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Preface

I've watched both the television industry and video production instruction
change significantly in the past decade. Consider that for most of the medi-
um’s fifty-year history students were placed in a studio and control room, as-
signed roles such as camera operator and technical director, and then trained
to practice and produce live or live-on tape programs. By the late 1970s some
schools were following the in-studio experience with a single-camera class using
cumbersome cameras and crude editing systems. Today, while many students
still follow the traditional path of an introductory studio class followed by a
single-camera class, others learn the single-camera system first and later go
into the control room to complete editing or to incorporate an edited project
into a studio-based program. Now and in the future a television production
person will need to know about both single-camera and control room tech-
niques.

The way in which this text introduces video production is partly a result
of the amazing advances in the technology of single-camera video and editing,
improvements that have made the equipment easier to understand and use.
Learning about the technology now takes less time, which means you’ll have
more time to learn the creative process of turning an idea into content, the
language of audio and video, and the techniques of directing and editing. I
wrote this book because I believe it’s time to move the learning experience
surrounding the creation of television out of a technology-dominated environ-
ment and place it in an environment where the creative process comes first.

My goal is to give you all the knowledge, both technical and creative,
that you need to complete any single-camera, edited video production. While
the text includes comparisons to studio and control room—based production,
all the basic information about cameras, lights, microphones, and video re-
corders used in single-camera production is included for those who have not
had a previous video class. The text covers in detail the total production pro-
cess—how to write, produce, direct, and edit single-camera television.

The book is organized in the same way you would organize a production,
with three main sections for pre-production, production, and post-production.
Within these sections, several levels of project options are presented. After
completing a simple three-week group project, you’ll have a chance to work
on a six-week individual or group project or a longer semester-long or quarter-
long individual project. All the technical and creative options are discussed.
Whether this is your first, second, or only television production class, Single-
Camera Video: The Creative Challenge will give you a thorough grounding
in single-camera video.
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SECTION |

Introduction to Single-
Camera Video Production

You’re seated in a partially darkened room surrounded by that familiar group
of fellow video production students. You’re watching television. In less than a
minute the single-camera video production that you’ve been working on for
weeks will be revealed for the first time. You glance at the screen again and
there it is, that brief electronic slate announcing that your production is about
to begin.

A big five flashes on the screen. Just a few more seconds. You have been
watching other students’ shows for more than an hour. You’ve been impressed
by a few, but yours will be better. Four. You feel a knot in the pit of your
stomach. The countdown seems to take forever. Three. You tell yourself it will
be all over in less than ten minutes and then you can feel normal again. Two.
No more numbers now—just black. Then your show begins. For the first time
an audience is looking at the results of your creative vision. All those hours of
work, the phone calls, the writing, the rehearsing, the taping, and the
editing—it all comes down to less than ten minutes. But they’re watching.
They seem interested.

Your show looks good. Maybe you are going to make it in television after
all. But something even more exciting has happened. For the first time you
are beginning to see the totality of television production. As a result of your
first production, you are beginning to visualize many of the events around you
in a more structured way, just as a producer of video sees them. Instead of
just viewing life, you find yourself organizing it into camera shots and stories.

Perhaps this project is not your first experience with television. Maybe
you have already completed a studio class and are starting to make some com-
parisons. Unlike a studio production, where everyone arrived, participated in
a production, viewed it, and left at the same time, this new experience has
been a more individual one. It has been dominated by sudden inspirations,
strange locations, and solitary hours in an editing room. Before, you received
instant feedback. If a program didn’t look right, it would be taped again, im-
mediately. Not this time. This time there is no going back.

Now the credits are rolling. The show fades to black, and you hope your
career will not fade with it. You try not to look at your audience of fellow
students, but they’re already applauding. You smile. You have passed the test.



Single-Camera Video: The Creative Challenge will show you how to
produce single-camera, edited television. The major emphasis in this text will
be on how to use the technology and techniques of television production to
serve the creative process. In addition to furnishing practical information on
equipment selection and operation, this book will provide a usable organiza-
tional framework for production and a look at the attitudes and skills that will
help you create your best work. This book is about thinking, creating, orga-
nizing, and problem solving in the single-camera video production environ-
ment. Your step-by-step introduction to the fascinating process of single-camera
video production, from idea to screening of your finished show, begins now.

Section 1 Introduction



Chapter 1

A Beginning Perspective

The television production industry has changed more in the past decade than
in its entire fifty-year history. A greatly expanded choice of production tech-
nology is changing both the definition and purpose of television. These recent
changes in television will affect you as a student learning the process of single-
camera video production, and they will affect you as a future producer of single-
camera video.

A CHANGING INDUSTRY

The evolutionary improvements in television technology that took place in
television’s early decades led to better-quality network programs. More re-
cently, revolutionary changes are affecting how and where television is used,
who its audiences are, and what tasks the people who make a career in tele-
vision perform. Why has this happened? In part these changes are the effects
of smaller cameras and video recorders and faster editing systems. But they
are also the result of the changing attitudes of the creators of video programs
as they react to the new challenges presented by this technology. A career in
video today is much different than it was ten years ago.

