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nough talk, it’s time for some
action. We’ve filled many an
entertaining page of
MacFormat talking about all

the latest developments in DV – covering
everything that’s new and exciting in
software (from Final Cut Pro and Premiere
to iMovie) and hardware (from the iMac DV
to semi-professional camcorders). But talk
is cheap and we thought it was high time
we reminded ourselves why we were so
excited about DV in the first place: to get
back – to use that now unpleasantly
political phrase – to basics.

We’re going to take the focus slightly
away from ooh-ing and ahh-ing over the
sexy kit (although there’ll probably still be
some of that, we’re only human after all)

and blimey-that’s-clever-ing over the
cunning software tricks (although, to be
honest, there’ll be some of that, too) and
instead we’ll get right to the heart of the
matter and talk about making movies.

This is the first part of a four-part series
on DV, which will take us from planning
and shooting video, through to the final
output stage when finished masterpieces
are presented to an eager viewing public.

We’re going to start with possibly the
hardest part of video making: the planning,
the shooting and the capturing of the raw
footage. This is the part that involves the
most actual physical effort – you have to
get up from in front of your Mac and go
out and video some stuff – and the one
that generates the largest amount of

esoteric advice. You can do degree courses
in movie-making, so there’s obviously
plenty to know, but we’re going to start
with some simple basics.

In the next few tutorials we’ll cover
editing, post-production and final output,
and by the time we’re done, we hope we’ll
have inspired you to get that Web movie
done, spruce up the holiday videos or
produce that art-house masterpiece you’ve
been thinking about for ages. It doesn’t
matter whether you use iMovie or Premiere
6.0, a JVC GR-DVL107 or a Sony DCR-
VX2000; it doesn’t matter whether you
want to make a digital movie or just make
a record of a family outing, the important
thing is that you make some video. And
we’ll give you all the help we can.

DV action

E

words Tim Norris
In the first of a four-part series on getting the most from your DV set up,
we’ve got some practical tips on preparing to shoot video.
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As far as we’re able to, we’re going to use
the most general terms in this series. It
shouldn’t matter what kit and software you
use, just that you learn a bit more about
using it all to its best advantage. We could
write pages and pages about choosing
hardware and software and still be no
nearer to actually making a video, so we’re
going to dispense all that stuff and keep it
as non-specific as possible.

So, in thoroughly non-specific terms: if
you want to make movies with your Mac,
you’ll need a MiniDV camcorder with at
least a DV-out connection – all the
currently available camcorders have one.
You’ll need a Mac with a FireWire port and
a suitably fast and capacious hard drive –
any Mac with a FireWire port built in will
have a suitable drive, and if you intend to
use an add-on card you should check that
your hard drive is capable of sustaining a
write speed of about 5MB/sec. You’ll need a
4-pin to 6-pin FireWire cable (often
supplied with the Mac or the camcorder,
but about £20 otherwise) to connect the
two together. And you’ll need some editing
software to capture and manipulate the
video (FireWire Macs come with iMovie 2
these days, but there are more expensive
options if you want to go in that direction).
Throughout the series we’re going to
assume that you have all of this stuff in
some form or other and are at least on
nodding terms with most of it.

Even more kit
Now that you’ve taken the plunge and are
thinking of turning the family camcorder
into a movie-making device there are a few
other bits and bobs you should think about
adding to your collection of video kit.

Basic extras for the video hobbyist
include a high-capacity battery (see the box
headed “This Is Your (Battery) Life” for more
on batteries), a tripod (a cheap one will do
fine, but if you want to spend extra on a

special fluid-damped video head you’ll have
even more fun) and, if your camcorder has
a filter thread, a decent UV filter which will
provide physical protection for the lens and
get rid of some of the haze caused by
scattered UV light, when shooting
outdoors. If your camcorder has a
headphone socket then a pair of
headphones (even Walkman types) can be
helpful. An external microphone is also a
good idea for movie-type stuff (although it
will be more of a hindrance than a help
when you’re trying to capture days out and
special occasions). There are loads of other
bits and pieces, some more useful than
others, that you can acquire as you go on,
but that should get you started.

