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Can I Get 
a Little 
Support?
by David speranza 

You’ve got your cast, your crew, and 
the perfect camera. But will all your 
shots be handheld? 

plus any accessories. For extra smooth tilt-
ing and panning, you’ll want a true fluid 
head with separate horizontal and verti-
cal drag controls. This should also have an 
onboard bubble level, since you’ll need to 
compensate for the incline of the street. 
As for the tripod’s legs, these should be as 
solid as possible, preferably tandem-style 
to provide greater support and allow easy 
locking and unlocking.

But maybe shooting on “sticks” won’t 
be enough. Maybe you want to emphasize 
the uncertainty and danger of Zach’s situ-

On paper, the scene looks simple:
Ext. small side street - day 
Zach wanders toward a temporary 
wall surrounding a construction 
site, sees it is plastered with 
colorful posters and flyers. A 
handwritten “APT. FOR RENT” sign 
catches his eye. He scans it, 
then tears off a phone number  
and exits right. 

We MOVE to the left, REVEALING 
a sinister-looking MAN chewing 
a toothpick, his eyes on Zach. 
Tossing his toothpick to the 
street, the man follows Zach, the 
camera PANNING HIM out of frame.

You scratch your head. Is there a best way 
to shoot this? That depends. What emo-
tion do you want to get across? Is the film a 
comedy? A drama? A thriller? What comes 
just before and after the scene? Is there a 
particular style you’d like to emulate? Per-
haps just as important: what’s your budget? 

If you have little or no money, then a 
straightforward approach—no frills, clas-
sic indie style à la early Jarmusch or Hart-
ley—might be best. For that you would 
need a tripod, something sturdy with a 
head big enough to support your camera, 
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ation. As so many makers of low-budget 
films have discovered, a handheld cam-
era is a cheap, effective way to impart an 
air of instability to a scene. So instead of 
Zach entering a set frame, we can shakily 
follow him down the street and up to the 
wall, then whip-pan to the left to discov-
er his toothpick-chewing friend. This not 
only allows a more natural transition to the 
next shot—Zach being followed—it saves 
time breaking down the tripod.

But even with the sophisticated internal 
image stabilizers of today’s cameras, your 

shot may look a little too Blair Witch-y—
and even light cameras feel heavy after a 
few hours. Which means you’ll need extra 
support. A traditional shoulder mount—
the kind news cameramen use—could 
work; or you might want to go for some-
thing more exotic, like the wheel-shaped 
Fig Rig, designed by director Mike Figgis 
to minimize direct contact with the cam-
era and provide added image stability and 
maneuverability.

But suppose you’ve got a bit more mon-
ey to spend? You still like the idea of shoot-

ing handheld, but going all shaky and ver-
ité here might detract from the later fight 
scene—which needs to be as shaky and 
in-your-face as possible. So...what about a 
Steadicam or some other stabilization sys-
tem? Why not shoot the entire sequence in 
one smooth shot, like the opening scene 
in Boogie Nights? Even now, more than 
30 years after Garrett Brown invented 
the first Steadicam, there’s something al-
most magical about a true stabilizer. With  
its gimbaled counterweight system, it  
suspends the camera in front of the user 

stEady Hand
How to create a budget steadycam       Total cost: $14.00

THE TOOLS

The Counter Weight

Stationary vise

Drill 

1/4" drill bit for galvanized steel

Wrench 

Screwdriver

Hammer

THE PARTS

Three 1/2" galvanized steel pipes, ten 
feet each

Three end caps, 1/2" diameter

One t-joint 1/2" diameter

One 2.5-lb weight w/1"-diameter hole

Two 11/2"-long 1/4" machine bolts

One 1/4" wing nut

Three 11/2"-diameter flange washers 
for 1/4" bolts

Three lock washers for 1/4" bolts

Two 1/4" machine nuts

Assembling The Handle:
Attach the tee and end cap to one of 
the pipes to form a basic handle. 

Drilling The End Caps:
Put end cap in the vise.
Drill a 1/4" hole in the 
center of each cap.

Putting It 
All Together:
Attach the other 
two pipes to the 
t-joint. Place each 
of the end caps 
(camera mount 
and counter
weight) to the 
pipes. Presto!

DIY by: Johnny Lee of
Steadycam.org

THe Camera Mount
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and allows it, with the merest touch, to 
float gracefully around the action. 

But there are so many to choose from—
not only the numerous variations of the 
original Steadicam (the Merlin, Pilot, Flyer, 
etc.), but all those other brands with names 
like Glidecam and Artemis and Blackbird. 
They come in two basic flavors—with sup-
port harness and without. The former is 
designed for larger and mid-size cameras 
and shifts the weight of the rig and cam-
era onto the operator’s body; while the lat-
ter, with less control over extreme move-
ment, is supported entirely by the arms. 
Both take a bit of practice to calibrate and  
operate properly, but the results can be 
sublime—almost as though a dolly is  

floating gracefully through the air.
And then it hits you: a dolly. Would that 

be better? After all, there’s no better hint of 
creeping menace than a slow, nearly im-
perceptible push-in to your main charac-
ter. It’s certainly a more classic look (just 
ask Spielberg or Hitchcock). So a push-in 
on Zach could continue to Mr. Toothpick, 
really giving us a sense of his malevolence 

before tracking alongside him and leading 
smoothly into the next scene.

