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Introduction
I truly love the power of video. It’s my favorite medium for telling stories because it gives me 

the ability to capture life and emotion. For more than 25 years, I’ve been shooting video, cap-

turing family moments on the weekend and creating television commercials, broadcast news, 

and web video on the weekdays. 

However, the best feeling is not seeing my own work, but rather watching others catch 

enthusiasm and decide to become visual storytellers. Two years ago I set out to document 

the merger of photography and video when I co-wrote From Still to Motion: A photog-

rapher’s guide to creating video with your DSLR for Peachpit Press. The book was well 

received by the pro community, but I heard from many that they needed a foundation to 

build on. I also talked to friends, relatives, and even perfect strangers who wanted to learn 

how to shoot great video on a tight budget (without having to rope their friends into 

being part of the crew).

To this end, I present Creating DSLR Video: From Snapshots to Great Shots. I set out to 

teach people how to make better video and short films using minimal gear and resources. 

The goal is to make the most of what you have and focus on building the core skills you 

need to succeed. Whether you’re just getting started with video or you’re an enthusiastic 

still shooter who’s been at it for years, I’ll guide you through how video works and help 

you get the best shots.

The book begins by illustrating what’s so great about shooting DSLR video. You’ll 

understand why you’d choose to shoot video on a “stills” camera as well as some of 

the problems to look out for. Chapter 2 then walks you through equipment choices. 

Whether you’ve bought a new camera or just want to get more from your existing gear, 

I’ll explain how here. I also focus on what new gear is most useful as you grow into your 

hobby and start to invest.

In Chapter 3 you’ll learn how to set up your camera properly. You’ll learn important 

technical steps, like how to white balance for natural color, which frame rate to shoot 

at, and which settings produce smooth motion. Chapter 4 explains how to properly 

expose your shots and maintain critical focus.
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Watch Sample Clips Online

Throughout this book you’ll see several instances of an icon and number superimposed on 
a video image. 

 #01

This icon indicates that I’ve placed a short video clip online so you can see the actual foot-
age. To view the clips, just visit vimeopro.com/dslrfstgs/examples. You don’t need to have 
a Vimeo account to access the videos. If you’d like to comment or post your own videos to 
the group, just sign up for one of the free or paid account options.

The important skills needed for composition are covered in depth in Chapter 5. You’ll 

learn the language of cinematography and how to think about linking multiple shots 

into a narrative sequence.

The next three chapters tackle several common shooting scenarios. Chapter 6 provides 

you with strategies for outdoor shooting and working with the sun. In Chapter 7 you’ll 

explore the opposite problem of shooting when there is very little light. You’ll then 

learn how to control the light when shooting indoors and how to add more light in 

Chapter 8.
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A good video is incomplete without a stellar sound track. In Chapter 9 you’ll learn 

how to record better audio with your camera. You’ll also learn about essential 

equipment and workflows if you want to record the best sound possible.

The last three chapters describe what happens after you shoot. In Chapter 10 you’ll 

learn how to organize and back up your footage so it’s ready to edit. Chapter 11 

walks you through the essentials involved in editing video. You’ll still want to pick 

up some dedicated training for whatever nonlinear editing software you choose, 

but this chapter will help you understand the creative choices you’ll need to make. 

The final chapter explores how to publish your video so others can see it. You’ll learn 

how to target popular websites to share online and how to export a backup copy.

Now, just turn the page to begin your journey to become a better videographer.
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Exposure 
and Focus

When you start to get serious about shooting great-looking video on your 

DSLR, you’ll likely begin to disable several of the automatic features on 

your camera. Additionally, you’ll likely be attracted to the more artistic 

capabilities, like a wider range of contrast and shallow depth of field. 

Of course, these artistic options can quickly become frustrating limitations 

without a solid foundation of knowledge combined with a good deal 

of practice. 
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Poring Over the Footage

While shooting in the desert outside Albuquerque, New Mexico, I decided 

to capture the sunrise. Although the mountain range provided some 

interesting shots, I was drawn to the local vegetation. The light levels were 

a little low because I was shooting at dawn. So, instead of worrying about 

contrast levels in the camera, I shot “flat.” Making sure the image was in 

focus and exposed for the middle of the histogram, I was able to capture 

highlights and shadows. In postproduction, by using a Curves adjustment 

(see Chapter 11, “Editing Essentials”), boosting the contrast was easy and 

added a more dramatic punch to the image. 
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Opening up the 
aperture made the 
background go soft.

A Curves adjustment 
restored much of the 
contrast that had been 
lost in shadowy regions.

Curves also boosted 
the bright highlights.

ISO 400 
1/50 sec.  
f/2.8 
50mm lens

 #09
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Poring Over the Footage

Shooting against a bright sky is always tough, especially with video. 

Unlike with a raw photo, it’s difficult to recover the highlights and 

lift the shadows.  For this shot, I composed the shot so the sun was 

not in the frame. I then carefully metered the shot (by looking at my 

histogram on camera). I exposed so the tree and the sky were not over- 

or underexposed. This allowed me to darken the sky and lighten the 

tree in my editing application for a better end shot.

Image before 
color correction.

ISO 100
1/60 sec. 
f/11
28mm lens



C h a p t e r  4 :  �4﻿   71

A slight lift to the 
shadow areas with a 
Curves adjustment.