I have a cunning plan
The key to having a good time while you’re
making videos is to make sure you’ve got a
plan. It’s especially important if you’re
shooting a fictional piece involving other

people (there’s nothing more tedious than
hanging around for an hour while
someone tries to work out what to do
next), but it can be an invaluable help with
the documentary-style videos we all usually
shoot (more commonly referred to as
“videoing a day out with the family”).

Obviously, if you’re going to shoot fiction
you’ll have a script, but you need to take it
a little further than that. You need to
decide on locations (even if it’s just the
living room and the garden) and work out
exactly how you’re going to shoot the
action and dialogue. If you can, even draw a
little bit. It might help to sketch out a
storyboard to give yourself an idea how

|
Look out for odd, interesting or

useful things to use as links and

cutaways in the finished piece

SFX, LIES AND
VIDEOTAPE
Special effects can add a touch of
magic to any production and seem to
be fiendishly complicated. Mostly
though, it’s just about working
everything out in advance and making
sure you’ve got the right material to
work with.

For instance, props can be made to
float or fly by supporting them on
wires, and you can use post-
production tools such as Commotion
or After Effects to remove all traces of
the supports quite easily. Just make
sure that at some point during the
shoot you plan to get a “clean plate” –
a shot of the scene with no actors,
props or wires – so that you can use
this clean background when you’re
doing your digital tidying up.

Free 3D packages abound (Strata 3D
was on the MF92 CD-ROM) and a little
bit of 3D animation can work wonders.
To make it easier to fit the animation
to the live action, make sure you use a
tripod (it’s impossible to match a 3D
shot to a handheld camera) and don’t
move the camera. Take time to
measure where everything is in the
real world, so you can set up your
virtual world to match it. Measure the
height of the camcorder above the
ground and its position relative to
something else in the scene such as a
wall or a table then use this data to
set up the camera in your 3D package.
Take the measurements of some large
object in the shot, so you can make a
rough model of it in the virtual world
(you can delete it before you render)
to help you with perspective and
positioning – especially with the exact
angle of the virtual camera, which can
be hellishly difficult to work out. Note
the position of the main light sources
in the real world, so you can do your
best to match them in the 3D world.

The batteries supplied with camcorders have a woefully short life – usually around one hour. At first you’ll
think that this is plenty – a standard tape’s only an hour, so how much more are you going to shoot in a day?

The problem is that battery life is calculated based
on continuous recording – and that’s not what you
do on a shoot. You stop, you start, you view without
recording, you play back takes to check them... all
sorts of things make sure your shooting is far from
continuous, and you’ll probably find that a “one
hour” battery will last until just before lunchtime and
get you about 15-20 minutes of video. High-capacity
batteries tend to be big and ugly and don’t do
anything for your camcorder’s appearance, but they
do enhance the filming experience by giving you
longer to shoot.

Battery capacity is quoted in milliamp-hours
(mAh). A typical camcorder battery might be around
800mAh, which means that it can supply a current of
800mA for one hour. For most practical purposes, you
can scale battery capacity linearly, so that the same
battery could supply a current of 400mA for two

hours or 1,600mA for half an hour, for instance.
Manufacturers don’t actually tell you the current

used by their camcorders in so many words, but they
do tell you everything you need to work it out. Look
in the manual and on the battery markings for the
specifications and you should find figures for the
voltage and for the power consumption, which will
be in Watts and will probably be quoted for the
camcorder with the LCD open and with it closed. The
current is the power divided by the voltage (I = P/V).
However, don’t forget that this is the current in amps
– to get the current in milliamps, you’ll need to
multiply the figure by 1,000.

Now, to work out how long a battery will last,
simply divide the battery capacity (in mAh) by the
current (in mA) and that will give you the time in
hours it takes to completely exhaust the battery
(time = capacity/current).

THIS IS YOUR (BATTERY) LIFE
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your shots might fit together (if you can’t
draw, a package such as Poser can be
helpful for working out shots of people).

