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Tips For Better Video 

You can have a lot of fun gathering visual footage. Here are some 
tips for recording visuals that will edit easily into an appealing video 
for family viewing: 
 

• Shoot more than you think you will need. You will be 
choosing the best video to use in your finished movie, but if you 
haven’t shot it, it won’t be there when it’s time to edit. 
 

• Slow and steady. As with still photos, stabilizing your camera 
so it doesn’t shake around will make the shot smoother. If you 
don’t have a tripod, you can use your body as a tripod. Stand 
with your feet apart and hold your elbows close to your body to 
brace the camera in your hands. If you are moving (or panning) 
the camera across a scene, keep your movements slow and 
smooth. It’s okay to try again for a better shot! Few people can 
be perfect in one take. 
 

• Variety is the spice of video. Record a mix of wide shots, 
close-ups, and moving shots. For example, if you are at a 
cemetery, you could record a wide panning shot of the area 
surrounding the family plot, then take another shot showing 
your family’s plot, do another shot with one grave stone filling 
the screen, then grab more footage of tight close-ups of details 
from headstones or monuments. Use this same idea for an 
ancestral home. Don’t leave with only a wide shot. Gather 



details from interesting angles: fireplace mantels, doorknobs, 
windows, staircases or an old brick pathway can all suggest 
activities of the past. 
 

• Fill the screen. Avoid that terrible mistake of not getting close 
to the subject. Perhaps you can see what you’re looking at, but 
if the person or object only takes up ten percent of the screen, 
surrounded by ninety percent of other stuff, your viewer 
probably won’t get the full impact. 

 
• Hold that thought. When you think you’ve reached the end of 

a shot don’t immediately stop recording. Count to three 
(silently), then hit the stop button. You will thank yourself when 
you are editing. 

 
• Artifacts are awesome. Film a close-up shot of someone’s 

hands holding and turning an artifact to show all sides. If it isn’t 
fragile and still useable, shoot someone using it. My family 
owns an ice-cream spade that my grandfather used back in the 
1930s when he owned a bookstore with a soda fountain at the 
back of the store. We still use it for scooping ice cream. A 
close-up shot of the spade shows dents in the metal spoon 
where I’m guessing he banged it against the edge of a metal 
milkshake mixing cup. The worn Bakelite handle still shows the 
“Hamilton Beach” lettering. 
 

• Let there be light. Fortunately, many newer cameras are 
better at using available light. However, when shooting indoors, 
you may need to turn on the lights in order for viewers to see 
the person you are interviewing or the details of a room or item. 
Review your initial shot to make sure it looks good on the 
screen then, if needed, turn on more lights to better illuminate 
your subject. When outside, be aware of how your subject 



appears in various settings. Is the shade too dark, with 
shadows darkening the image? Is your subject squinting in the 
sun? 

 
Creating Visual Metaphors  
 
Certainly don’t think you have to use only literal depictions 
from your ancestor’s world. You may not always have a 
photograph to depict what happened in their life. For 
example, my ancestor W. Hunter moved with his cavalry 
unit through several states during the Civil War. Along 
with showing maps indicating troop movements, I could 
intersperse those shots with a close-up of horse hooves 
walking, or boots marching. A shot of a campfire might 
bring to mind a military encampment.  
 
Here’s where you get creative. Perhaps your ancestor left one place 
to travel to another. Perhaps they migrated many times. That’s a 
common theme in our ancestors’ lives. Simply showing a trunk or 
suitcase slamming shut could help to punctuate the “moving” parts of 
the story. 
 
Even a shot of waving grass, a rushing river, or wind blowing in the 
trees could be visuals that help make transitions or cover narrative. 
You can tie everything together with a word or phrase in your 
narrative so these visual metaphors have significance or relevance to 
the story. Have fun with this visual poetry! 
	
	
	