A Vibrance adjustment 
brought out the colors 
in the image.
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The Exposure Triangle
An essential concept in photography is the exposure 

triangle (Figure 4.1). Three settings in your camera affect 

how your camera exposes an image: ISO, aperture, and 

shutter speed. 

If you’re used to shooting in Automatic mode, you may 

have never adjusted these properties. However, if you’ve 

used Aperture or Shutter Priority mode, you’ve started to 

dabble with manual control.  

When shooting video, you’ll likely need to shoot entirely 

in Manual mode and take precise control over all three 

properties to get the exposure you need. Even if you think 

you’ve mastered exposure for your DSLR when shooting 

stills, keep reading. Getting the correct exposure for video 

is more complicated because of video’s limitations.

Shutter Speed
The first property you’ll set is the side of the triangle with the least flexibility. The shut-

ter speed controls how long your camera stays open when you take a photo. It has a 

similar function in video because it greatly impacts how much light comes through. The 

shutter speed also controls the amount of motion blur in an image (Figure 4.2).

To simulate a filmic image, you need to use the optimum shutter angle to accompany 

the 24p frame rate in a DSLR. You can use this simple formula: 

one second ÷ (frame rate x 2)

ISO 800 
1/60 sec.  
f/5.6 
50mm lens

 #11

Figure 4.2
The camera was locked down on a tripod and properly exposed for this shot. When my son is moving quickly, the shutter 
speed emphasizes the motion blur; when he’s moving slowly or holding still, he’s much more in focus.

ISO

Shutter Speed Aperture

Exposure

Depth of Field

Grain

Blur/Freezing

Figure 4.1
By combining the three primary elements of  
photography—ISO, aperture, and shutter speed—
you can achieve proper exposure.  
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For example, when shooting 24 fps, you would set your light meter to a 1/48 second 

exposure time (you may only have 1/50 as a choice). At 30 fps, you would use 1/60 of 

a second. Following this guideline will help ensure that the motion blur created by 

the camera looks natural. 

Can this rule be broken? Of course. There are two instances in which you will break 

this rule:

•	 If you want to take on a more stylized approach to your video, you can change 

the shutter speed. A long shutter speed creates more motion blur and streaking. 

A shorter speed creates more of a hyperaction look with staccato movements.

•	 If all else fails and you can’t get the exposure you need, you can change the shutter 

speed to let more (or even less) light into the camera. However, this change should 

only be made after you’ve exhausted the available aperture and ISO options.

Aperture
An easy way to think of aperture is as a window. The bigger the window, the more 

light you let into your camera (Figure 4.3). Easy enough, right? Of course, a lower 

number for the f-stop means a bigger opening (which can seem backwards at first).

The advantage of having a lower f-stop means that you have more control over how 

much light gets into the camera. This sounds easy; just use the lowest number, right? 

Well, it’s not that simple. Here are a few details to consider:

•	 The more you open the aperture, the shallower the depth of field. When shooting 

with an f/1.4 lens, you can literally have a person’s nose in focus while the ears are 

out of focus.

Figure 4.3
The lower the 
f-stop, the wider 
the aperture. A 
wider opening lets 
more light into your 
camera. Image 
from Wikimedia 
Commons. Image 
by Cbuckley and 
Dicklyon.
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•	 A lens with a lower f-stop is often more expensive. Most kit lenses have f-stops 

that range from f/4 to f/6. On the other hand, professional zooms can get as fast 

as f/2.8 and professional prime lenses (fixed focal length) can get even faster.

•	 Cheaper zoom lenses change their f-stop as you move through the zoom. This can 

lead to an exposure change in the middle of a video shot if you attempt to use 

the zoom options.

Typically, I’ll use aperture as my first control for exposure. After I’ve locked in my ISO, 

I then adjust my aperture to achieve a proper exposure. Often, aperture can be used to 

control the depth of field in an image (how soon the image starts to go out of focus). 

For many, this shallow depth of field is a desirable aspect to shooting on a DSLR.

Buy At Least One Prime Lens

When you bought your DSLR, it probably came with a zoom lens that easily lets you get a 
wide range of coverage with just a quick twist of the wrist. So, why on earth would you go 
back in time and pick up a prime lens that only offers a single focal length?

It’s all about aperture.

Most prime lenses (Figure 4.4) offer apertures that 
open as far f/1.2 to f/2. These wide openings let in a 
lot more light, which is truly useful when shooting 
in existing light or low-light environments.

Prime lenses are universally faster than zoom lenses 
and typically are much cheaper as well. This is 
due to the way the lenses are manufactured. Prime 
lenses have fewer moving parts and elements than 
zoom lenses.

Having a prime lens or two in your kit will really 
come in handy in the following situations:

•	 When you need to shoot in very low-light 
conditions

•	 When you want to shoot with a shallow depth of 
field to blur your background or give the video a 
more filmic look

Figure 4.4
The AF Nikkor 50mm f/1.8D lens 
from Nikon is an affordable prime 
lens for Nikon cameras. It also offers 
manual aperture and focus rings, 
which provide flexible controls while 
recording video.
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ISO
Your camera has an ISO setting that controls how sensitive its sensor is to light. The 

lower the number, the less sensitive the sensor is. For most cameras, an ISO setting of 

100 is considered the base setting. This ISO works well when shooting under bright 

lights or sunny days.