You and your actors should be prepared
to do each scene several times, shooting it
from several different angles (they call it
“coverage” in the movie world), so that it
can be cut together at the editing stage to
make things more interesting and
compelling (we’ll be talking about this a
little more next issue). Your storyboard will
help you visualise all this before you drag
your actors out onto the windswept moors.

Planning for special events shooting is a
more nebulous notion, but you can help
yourself by having an idea of what you’d
like to end up with. Videos of birthday
parties, weddings, bar mitzvahs and the 
like tend to tell the story of the day in a
chronological way, trying to capture the
mood, show the people, and to be a record
of the event to aid misty-eyed reminiscence
in the years to come. The structure is more
or less sorted out for you before you begin,
but you can make it more interesting by
having a think beforehand about what
sort of shots might be good to include.

Organised celebrations often have set-
piece ceremonies such as cake-cutting,
present-giving or speech-making, so have 
a scout around and see if you can get
yourself into a decent position from which
to shoot them. Can you get a shot of the
crowd from there, too, for a cutaway of
Granny laughing at Uncle Bill’s speech? At
kids’ parties, try holding the camcorder low
to give a child’s-eye view of the event (you
might also remember a sequence in the
Channel 4 series I, Camcorder, where Robert
Llewellyn mounted a camcorder on a radio-
controlled car to follow the kids as they
played in the street).

Look out for odd, interesting or useful
things to use as links and cutaways in the
finished piece (we’ll talk about this in more
detail in the next issue). If you’re filming a
family day out at a theme park, for
instance, make sure you get at least one
clear shot of the big banner over the
entrance, so you can use it in the title
sequence. It doesn’t matter whether you
get it on the way in or on the way out – you
can put it wherever you want in the movie

in the edit. Similarly, get shots of menus in
restaurants, signs, doorways, anything –
keep thinking about how to tell the story
without using too many subtitles or bits of
distracting narration.

With nothing scripted, a great amount
of what happens is unpredictable and
getting the really good stuff is often about
luck. But if you’ve given it just a little bit of
thought in advance, you might be in a
position to anticipate the good stuff, so you
don’t have to rely so heavily on luck.

Let there be...
Lights are a pretty essential part of video,
what with it being a visual medium and all.
DV likes lots of light but if you’re not
aiming for commercial release of your
video you can just about get away with the
image quality you get using available light,
even indoors.

If you want to beef up the lighting
indoors without buying or renting
expensive specialist lights, look out for
inexpensive spotlights (clip-on ones are
good) that can take high-wattage spotlight
bulbs and use them. Lighting can create all
sorts of moods and effects and is an art in
itself, but basic three-point lighting will get
you a long way without involving you in a
four-year course in film lighting.

Start with a key light. This is a bright
light that casts the main shadows and
comes from in front of the subject, but to
one side (if it’s head-on everything looks
flat). Balancing that is the fill light. This is a
softer light, again in front of the subject,
but on the other side to slightly illuminate
the shadows cast by the key light without
completely eliminating them or casting any
shadows of its own.

Finally, a backlight (aka rim light or edge
light), behind the subject, serves to define
the edges of the subject to lift it away from
the background.

With those three lights you can light just
about any scene, but as we said, if it’s just a
bit of fun, you can make do with the
available light and grin and bear it through
the badly lit bits.

For most of us, shooting outdoors means
using the sun as our light source. On the
one hand this is good, because it’s

You know that weird perspective-changing thing you see when someone suddenly realises the awful truth of
their situation? It’s sometimes called contra-zoom. You’d know it, if you saw it – the subject stands perfectly
still, but the background zooms out around them. It’s like that sinking feeling you get when your world
suddenly falls apart – Hitchcock used it in Vertigo. Ever wondered how it’s done? Well, it’s easy.

When you zoom in on something,
it’s as if you’re moving closer to
the action, but it’s not actually
the same as moving the camera.
As you zoom, you also change the
perspective, making objects seem
closer together – as if everything’s
been squeezed in towards you.
Conversely, when you zoom out,
you not only get more in, but it all
seems more spread out. This

perceived change in the depth of
the shot is what we’ll use.

