will seem too dim.

Photos and Old Movies
Most people associate video with moving images, but video “slideshows” can be ex-
tremely satisfying to watch, especially if you add commentary or music in iMovie. 
With a tripod, a music stand, and good lighting, your camcorder is all set to preserve 
your family photos forever.

If the photos were taken with a digital camera, there’s nothing to it: Just import them 
as described in Chapter 12.

The challenge is what to do about photos that aren’t digital—the old kind, the paper 
kind, the kind you’ll confront if you put together a biographical video about anyone 
who’s more than six years old.

Old Photos
Tactic one: Get the old pictures into the Mac using a scanner. As described in Chapter 
12, you can then drop them into your iMovie storyboard electronically, without hav-
ing to mess with lights, focus, tripod, and so on.

Tactic two: Film the photos with the camcorder. Take each photo out of its frame, 
prop it on a music stand or tape it to the wall, and slip a big black piece of cardboard 
behind it. Set up the camcorder so that it’s directly aimed at the photo; otherwise, 
the photo may look skewed or distorted when filmed. Use the manual focus on your 
camcorder, zoom in an appropriate amount, position the tripod and lights so that 
there’s no glare, and begin shooting. If you’re getting glare from the photo, use two 
lights, one on each side of the photo, each at a 45-degree angle to it.

Scanning produces a more professional effect. Still, filming the photos gives you some 
interesting creative possibilities, like surrounding each photo with meaningful memo-
rabilia, capitalizing on late-afternoon sun slanting in through a window, and so on. 

Shooting Slides
You can transfer slides to your movie in either of two ways:

	 •	Project the slides onto a slide screen or white wall, and then film them with your 
camcorder. To make the slide’s image sharper, put the projector as close as possible 
to the screen. Position the camera right next to the projector, so that it doesn’t 
wind up filming the projected slide at an angle.

	 •	Have a Kodak shop or a local service bureau scan your slides, transferring them 
to a CD. (If your scanner has a slide attachment, you may even be able to do this 
yourself, although it can be a finicky procedure.) Then you can import the slides 

Sports
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electronically into iMovie, as described in Chapter 12. This method ensures the 
highest possible quality and saves you a lot of setup hassle. 

Transferring Old Movies to Digital
Transferring old movies to the camcorder is another good idea. If these older movies 
are on videotape, such as VHS cassettes or 8mm videotapes from an older camcorder, 
you’re in good shape. Transferring them onto your digital camcorder is fairly easy, if 
you have the right equipment. (See Chapter 4.)

Transferring old film to your camcorder is a more difficult proposition. Photographic 
catalogs sell mirror-based gadgets just for this purpose. In essence, this apparatus lets 
you run the film projector, which projects the old movie onto a tiny movie screen. 
Your camcorder simply films the film. Unfortunately, the camcorder can pick up quite 
a bit of grain and picture deterioration in the process.

You can also send your old reels out to a commercial transfer shop. Most local photo-
developing outfits and camera shops will handle this transaction for you. 

Weddings
Ah, weddings! Everybody loves weddings—especially camcorder manufacturers. Talk 
about once-in-a-lifetime (all right, very-few-times-in-a-lifetime) occasions! What 
bigger event could there be to drive somebody to buy a camcorder?

Where to Stand
If you’re just a friend or family member in the audience, you’ve got no choice about 
where to position the camcorder. You’ll have to shoot from your seat or stand in the 
back. 

But suppose that you’re a wedding videographer—or becoming one. (That’s an  
excellent idea, by the way, if you’ve been thinking about going into business for yourself. 
You, with your digital camcorder and iMovie, can advertise your superior equipment, 
lower costs, and greater editing flexibility when compared with all the poor slobs still 
lugging around older, analog equipment.)

From the videographer’s standpoint, weddings are tricky. If you’ve only got one 
camcorder, where do you stand during the vows? From the spectators’ side, where 
you can’t capture the faces of the bride and groom? Or from the opposite side, where 
you get the bride and groom, but can’t see the scene the way the spectators see it? 
Here are a few solutions:

	 •	Film the rehearsal. The idea is that later, in iMovie, you can splice in some of this 
footage as though it were captured with a second camera on the day of the wed-
ding. The rehearsal isn’t usually “in costume,” of course, so you won’t fool anyone 
with your footage of the bride and groom in their sweatshirts and blue jeans. But 
the presiding official (minister, rabbi, justice of the peace) may well be in official 
garb at rehearsal time. At the very least, you can grab some footage of him at the 
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Being Unobtrusive
Anyone who hires a wedding videographer has already swallowed hard and accepted 
that there’s going to be somebody running around the ceremony with a bunch of 

Weddings

22 Shots for Your Wedding Video
Take it from a wedding-video veteran, Doug Graham of 
Panda Video Productions: There’s a certain set of shots 
you’ve got to include if you’re the one who’s been asked to 
film it. Here they are:

1. Bride and bridesmaids dressing. (Keep it G-rated!)

2. Exterior of the church.

3. Wedding party arriving at church.

4. Continuous roll of the ceremony, from prior to bride’s 
entrance to the couple’s walk down the aisle at the end. 
Use two cameras, if you can—place one in the back third 
of the church. Using the handheld, position yourself on the 
bridesmaids’ side of the aisle at the altar steps. Shoot the 
procession. After the bride arrives, move to a tripod placed 
behind the officiant and on the groom’s side. This gives the 
best shot of the bride during the vows. (Coordinate and clear 
this with the officiant beforehand.)