As lighting conditions change, you can bump up the ISO setting to 200 or 400 to deal 

with mixed lighting or overcast days. Higher ISO settings, like 800, 1250, and even 

1600, can be used for nighttime and low-light shooting. Many newer DSLR cameras 

offer even higher ISO settings.

However, it’s important to remember that cranking up the ISO is literally like turning up 

the volume. As the signal is amplified, the amount of visible noise increases (Figure 4.5). 

For still workflows, this noise can often be cleaned up with filters. For video, you’re out 

of luck. Too much noise will result in a grainy image with dancing pixels. Be sure to test 

your camera and determine how high of an ISO setting you’re comfortable using.

300% Magnification

A Stair Step Problem

I’ve found that many cameras have ISO settings that often stair step each other. This 
means that the noisiness of the image can vary greatly between settings. If a particular 
ISO looks too noisy, try dialing down one (or even up one). Certain ISO settings on your 
camera will perform better than others; the only way to know is to test your camera. You 
can really only see the noise on a larger screen like your computer or a television.

Figure 4.5
The noise becomes 
very visible in this 
low-light image. 
In this case, an 
ISO of 6400 was 
used; however, 
it produces an 
unusable image. 
Be careful not to 
boost your ISO too 
high when shooting 
in low light, or vis-
ible noise will ruin 
the shot.
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Controlling Depth of Field
If you’ve watched feature films, commercials, or music videos closely, you’ll notice 

that focus is often used creatively to control the viewers’ attention. Sometimes the 

camera will start out of focus and then slowly roll into clarity to reveal a subject. 

Other times the camera might rack in-between a person in the foreground to then 

find a person farther in the background.

A driving force in the popularity of DSLR cameras for video is the image sensor supe-

riority these cameras offer. The large sensors allow for greater control in depth of 

field. When used properly, your footage can take on more cinematic qualities.

What Is Bokeh?
You’ve likely noticed that the way your camera blurs objects is different than how 

your eyes behave. In fact, there’s actually a Japanese word for this stylized blurring. 

It’s called bokeh (pronounced boh-kay or boh-kuh).

What’s the big deal? Well, many find the use of blur appealing. It can also be quite 

useful when you want to keep the focus on your subject and let the background 

go soft. The blurring often appears most in the brightest areas of an image (such as 

headlights or small lights in a skyline). However, bokeh can be used to simplify just 

about any background.

There are two ways to easily create bokeh in an image:

•	 Using a prime lens or a very fast zoom lens, you can open up the lens wide. Using 

a low f-stop (typically f/2.8 or lower) can really bring out a bokeh blur (Figure 4.6).

•	 Using a longer (telephoto) lens, you can compress the action of your shot. Instead 

of being close to your subject, move farther back and zoom in. This can create 

isolation due to a shallow depth of field (Figure 4.7).
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ISO 400 
1/60 sec.  
f/2.8 
200mm lens

 #12

ISO 1600 
1/60 sec.  
f/5.6 
300mm lens

 #13

Figure 4.6
A theater marquee 
in San Jose, Cali-
fornia, combined 
with passing 
traffic turns into 
an abstract shot 
when the camera 
is thrown far out of 
focus.

Figure 4.7
While hiking 
through a forest on 
Grand Bahamas 
I came across an 
intricate spider 
web. The scene was 
very low light, and 
my zoom lens was 
not very fast. By 
zooming all the way 
in from a greater 
distance, I threw the 
background out of 
focus and simplify it, 
which really helped 
the strands of the 
web to stand out.
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The Impact of Light and Motion on Focus

The greatest challenge you’ll face when shooting DSLR video is focus. Even top pros find focus tough when 
dealing with moving subjects (Figure 4.8) or a moving camera. In fact, on a professional movie set, there’s 
often a focus-puller who is dedicated to helping with this complex task.

Figure 4.8
While shooting on 
an overcast day, the 
effect of motion on 
focus is easy to see. 
Faster moving sub-
jects like the biker 
are the most out 
of focus, whereas 
stationary objects 
are clearer. For this 
image, the camera 
was also handheld, 
so the inherent 
image shake further 
softened the shot.

ISO 400 
1/50 sec.  
f/5.6 
50mm lens

You’ll need to learn how to balance exposure and movement while trying to maintain focus. If you’re shooting 
subjects in motion, you’ll need to pay close attention to how much light you have for the shot. The best option is to 
always try to have enough light available.

The less available light, the wider an aperture you’ll need. The more you open the f-stop to let in light, the shal-
lower the depth of field. This makes it more difficult to keep your subject in focus and can lead to subjects falling 
out of focus as they move (or the camera moves). We’ll explore particular approaches to common problems in 
Chapters 6, 7, and 8.
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Foreground and Background
If you want to properly use bokeh or a shallow depth of field, you need to think 

about your foreground and background, and how you compose your shots. I’ll 

explore composition in Chapter 5, “Composing Shots.” For now, here are a few 

simple techniques you can try:

•	 When setting up an interview, portrait, or talking head, don’t position the subject 

against a wall. Instead, look for a more open space. Try shooting in a long hallway, 

a conference room, or even just through a doorway. Stacking the scene works well 

to create depth (Figure 4.9).