Early television was more burdened than served by its technology. In fact,
multi-camera, control room—based television was born of technical necessity.
Because they lacked a lightweight, portable camera, the video pioneers of the
forties and fifties were obliged to carry on the activities of the emerging medium
in a fixed studio setting. And since there was no way to store or edit the elec-
tronic images from a video camera, early television had to be a strictly live,
or “real-time,” endeavor. Although some of the early programs were shot and
edited on film, like a movie, the process was time-consuming and too expen-
sive. As a result a system was developed that used more than one camera and
a switcher, a device for selecting pictures from more than one camera focused
on the same scene so that programs could be edited as they were being done.
Television, defined by the limitations of its technology, remained a live, studio-
based medium for its first forty years.

Eventually, two important changes would occur in the technology of
television, changes that would ultimately affect the creative process of video
production. First, with the introduction in 1956 of the videotape recorder, or
VTR, for recording and playing back television images and sound, and its con-
tinued refinement into the 1980s, recording and editing video could be done

A Beginning Perspective
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The technology has made it
easier to tape at a location
away from the studio. a. As
a man holds an old-style
camera, another shoulders a
large “'portable”” VIR. b. A
man with a camcorder —the
modern all-in-one camera
and videotape recorder.
(Courtesy of Ampex
Corporation.)

Perception

instantly and inexpensively. Second, improvements in video-camera tech-
nology led to considerable downsizing, allowing broadcast-quality video pro-
duction to take place at any location. Did these technical improvements in
video attract a broader group of creative people? Possibly. Were new forms
of television created using the new video technology? Absolutely. No longer
would television technology limit creativity.

The original technology of television, the multiple-camera studio and
remote truck, however, was not suddenly replaced by a single camera, a por-
table VTR, and an editor. News, sports, game shows, variety shows, daily soaps,
and interview shows are still produced in studios using traditional multi-camera
technology. But television shows that would have been done on film, such as
documentaries, dramas, and other programs requiring portable equipment at
a number of locations, are now shot and edited with video equipment. Single-
camera video has become a supplement to, not a replacement for, the studio
and control room.

The improvements in video technology present new creative challenges.
First, and most obvious, you have new equipment to learn about, equipment
that must serve the production at a location often far from engineering help.
Second, you need to use a slightly different language to communicate the prin-
ciples of single-camera production to talent and crew. Those with some knowl-
edge of the lexicon of the studio and control room will discover that much of
the creative language of single-camera video is a combination of that used in
the studio and that used in traditional film production. Finally, while a show
may be taped on location with a single-camera, it may be edited in a tradi-
tional control room and integrated into a familiar studio-based program format.

Inevitably changes in video technology began to influence the types of pro-
grams produced and thus changed the public perception of television. For most
of its fifty-year history, television meant over-the-air broadcasting, period. A
television station in a major city would broadcast network and locally pro-
duced programs to homes equipped with an antenna and a receiver. Now, in

Chapter 1



the 1990s, most homes are equipped to receive more than thirty-six channels
via cable, major corporations produce television programs for their employees,
and home viewers can obtain on videocassette dozens of short programs on
any subject. At the office new employees may be trained with videotapes or
presented with a weekly company newscast. In the department store a shopper
may select clothes while the latest music video flashes nearby. And if you miss
a friend’s wedding, you may be able to watch it later on a home videocassette
recorder, or ¥'CR. Today, almost everyone has daily access to one of the many
new forms of television. The purpose, the scope, and the perception of tele-
vision is changing, and as viewer expectations of the medium change, the def-
inition of a career in professional video is changing as well.

Most creative and technical careers in television production have and will con-
tinue to be directly influenced by technology. In the past the cumbersome nature
of the early equipment and the large number of technical people needed to
operate and maintain it may have discouraged some creative people from
choosing a career in television. In the studio-based video environment, the cre-
ative person became a producer, writer, or director of live video, and the tech-
nical person became a camera operator, technical director, or engineer. Often
they kept these jobs for life. Today, the situation is much more complex.

Permanent positions in television production are disappearing as many
of the jobs that were full-time staff positions several years ago have been con-
verted to free-lance. Deregulation of broadcasting and the changing economic
picture of the industry has made it more cost-effective to hire production per-
sonnel for each project than to have them on staff when no productions are
being taped. Even those positions long considered necessary, such as studio
camera operator, are in jeopardy. One company has advertised that its robotic
camera system allows one person to take the place of five camera operators
and technicians. Another company has demonstrated an entire computerized
television station that allows the facility to operate at nights and on weekends
with a single technical person.

Do these changes mean that there may not be a job for you in television
production in the future? On the contrary, more video production is taking
place than ever before. But the nature of a television job, where the work takes
place, and the purposes of the productions are different than they were in the
past. Instead of being produced strictly at a broadcast station, more and more
television programs are being made in hospitals, corporations, service indus-
tries, independent production facilities, and on location everywhere. Instead
of learning a single skill and practicing it for life, the video professional of
today must know how to select and operate all production equipment, both
stationary and portable. For the future video professional there will be plenty
of television waiting to be produced. Traditional jobs will exist and new jobs
will emerge to serve a growing and diverse industry.

Changes in both the technology and the perception of television seem to
be breaking down some of the old career barriers between those in broad-
casting and those in nonbroadcast—video for corporate, classroom, or home

A Beginning Perspective
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