You’ll need some means of
moving yourself or the camera
smoothly towards the subject –
sitting in a supermarket trolley
would be ideal if it didn’t require
the illegal acquisition of the
trolley – and maybe an assistant
to gently push you. As you move
towards your subject they’ll

appear to get bigger, so you
simultaneously zoom out to keep
them the same size in the frame.
If you get it just right (and it will
take quite a bit of rehearsal to get
the rate of movement and the
rate of zoom perfectly matched),
you’ll see your subject standing
perfectly still, while the
background changes around
them. It’s an oldie, but a goodie.

A COOL CAMERA TRICK TOP TIP
Build your own stock footage library
by looking out for interesting shots
whenever you have your camcorder
with you. Planes, trains, forests and
waterfalls – anything you see might be
useful one day.

TINY TIP
Remember that any transitions and
effects will have to be rendered and
will create more files, so never fill your
hard drive with captured video or
there’ll be no room for the fancy stuff.

TOP 5
SHOOTING TIPS

1 Keep it steady. If you’re shooting
handheld, hold the camcorder in

both hands to get the steadiest shot
possible and switch on the image
stabilisation, should you have it. Be
careful, though – digital image
stabilisation works well, but
sometimes at the expense of image
clarity and brightness.

If you’re using a tripod, switch it
off and get the quality back.

2 Don’t over-use the zoom, it can
make viewers feel sick. If you need

to re-frame a shot, it’s better to stop
the camera, re-frame it and then start
again, although you can get rid of the
zoom in the edit. If you don’t want to
miss any action, zoom slowly or try to
hide the zoom with another camera
movement – a slow pan works well.

3 Don’t move the camera too fast –
this will also make your viewers

feel queasy.

4 Shut up. The camcorder mic is
nearer to you than anyone else –

if you keep talking that’s all your
audience will hear. If you want to add
narration, do it at the edit stage.

5 Think about direction of
movement. If your subject leaves 

a shot moving left to right, you
shouldn’t have them enter the very
next shot moving right to left – it’s
confusing. If you’re thinking about the
edit as you shoot, you might be able to
avoid it. But if you can’t avoid it, make
plans to get some other shot to
somehow cover or explain the change
of direction. Get a shot as the camera’s
point of view changes, for instance.
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completely free, but on the other hand it’s
bad due to its lack of reliability. However,
we’re focusing on the positive aspects of
video making here, so let’s ignore the fact
that the sun goes behind clouds and moves
during the day and concentrate on what
we can do to help ourselves.

Professional moviemakers use lights
outdoors, and their movies look better for
it. The problem for us is that to make any
difference in daylight, movie lights have to
be uncommonly bright and that means
expensive, power-draining specialist
lighting rigs, not to mention generators
and cables.

For the keen amateur, the best piece of
lighting equipment for exterior shots is a
large piece of stiff white card. Many people
prefer a sheet of expanded polystyrene,
because it’s more rigid and much easier to
handle, but it’s not so easy to transport
(unlike card, you can’t roll it up), so make
your own choice. Whichever you use, its job
is to serve as a reflector to provide a fill
light – imagine the sun as your key light
with someone kneeling out of shot on the
other side holding the card, so it reflects a
soft fill light. You could clamp it on some
sort of improvised stand, if you’re short of
crew – and don’t rule out the possibility of
using another reflector (actually, they’re
called “bounce cards”) as a backlight. To
make the card even more versatile, glue
some aluminium foil on the other side for 
a harsher, brighter effect. You can use the
same trick indoors, too – especially if you’re
using sunlight from a window.

Can you hear me, Mother?
Video, of course, is a visual medium, but
that doesn’t mean that sound isn’t
important. Camcorder mics are usually very
good and can make a pretty decent job of
capturing the sounds that go with your
images. For documentary filming you can
stick with the built-in mics and rely on

editing and post-production to clean things
up (we’ll talk about sound effects and
audio processing in a later issue).