ISO 800 
1/30 sec.  
f/5.3 
EV -1 
135mm lens

•	 If you’re shooting a large crowd or busy event, tweak the aperture settings on 

your camera. Open the aperture a bit and set your focus so the front of the group 

is in focus and the back starts out soft. As people move through the scene, they’ll 

reveal themselves (Figure 4.10).

•	 If you’re recording two people talking to each other, increase the distance 

between them. Then try using a zoom lens and adjust your zoom level to taste. 

This lens will make the two people appear close to each other but set one of the 

two more out of focus than the other.

Figure 4.9
Positioning my 
subject at the top of 
a staircase allowed 
me to compose 
the shot so there 
were areas in the 
background that 
stretched off into 
the distance (and 
became defocused).
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ISO 400 
1/60 sec.  
f/2.8 
180mm lens

 #14

Rack Focusing
As you become more experienced, you’ll want to try rack focusing (changing your 

focus from one object to another while recording). For example, you might want to 

go from a focused image to a blurry one as an animated transition. Or you might 

want to keep a moving subject in focus as the subject walks through a shot. Just keep 

in mind that rack focusing is not easy to do.

Modern lenses are actually more difficult to rack focus because lenses manufactured 

today are designed to autofocus more quickly. To do this, manufacturers set the lens 

so the focus ring only needs a small turn to move through all the focus positions. This 

feature is great for shooting stills because it’s much faster to shoot when the camera 

is in control. But it makes it more difficult for video.

For this reason, I seek out older lenses for my video kit. Stopping into just about any 

local camera store, you’ll find a used department with older prime lenses. Many of 

these lenses have focus rings that turn almost a full 360 degrees, which makes focus-

ing by hand much easier because the ring is not as sensitive. If you can’t find an older 

lens that matches your camera (often a problem for Canon shooters due to changes 

in the lens mount system), you can purchase an adapter ring. If your lens has physical 

rings to control both aperture and focus, you can use an adapter from companies like 

Fotodiox or Novoflex (Figure 4.11).

Figure 4.10
By zooming in from 
a greater distance, 
as well as shooting 
at an angle, I cre-
ated a well-defined 
focus plane for this 
shot. People farther 
away are out of 
focus but reveal 
themselves as they 
move towards the 
camera.
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Setting Focus
Knowing that you appreciate the role of focus (as well as the challenges associated 

with it), it’s time to get practical. Making sure your shot is in focus is a critical step. 

Ideally, you’ll check focus before you record. Trying to adjust focus in the middle of a 

shot can leave portions of your footage unusable.

Take a Picture
One of the easiest ways to make sure your footage is in focus is to let the camera 

do it for you. Most lenses support the ability to autofocus while still being manually 

adjusted. Hold down the camera’s shutter release halfway to engage the autofocus 

ability. Doing this before you turn on your LCD’s LiveView feature is usually fastest, 

but you can typically still do this once the LCD is active.

When you have focus, you can start recording. Better yet, shoot a still photo first. 

The image will be a much higher resolution, which can come in handy if you need to 

make physical prints. Additionally, the photo will capture useful metadata about the 

camera and lens settings that the video will not. A photo provides information about 

exposure, f-stop, aperture, ISO, shutter speed, and more. This is a great way to learn 

from your mistakes as well as successes.

Figure 4.11
An older Nikon 
prime lens is 
attached to a newer 
Canon 7D using an 
adapter ring from 
Fotodiox. Lenses 
need manual aper-
ture and focus rings 
to work properly 
with the adapters.
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Zoom, Zoom, and Check
If want to check focus, you need to take a few extra steps. Just turning on the LCD 

and glancing at it won’t cut it. The small screen makes everything look more in focus 

because it can’t show you all the pixels at once. The reduced image size creates the 

illusion of a sharper image.

If you want to really see what is in focus, you’ll need to zoom, and then zoom some 

more. If you’re using a zoom lens, zoom in as tight as possible on your subject. 

Zooming in on an area like the eyes works well; a button on a shirt works well too. 

You’ll then need to digitally zoom.

Typically, you’ll find a Zoom button (look for a magnifying glass with a plus symbol 

in it) on your camera. Pressing it will enlarge the image on your screen and only 

show you part of the image (Figure 4.12). You may need to use the command dial to 

navigate around the zoomed in pixels. Find the detail area that you want to focus on. 

You can then use the focus ring on your camera to tweak the focus. Make minor 

turns to find the ideal focus. If needed, adjust the aperture and ISO settings of your 

camera to refine the depth of field. When you’re satisfied, you can either press the 

Zoom Out button or just press the Record button to roll the camera.

Figure 4.12
Zooming in on your 
LCD can help you 
check focus before 
you roll a video shot.
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Maintaining Focus
If you’re shooting a stationary subject from a stationary camera, focus is pretty dang 

easy. But when one object starts to move, it gets a bit more difficult. If both the 

subject and camera are set in motion, you begin playing a game of chase that often 

leaves the shot slightly soft with rack focuses as you try to find the subject clearly.