But what kind of dolly? If this were in-
doors, you’d go with a crab or doorway 
dolly, since their pneumatic rubber tires 
don’t need tracks and can roll smoothly in 
any direction. Unfortunately, these need an 
especially flat surface to roll on, and your 
chosen street, alas, is cobblestone. Which 
means a track dolly is called for. If bud-
get allows, this can give you an amazing-
ly smooth push-in. But it also means extra 
setup time to lay rails for the dolly’s flanged 
wheels, and a larger crew to operate it. You 
also may need permission to block off the 
street. Is the trade-off worth it? 

Or would it be better to convey the sense 

  “Is there a particular style
   you’d like to emulate?
 Perhaps just as important:
           what’s your budget?”



B&H Student Buyer’s Guide  57Volume III

of Zach being observed, like a germ under 
a microscope, by more powerful forces? If 
so, you could shoot the scene from a pass-
ing car, crawling along behind him (we 
may not even know it’s a car, with the right 
kind of camera support), then at the wall 
discovering Toothpick Man, who looks to-
tally innocent—until Zach walks off and is 
followed, the camera turning and moving 
with them. It might suggest that a hit will 
be taking place in the near future—like a 
scene from The Godfather or Scarface.

At the very least you’ll need a basic car 
mount, or a full auto rig for added flexi-
bility. Since you won’t be shooting into the 
car, a window or hood mount isn’t neces-
sary. The best option is a rig that will at-
tach to the car’s surface with large suction 
cups that absorb shocks and vibrations. 
You could even put the camera on the roof, 
adding height and making Zach appear 
smaller and insignificant, more like the 
victim he’s about to become.

Or maybe you want to go even higher. 
Maybe, like Hitchcock, you want to look 
down on your protagonist from on high, 
conveying his loss of control over his own 
fate, making him seem powerless. For that 
you’ll need a crane. Or maybe not a crane, 
which could be prohibitively expensive 
(not to mention too big for this street). 
What about a jib? It does the same thing—
lifting the camera high into the air (or 
down near the ground) on a pivoting, ex-
tendable arm balanced by counterweights, 
using a tripod as its base. You won’t be 
able to ride on the jib the way you would 
a crane, but you can control the camera re-
motely from below. 

You imagine this new shot: the camera 
follows Zach at shoulder level, then booms 
slowly up, twisting slightly to the left to re-
veal Toothpick Charlie. It then floats even 
higher as Zach turns to leave and the man 
moves off after him, the two of them re-
duced to small figures playing out their 
given roles, pawns on a chessboard.

You think about it. It could actually 
work. But even if you decide it’s not right 
for this film (or this budget), you can be 
sure there are as many camera support op-
tions as there are ways to shoot a scene. 
The choices are out there. Which one is 
right for you? 

JIB it up
How to create a budget jib              Total cost: $60.00 

Drill

1/4" drill bit

5/16" drill bit (not shown)

Flat-tip screwdriver

Two 7/16" wrenches

Two 1/2" wrenches

Hacksaw

Vise

Pencil

2. Drill hole at bottom (will 
be used to mount bracket to 
camera using thumb nut).

Camera Mount (L-Shape)
1. On 8" side of bracket, 
drill hole .5" and 4.75” from 
the top.
2. On 7.25" side of bracket, 
drill hole 1" from the end.

Tubes:
1. 1 tube remains 8' long, 
while the other needs to be  
cut down 21.5".
2. For counterweight, see 
DIY Steadycam and use a  
5-lb weight instead.
3. Drilling holes on the tubes depends 
on your camera weight and whether 
you prefer your rig to be camera light 
or heavy. Whatever you do, be sure to 
match the holes on each of the two 

pipes so that they will be 
aligned when attaching 
them to the U-bracket.
4. Drill two holes on each 
pipe, one where they meet 
the U-bracket, and one 2" 

from the edge where the L-bracket will 
be placed.
5. Attach pipes to the U-
bracket with the shorter 
pipe on top.
6. Attach pipes to L-bracket.
7. To create camera mount, 
use same method from DIY 
Steadycam.
8. Attach U-bracket to your 
tripod, and your camcorder to the 

L-bracket. Voilà!

Building
Shape Brackets:
1. Measure steel length of 17.5", place 
in vise and use hacksaw to cut.
2. Using remaining steel, mea-
sure 15.25" and cut again.
3. Using 17.5" piece of steel, measure 
8" from both ends leaving 1.5" in the 
middle.
4. Place steel in vise so that 8" are 
sticking out of the top, and apply 
force to bend steel 90 degrees. Flip 
to other side, and repeat to form 
U-shape.
5. Using 15.25" piece of steel, mea-
sure 8" and place into vise. Apply 
force to bend steel at 90 degrees. You 
are left with an L-shape.

Jib Bracket (U-Shape)
1. Drill two holes using 1/4" drill 
bit on each side of U-bracket. 
One .5" down from the top, and 
the second 4.75" from the top.

Two 1" x 8' aluminum tube (round)

One 1/8" x 11/4" x 4' weld steel F

Four clevis pin adjustable 1/4"

Two 1/16" x 15/16" hitch pin clips

One 1/2" x 4" black pipe nipple

One M8-1.25mm x30 flange bolt M

One nut M8 x 1.25mm

Two 1/4" machine nuts

A Temple University film program graduate, 
David Speranza has been writing and mak-
ing short films since the days of Super-8. 

THE TOOLS

THE PARTS