On more planned and controlled shoots,
you should give some thought to the
possibility of using an external mic, if your
camcorder has a socket for one. By getting
the mic closer to your actors or presenter,
you’ll get a much better sound. Getting the
mic away from the camcorder’s motor
noise doesn’t hurt, either.

As with all this video stuff, you can get
extremely fussy about exactly what sort of
mic you use and spend days researching
the styles and response patterns of all the
mics on the market. For general use, any
half-decent directional mic will do the job,
and if you can strap it to a broom handle,
you can use it as a boom mic.

The type of mic most commonly used in
video is the very directional “shotgun” mic,
which only picks up sound from a narrow
zone directly in front of it. Because of this,
you need to make sure it’s pointing directly
at your subject, which can be quite tricky
and might require the help of a quick-
witted boom operator. You can also get
these mics (sometimes referred to as zoom
mics) as add-ons for many camcorders, in
which case they mount on top of the
camcorder itself.

The mic socket on your camcorder will
be a stereo 3.5mm jack, so ideally, you
should either use a stereo mic or get hold
of a mono-stereo jack socket adaptor from
your local electronics store. You can fudge it
by pushing a mono jack all the way home
and then pulling it out slightly (you can
check that you’ve got sound in both
channels using headphones if you’re
suitably equipped), but it’s not ideal.

For solo actors or presenters/reporters
you might prefer a tie-clip (“lavalier”) mic –
they’re relatively inexpensive and come
with metres and metres of cable. And if
you’ve got the budget and really want to

push the boat out, use  a radio mic.
As well as recording action and speech,

it’s also a good idea to get a minute or two
of ambient noise from your location. Shoot
a “wild track”, where all you can hear is the
background sound (kids in the park,
babbling brook, etc) without anyone talking
– you might need it to tidy things up at the
editing stage. Pros also get the sound of
the set without anyone on it (even silence
has its own characteristics) which they can
also use to cover edits and other tricky
moments. Whatever you do, keep an ear
open for distracting background sounds
(planes are a particular nightmare) and
don’t worry about it as long as you’re sure
your audience will hear what’s going on.

That’s a wrap, boys and girls
That’s not it, by any means – and we could
say lots more about shooting, lighting and
recording techniques, but we’re trying to
inspire you to make movies, not bog you
down with technical detail.

In the next issue we’ll cover what to do
with all that footage (recorded video is still
referred to as “footage” even though it’s no
longer measured as feet of film) once it’s in
your editing package, and talk about how
to edit for action and dialogue.

For now though, you’d better get out
and video some stuff, or we’ll have nothing
to edit next time. MF

There’s nothing tricky about capturing clips, and the basic procedures are the same for all the major editing packages. However, there are a few things you
might want to think about before you get stuck in…

CAPTURE

Premiere makes capturing clips simple. Whichever method
you choose, try to make sure you get at least a couple of
seconds more at the beginning and end of the clip than
you think you’ll need (these extra bits are sometimes
called “handles”) – it might make it easier to fine-tune
your edit later.

Final Cut Pro 1.2, like Premiere, has a batch-capture facility.
Before you capture video onto your Mac, go through the
whole tape and log all the clips, so you can decide which
you’ll want to capture, then let the Mac do all the
capturing for you while you take a break.

iMovie has the great “Automatically start new clip at scene
break” feature, so your footage comes in ready-to-edit
clips. But remember that there’s only limited space on the
shelf and on your hard drive, so capture only the clips
you’ll need. If you’re going to be capturing loads, change
the Preferences so that imported clips go straight to the
movie instead of the shelf.

Pan: swivelling the camera from side to side without changing
its position – like turning your head.
Tilt: swivelling the camera up and down.
Cant: tipping the camera on its side (remember the TV version 
of Batman).
Track/Dolly: moving the camera backwards and forwards.
Truck/Crab: moving the camera from side to side.
Zoom: changing the focal length of the lens. This brings things
closer/moves them further away and changes the perspective 
of the shot without having to move the camera.
Nausea: what your audience will feel, if you over-use these.

JARGON

Some Camera Jargon To Make You Sound Knowledgeable
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