The Myth of Autofocus
If you read the marketing materials that accompany most DSLR cameras, they prom-

ise useful autofocus features. Just turn on the intelligent tracking in your camera and 

the camera will lock on a face, follow your subject, and keep the subject in focus. 

Sounds great, right? In theory, yes.

Unfortunately, these controls are pretty useless in practice. Relying on autofocus will 

result in the camera making continuous adjustments. Chances are it will latch onto 

the wrong subject. Pan or tilt the camera just a little and suddenly the camera may 

start searching for focus. 

Film and video professionals do not use autofocus when shooting video. Sure, it’s fine 

to engage autofocus to lock in a clear shot before rolling, but don’t expect the cam-

era to maintain focus for you. It just doesn’t work; even the best systems make your 

video look amateurish and jarring.

Practicing Focus
So how do you get shots that are in focus? The same way that you get great composi-

tion—practice, practice, practice. With time, you’ll get the hang of things. Turning 

your focus ring will get easier with time. You’ll master the small adjustments needed 

to smoothly transition between focus points.

Of course, there’s nothing wrong with practicing a tough shot either. A film or video 

pro will often rehearse a complex shot, having the subject stand on certain marks or 

move through a location slowly. Additionally, don’t be afraid to repeat a shot a few 

times. Getting multiple “takes” improves your chances of getting the right footage 

and gives you choices when you sit down to edit.
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Change Your f-stop
The more you open your aperture, the more light you allow into the camera. That’s 

good news when shooting in low light except that the depth of field gets shallower. 

If you’re having a hard time focusing, close down the aperture. Switching to f/8 is 

immensely easier to focus than f/1.4. 

Of course, making a change in aperture will dramatically change your exposure. 

To compensate, you can make these changes (which are in order of preference): 

•	 Add more light to the scene. Use video or available lights, change locations, open 

the blinds, and so on. All of these actions will give you more light to work with.

•	 Change your ISO to increase the sensitivity of your camera. Many modern DSLR 

cameras can shoot at ISO 1200 or even 1600 without introducing too much noise.

•	 Lower your shutter speed to allow more light to reach your camera sensor. If you 

don’t have a lot of action in the scene, switching from 1/50 or 1/60 to 1/30 will 

dramatically increase the light without much impact on image quality.

Using a Loupe
As a still photographer, you’re probably used to squinting into the small viewfinder 

for hours on end. The proper use of a viewfinder lets you accurately compose a shot. 

Most viewfinders also offer useful overlays to judge exposure and provide other tech-

nical information about the shot you’re about to take.

Unfortunately, when shooting video on your DSLR, the viewfinder stops working 

because the camera’s mirror must stay up when capturing video. I discussed the 

importance of the camera’s LCD in Chapter 2, “Essential Equipment.” A good LCD 

can go a long way, but the addition of one critical piece of gear—a loupe—can  

dramatically improve your ability to judge focus and exposure.

Several manufacturers sell loupes that magnify the image on the back of the LCD 

panel. The loupes typically enlarge the image two to three times, making it much 

easier to see critical focus (Figure 4.13). A loupe helps you see just how much of your 

shot is (or is not) in focus. Some viewfinders attach using a series of bands, whereas 

some attach to a snap on the frame. Others attach to the bottom of your camera or 

to the hot shoe plate on top (where an external flash would go). Each manufacturer 

takes its own approach and offers several compelling reasons to explain why its loupe 

is the best.
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Here are a few additional benefits to using a loupe:

•	 A loupe can block out light pollution, making it easier to judge exposure and contrast.

•	 A loupe can make the camera more stable by creating an additional point of contact 

with your eye. This can lead to less camera shake, especially for handheld shooting.

•	 Some viewfinders even contain a diopter, which can help adjust for minor vision 

issues or when an eyeglass wearing shooter takes off his glasses.

A good loupe costs between $100 and $400. The addition of a loupe can be thought 

of as investing in a lens for the back of your camera. Here are a few recommended 

manufacturers:

•	 Zacuto Z-Finder. www.zacuto.com

•	 Hoodman Cinema Kit Pro. www.hoodmanusa.com

•	 LCDVF. www.kinotehnik.com

•	 Cavision MHE3Q-P. www.cavision.com

A Swivel LCD

Your DSLR may offer a swivel LCD, which can be very useful when you’re not holding 
the camera at eye level. For example, you can angle it downward when holding the camera 
over your head to shoot a concert or an event. When shopping for a camera, make sure the 
LCD has proper contrast and color fidelity when you hold the camera at an irregular angle.

Figure 4.13
Here I’m using a 
Zacuto Z-Finder 
to better judge 
exposure and focus 
when shooting. The 
bright sun at the 
beach caused a lot 
of light pollution, 
which made seeing 
the camera’s LCD 
unassisted more 
difficult.

www.zacuto.com
www.hoodmanusa.com
www.kinotehnik.com
www.cavision.com
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Using a Viewfinder or Monitor
To truly see how your video looks, you’ll want to look at it in a 1:1 viewing environment. 

In other words, one pixel in the footage file equals one pixel on a screen. This is pretty 

easy to do when you edit after shooting but takes some extra steps to do while shooting.

Why Monitor Externally?
Even film and video professionals use external monitors when on set or on location. 