If you can, take a moment later to film a reenactment of the ring 
ceremony. Get a good closeup of rings being slipped onto 
fingers, which you can splice into iMovie later.

5. Any special touches in the ceremony, like a solo song, 
unity-candle lighting, and so on.

6. Reaction shots of bride’s and groom’s families.

7. The photographer’s formal posed shots.

8. Wedding party leaving church.

9. Wedding party arriving at reception. (This’ll take some 
good planning and fast driving on your part!)

10. Bride and groom entering reception.

11. First dance.

12. Mom’s dance with the groom.

13. Dad’s dance with the bride.

14. Best man’s toast.

15. Cake cutting.

16. Garter toss.

17. Guestbook signings.

18. Special dances and ceremonies at the reception.

19. Interviews with guests.

20. Interview with the bride and groom.

21. Footage for use as cutaways: cake, presents, decorations, 
flower arrangements, the DJ or band. Get a copy of the wed-
ding announcement, and souvenirs (such as specially printed 
napkins), so that you can film them for closeups later.

22. Guests saying goodbye.

Don’t shoot: People eating. Backs of heads. People backlit 
by windows. Drunks. 

Interviews at a wedding are a real art. I just have the guests 
pass around the mike and ask them to “say a few words 
to the happy couple.” Some good leading questions might 
be: 

- What can you tell me about how Bill and Sue met?

- What did you feel when you learned they were engaged?

- What do you think Bill should do to keep Sue happy?

- Where do you think Bill and Sue will be years from now?

- What do you think Sue loves most about Bill?

When interviewing the bride and groom, I do it individually, 
rather than together. I ask each of them the same questions: 
How did you meet? Tell me how the relationship grew. When 
did you first know Tim was “the one”? Tell me about how he 
proposed? What are your plans for the future?

Then I cut the responses together when editing. The juxtaposition 
of the two viewpoints can be funny, touching, or poignant. 

I always remind my on-camera folks to answer questions 
in complete sentences. For example, if I ask “What’s your 
name?”, I don’t want, “Joe.” I want, “My name is Joe.” That 
way, I can edit out my questions later, and the response will 
be complete in itself.

FROM THE FIELD
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		 Fortunately, if you’re going to make your own movie, it doesn’t make one bit of 
difference how your screenplay is formatted. Format it however you like, just so 
your actors can read it.

	 •	Location. You’ll have to figure out where you’re going to shoot each scene—and 
get permission to shoot there. Does the restaurant owner know, for example, that 
you’ll be bringing in lights and sound equipment? 

Tip: Instead of traveling to a special location for shooting, you can often save money and hassle by turning 
your own backyard or living room into a set. Just a few key props and set dressings may be enough to suggest, 
for example, an office, jungle, or police station—especially if it’s preceded, in your movie, by an establishing 
shot showing your characters going into such a building.

	 •	Preproduction. Before shooting, make “shopping lists.” Go through the script 
and make lists of which actors are in which scenes, what clothes and props they’ll 
need for those scenes, and so on. Preproduction, the planning phase, is where a 
production is set up to succeed or fail.

		 You should also make a written list of the shots that you want to get, so that when 
everyone arrives on the set and all hell breaks loose, you won’t forget any critical 
shots. Lists prevent memory blocks.

	 •	Actors. Who’s going to star in your movie? You can get friends to do it, of course. 
You can recruit people from acting classes, colleges, or theaters in your area. They’ll 
probably be delighted to participate, in exchange for nothing but the experience, 
good treatment, and good food. (You’d be surprised how important the food is.)

		 Or you can get professional actors, with the help of a talent agency. You choose 
them by holding an audition, and you pay for their participation.

	 •	Editing. After you’ve shot the various scenes of your movie—which, of course, you 
don’t have to do in sequence—you’ll assemble the film in iMovie. This is where 
you decide how long each shot should take, which camera angle to use, which take 
to use (which of several versions of the scene you’ve shot), and so on. 

		 In the real film world, this editing phase, called postproduction, often takes longer 
than the actual filming. Incredible magic takes place in the cutting room; the film 
editor alone can make or break the feeling, mood, and impact of the movie. You 
can read more about editing tricks in Chapter 13.

If you’ve never made an actual movie before, start small. Make a short (a brief movie), 
which, in the age of independent films, is becoming an increasingly popular format. 
(In March 2000, Woody Allen made a 6-minute movie to protest the construction 
of a skyscraper in a beloved area of Manhattan.) Starting with a short film is a great 
idea not just because it prevents you from biting off more than you can chew, but 
also because the average Mac’s hard drive can’t hold more than about 60 minutes of 
raw footage at a time. 
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Making a short is also excellent practice for reducing a movie down to its absolutely 
essential elements, trimming out the superfluous shots and scenes—a highly prized 
talent that will pay off when you graduate to full-length movies. As they say in the 
biz: “If it doesn’t move the story forward, it holds it back.” (More editing advice in 
Chapter 13.)
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