Other crewmembers, like the director, art director, or makeup artist, also need to 

check fine details in how the subject and sets look. In fact, the director of photog-

raphy will often walk over and double-check that the shot is meeting the technical 

requirements for focus and exposure. After all, the LCD and built-in viewfinders of 

even professional cameras can too easily hide flaws in the video signal.

Your camera likely includes an HDMI port that’s capable of sending out a high-quality 

digital signal. You can connect this port to a computer display, television, professional 

monitor, or electronic viewfinder to see what you’re shooting on a larger or higher-

resolution screen. This makes it much easier to judge focus and exposure.

Using a Monitor
Many computer monitors and television sets include an HDMI port. This makes it con-

venient to use an off-the-shelf computer display or television for a relatively low cost, 

and by using the HDMI connection, you can see your image on a screen that is much 

larger than the camera’s LCD. Although the color and exposure of these screens are 

not 100 percent accurate, they do provide better guidance on how the shot will look.

Many pros and serious enthusiasts also invest in a dedicated field monitor designed 

for DSLR video workflows. These are often lightweight (made from materials like alu-

minum) and measure 6–10 inches. Companies like Marshall Electronics and SmallHD 

offer battery-operated monitors that are designed to attach to a camera’s hot shoe 

for easy mounting and use in the field. These monitors vary greatly in price and often 

offer professional features to help with focus and exposure via onscreen overlays.

Get a Long Cable

Make sure you get a very long HDMI cable or an extension cable. You’ll want to avoid put-
ting the camera’s HDMI port under tension. Also, long cables are easier to snake out of the 
way to prevent any accidentally tripping, which can send both a person and a camera flying.
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Using a Viewfinder
Most professional video cameras include a high-quality electronic viewfinder (EVF) 

for checking image quality while recording. These devices offer screens similar in size 

to a camera’s LCD but use much higher-quality screens with denser pixels. As with a 

high-resolution screen (like a “retina display”) on a smart phone, these screens make 

it much easier to see fine details.

High-quality EVF screens can often be combined with a loupe to create a truly profes-

sional monitoring solution (Figure 4.14). With a true viewfinder, you can clearly see 

exposure and focus. EVF screens often include easy-to-access buttons that turn on 

overlays to assist with exposure, focus, and composition. 

Figure 4.14
The Zacuto Elec-
tronic Viewfinder, 
combined with 
Zacuto’s loupe, 
creates a com-
plete monitoring 
solution.
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Although EVF screens are not cheap (typically ranging from $400–$800), they make a 

big difference in the type of video you shoot. I find that investing in a loupe and an 

EVF is comparable in price to buying a new lens. Spending money on the back of the 

camera often has a bigger impact on the quality of images you acquire than buying 

another lens for the front of your camera.
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Chapter 4 Assignments
Learning how to master exposure and focus is the subject of several chapters in this book. 
When recording video with your DSLR, you’ll find that these two technical hurdles can be 
quite challenging. Take the time to practice these skills repeatedly because you’ll always find 
challenges ahead.

Experiment with the Exposure Triangle

Try different combinations of ISO, aperture, and f-stop with your camera in Manual mode. 
Attempt to achieve a proper exposure while experimenting with the depth of field options 
your camera offers.

Record a Shot with Bokeh

Set your camera’s aperture as wide open as possible. Then try racking focus until you can 
create bokeh. When you have the basics down, move on to blurring a background while leav-
ing a foreground subject in focus.

Manually Set Focus

Using the camera’s LCD panel, set your zoom lens to magnify your subject. Then, using the 
Magnify buttons, increase the magnification on the LCD panel. Using the focus ring, try to 
manually focus your camera.

Share your results with the book’s Vimeo group! 
Join the group here: vimeo.com/groups/DSLRVideoFSTGS
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monopods, 22–24
tripods, 14, 42–44, 114, 142–143

ergonomics, camera, 25–26
exposure

aperture setting and, 60
assignments on, 89
control over, 131–132
external monitors and, 86
fixing overexposure, 239–241
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F
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facial details, key light and, 170
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editing tool, 212, 220–222, 229, 
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transcoding and, 205, 206
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FireWire interface, 194, 196, 211
fixtures, China Ball, 165
Flash Video file format, 255
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Flat option, in Picture Styles, 63–64
flesh tone line, 243
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fluid-head tripods

features of, 14
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footage
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I
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additional lighting, 164–169
adjustments for, 160–161
assignments on, 173
available lighting, 162–163
information sources, 172
overview, 157–159
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Insert edit command, 221–222
interface types, hard drive, 196–197
internal drives, 199
internal microphone, 180
intervalometer., 154
investment, on camera, 25
ISO settings

adjusting for video, 48–49
changing for focus, 84
dedicated button for, 147
high, for low-light shots, 136–137
raising for low lighting, 146–147
testing upper limits, 148–149
visible noise and, 75

J
JPEG files, 54

K
Kelvin scale, 118
key light, 170
kilohertz (kHz), 178
Kino Flo fluorescent lights, 168, 169

L
Lanternlock fixture, 165
lavalier microphone, 181–182, 183
LCD screens

criteria for, 26–27
loupes and, 84–85
swivel, 85

LED lights, 167–168
lens flares

blocking light, 125–126
causes of, 123–124
filters and, 125

hood protection, 124–125
positioning and, 126, 127
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aperture, 38. see also aperture
clean, 125
focal length, 32, 39, 40
for low lighting, 141–142, 144
manufacturers, 36–38
used, 41, 80–81
zoom vs. prime, 40–41, 74

Levels adjustment, 232, 239–241
Lexar memory card reader, 193
light. see also sunlight

backlight, 171
fill, 170–171
for focus, 78, 84
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key, 170
loupes and, 85
low, 10
temperatures, 58, 118, 163
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China Ball lanterns, 165
fluorescent, 168–169
overhead, 164
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reflector clamp, 166
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Live View function, 26, 35, 163–164
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long-term storage, 193
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focus/exposure and, 14, 84–85
low lighting and, 143
outdoor shots and, 130
viewfinders with, 87–88

low-light shooting
adjusting for, 136–139
assignments on, 155
common scenarios, 140–141
with DSLR cameras, 10
equipment, 141–143
lowering f-stop, 144–146
overview, 135
raising ISO, 146–149
shadows and, 151
shutter speed adjustments, 150–151
sunrise/sunset, 152–153
time-lapse photography, 154

M
manual aperture ring, 145–146
Manual mode, 59–60, 72, 143
manually set white balance, 56, 58
manufacturers

audio recorder, 185
lens, 36–38
professional lighting, 169
tripod head, 44
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master shot, 98
material, tripod leg, 44
medium close-up (MCU) shot, 100
medium shot (MS), 99
medium wide shot (MWS), 99
megapixel count, 30, 54
memory cards

format, 33–34
function of, 31
mounting, 192
need for, 11–12
number of, 33
reader for, 193–194
speeds, 34

microphone(s)
external, 11, 14, 181
internal, 180
lavalier, 181–182, 183
on-camera, 181
placement, 183
polar patterns, 179
rub, 183
shotgun, 176, 179, 181
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Expression Encoder/Expression 

Encoder Pro, 257
Windows FAT32 file system, 28
Windows Media file format, 255

monitors, 86, 217–219
mono audio system, 177
monopod, 22, 23, 24
motion

blurring, 72–73, 78, 150
impact on focus, 78
sequencing of, 15–16
shutter speed and, 72–73, 150
zooming in, 98

Motion JPEG format, 28
MPEG-4 file format, 254, 255
MPEG Streamclip, 206, 257
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multichannel audio system, 177
multiple cameras, 108
multiple slots, in card reader, 194
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N
National Television System Committee 

(NTSC) standards, 53
neutral (ND) density filter, 125, 132
Neutral option, Picture Styles, 63–64
nifty-fifty lenses, 39, 142
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Nikon

D7000 frame rates, 53
full-frame sensor, 141
NIKKOR lenses, 142
older prime lenses, 81

Picture Styles options, 62–63
prime lens, 74

noise
ISO settings and, 75, 148–149
minimizing, 176

nonlinear editing. see editing, nonlinear
NTSC (National Television System 

Committee) standards, 53

O
older prime lens, 81
older software, 205
omnidirectional pickup pattern, 179
on-camera microphone, 181
online video, 253–257
operating system, for viewing 

footage, 203
original equipment manufacturer 

(OEM) lenses, 36–38
outdoor shooting

daylight and. see daylight shooting
at night, 141

over-the-ear headphones, 188–189
overcranking, 53
overexposure, 119, 127–130
overhead lights, 164
overhead shots, 103
Overwrite edit command, 220–221

P
paper lanterns, 165
pasting technique, 217
patch panel interface, 217
performances, lighting at, 140
Phase Alternating Line (PAL)  

standards, 53
Photo JPEG format, 28
photography tripods, 43, 44
photos

in setting focus, 81
videos vs., 54, 130–131

Picture Styles, 61–64
PluralEyes, Singular Software, 226
polar (pickup) patterns microphone, 

179, 183
popularity, of DSLR cameras, 6–7
portable drives, 198–199
portable Super-Speed USB 3.0, 198
positioning

for composition, 108
lens flares and, 126, 127
shop lights, 166

power, 35–36
practical lights, 164
practice, in focusing, 83
presets

in compression tools, 255
white balance, 55–57

prime lenses, 41, 74, 142, 144

Pro Audio To Go application, 185
Program shooting mode, 59

Q
quality checks, 250–251
Quick Look option, 203
Quick Preview feature, 203

R
rack focusing, 80–81
recording devices. see external audio 

recorders
recording formats, 27–28
recording length limitations, 28–29
recording sound. see audio, recording
Redundant Array of Independent Disks 

(RAID) configuration, 195, 200, 211, 218
reference image, for white balance, 

58–59
reflections, 160, 161
reflector, 121
reflector clamp light, 166
repeating scenes, 18, 108–109
resolution, 27, 30, 54
resources, 172, 270
Rode VideoMic Pro, 181
Rogue FlashBender, 126
rough cut review, 251
rule of thirds, 104–105

S
safety issues, 165, 166
sampling rate, 178
scoops, 166
Secure Digital (SD) cards, 33–34
selects, 203, 204
sensor(s)

cropped, 31, 32
full-frame, 30–31, 141
resolution, 30
size, 30–31

Serial ATA (SATA) interface, 197, 218
server-class drives, 199
shade white balance preset, 56, 57
Shadow/Highlight adjustment, 130, 231
shadows

Curves adjustment, 71, 131
fill light for, 170–171
preserving, 161
sunlight and, 116–117, 119–120, 122
utilizing, 151

shakiness, 40
shallow depth of field

challenge of, 12
for close-ups, 100
creating, 76–77
desirability of, 4, 7, 30, 38
foreground/background, 79–80
for framing, 41, 135
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shop lights, 166
shotgun microphones

polar patterns of, 179
pros and cons of, 181
recording with, 176

shots
list of, 110
sequencing, 106–107
types of, 98–100

Shutter Priority shooting mode, 59
shutter speed

adjusting for video, 48–49, 60
guidelines, 72–73, 151
for low lighting, 150–151
lowering for focus, 84
unique adjustments, 151

Singular Software, 226, 227
size

camera, 26
LCD screen, 26–27
sensor, 30–31
video, 253

slate application, 187, 223
sliding base plates, 44
slow-motion effects, 53
slow processors, 205
smartphone application, 185
softbox diffuser, 170
software tools, for transcoding, 206
Source Monitor, 217–219
speed(s)

card reader, 194
hard drive, 198
memory card, 34
portable drive, 199

spreader bar, 44
stability

loupes and, 85
shoulder rigs and, 136
tripods and, 14, 44, 114, 142–143

standard-definition video format, 50, 51
Standard option, Picture Styles, 60, 

63–64
stereo audio system, 177
Sun Seeker: 3D Augmented Reality 

Viewer, 120, 121
sunlight. see also daylight shooting

bouncing, 121
challenges of, 116–117
color temperatures and, 118, 163
explained, 117
location and, 119–120
tracking, 120–121

sunrise/sunset, lighting at, 141, 152–153
Super-Speed USB 3.0, 197, 198
surround sound, 177
swivel LCD screen, 85
sync-sound audio track, 224–225

synchronizing audio
automatically, 226
DualEyes for, 227
in field, 186–187
manually, 223–225

T
tapeless workflow, of DSLR cameras, 

11–12
Technicolor CineStyle, 62
temperature, color, 58, 118, 163
tension controls, adjustable, 44
third-party codecs, 252
third-party lenses, 36, 38
three-point editing, 218–219
three-point lighting, 170–172
three-stage tripods, 44
Three-Way Color Corrector, 235
time-lapse photography, 154
Timeline, 218–219
timing, shooting video and, 17–18
transcoding

minimizing, 206–207
need for, 205
software tools, 206

transitions
handles for, 228–229
video/audio, 229

tripods
fluid head for, 43–44, 143
low lighting and, 140, 142–143
need for, 42
photo head vs. video head, 43
selection of, 44
stability of, 14, 114, 142–143

tungsten white balance preset, 56
Twitter, 268–269
two-stage tripods, 44

U
Ultra Direct Memory Access (UDMA) 

rating, 34
underexposure, 127–130, 237–239
Universal Serial Bus (USB) interface, 197
used lenses, 41, 80–81, 144
used professional lighting equipment, 169
UV filters, 125

V
variable ND filter, 132
Vectorscope, 242–243
vendors, China Ball lantern, 165
Vibrance adjustment, 71
video compression. see compression
video footage. see footage
video publishing/sharing

backup copy, 252
feedback and, 249–250, 251

quality checks, 250–251
for Web viewing. see web video files

video quality vs. photo quality, 54, 130–131
video transitions, 229
video tripod heads, 43
viewfinders, 14, 87–88, 130
Vimeo, 262–265
visual interest, of sequencing, 106
Vivid option, Picture Styles, 63–64
Vivitar prime lens, 144
volume controls, 60–61

W
wall power, 36
web video files

compression tools for, 255–257
Facebook hosting, 265–267
file format for, 254–255
overview, 253
Twitter hosting, 268–269
Vimeo hosting, 262–265
YouTube hosting, 259–262

weddings, lighting at, 141
weight, camera, 26
Westcott Spiderlite, 168, 169
white balance

automatic, 55
color temperatures for, 58, 118, 

163–164
for indoor shots, 163–164
manually setting, 56, 58
presets, 55–57
reference image for, 58–59

wide shot (WS), 99
work lights, 166
workflow

data transfer, 201–202
footage organization, 204
video project, 192–193

X
XLR audio connector, 182

Y
YouTube, publishing to, 259–262

Z
Zacuto Z-Finder, 85
Zoom H4n recorder, 185
zoom lenses

features of, 40
lens flares in, 124
in low lighting, 142, 146

zooming in, 82, 98


	CONTENTS
	INTRODUCTION
	CHAPTER 4: EXPOSURE AND FOCUS
	Poring Over the Footage
	Poring Over the Footage
	The Exposure Triangle
	Controlling Depth of Field
	Setting Focus
	Maintaining Focus
	Using a Loupe
	Using a Viewfinder or Monitor
	Chapter 4 Assignments

	INDEX
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H
	I
	J
	K
	L
	M
	N
	O
	P
	Q
	R
	S
	T
	U
	V
	W
	X
	Y
	Z




