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FOREWORD

The Camera Is a Pencil
Alexandre Astruc coined the term caméra-stylo — the camera as a pen — in 1948. More than seventy years

later, that metaphor burns brighter than ever for indie filmmakers. You do not need a studio lighting

package, a Panavision deal, or a crew of forty to write something beautiful with light. You need

understanding.

This handbook was written for the cinematographer who is figuring it out in the field — the one whose

"dolly" is a wheelchair from a rental shop, whose "grip truck" is a hatchback, and whose best light is the

hour before sunset on a Tuesday. It is rooted in theory, because theory is what survives when your gear

fails.

"Light is the first language of cinema. Learn to speak it before you touch a

camera."

Each chapter pairs the why with the how. The concepts apply whether you are shooting on a vintage Super

8 or the latest mirrorless body. The craft does not change. The tools only make it easier — or harder — to

hide when you do not know it.

Welcome to the frame.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Language of Light
Light is not decoration. It is argument. Every cinematographic choice — where a shadow falls,

how soft an edge is, whether a source is warm or cold — is a statement about the world inside

your story.

1.1 Quality of Light

Hard vs. Soft

Light quality refers to how light transitions from illuminated areas to shadow. Hard light produces sharp,

well-defined shadows — from small sources relative to the subject: a bare bulb, noon sun, a focused

Fresnel. Soft light wraps around subjects, producing gradual transitions — from sources that are large

relative to the subject: an open window, a large silk, a bounce card. The closer a large source is to the

subject, the softer the light becomes.

★ FIELD TIP

An overcast sky is the world's largest softbox. Shoot exteriors on overcast days for flattering, even light with

no harsh shadows. Clear noon sun? Find shade or diffuse with a 1-stop silk.

1.2 Direction of Light

Where light comes from relative to your subject defines the mood and dimensionality of the image.

Direction is the single most expressive variable in lighting.

Direction Shadow Mood Common Use
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Front (0°) Behind — invisible Even, open, exposed Beauty, news, comedy

45° key (Rembrandt) Partial on far cheek Classic drama, dimensional Standard dramatic scenes

Side (90°) Half face in shadow Tension, mystery, noir Conflict, thrillers

3/4 back (135°) Most of face in

shadow

Mystery, menace Antagonists, secrets

Backlight (180°) Face in shadow / rim

glow

Separation, romance,

silhouette

Isolation, beauty

Top light Deep under-eye

shadows

Sinister, inhuman Horror, oppression

Under light Reversed shadow

anatomy

Unnatural, theatrical Horror, comedy artifice

1.3 Color Temperature

All light has a color measured in Kelvin (K). The human eye adapts automatically; cameras need to be told

what "white" looks like — this is white balance.

Source Temperature (K) Perceived Color

Candle / flame 1,800 – 2,000 K Very warm orange

Tungsten bulb 2,700 – 3,200 K Warm orange-yellow

Sunrise / Sunset 2,500 – 3,500 K Golden warm

Fluorescent (warm) 3,000 – 4,000 K Slightly warm white

Noon daylight 5,500 – 6,000 K Neutral white

Overcast sky 6,500 – 7,500 K Cool blue-white

Open shade / blue sky 7,000 – 9,000 K Cold blue

"Warm light feels safe. Cool light feels uncertain. Mix them deliberately."

1.4 Three-Point Lighting

Three-point lighting is the foundational grammar of dramatic lighting — not a formula to follow blindly,

but a framework to understand and break intentionally.

Key Light
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The primary source. Defines the main direction of light and creates the dominant shadow pattern. Typically

30–45° to the side of camera axis, slightly above eye line.

Fill Light

Reduces contrast from the key. Placed opposite the key, softer and lower intensity. Ratio determines mood:

2:1 flat, 4:1 cinematic drama, 8:1 noir.

Back / Rim Light

Placed behind the subject, aimed toward camera — creates edge separation from the background. Prevents

subjects merging with dark backgrounds. Often the most neglected, and the most powerful.

★ BUDGET TIP

No fill light? Use a white foam-core board as a bounce card opposite your key. Free, effective, and angle it to

dial in the ratio.

1.5 Practical Lights

Practicals — visible sources in the frame (lamps, candles, screens, neon signs) — motivate the light source,

dress the set, and often cost nothing extra. Swap household bulbs with color-balanced LEDs before the

shoot. Boost with a small off-frame LED panel. The audience sees the lamp; you control the actual light.
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CHAPTER TWO

Lenses & Optics
A lens is a point of view. Focal length does not just determine what fits in the frame — it

determines the psychological relationship between subject and world.

2.1 Focal Length

Measured in millimeters, focal length describes the angle of view and the apparent compression or

expansion of space — calibrated to a full-frame (35mm) sensor. On crop sensors, multiply by the crop

factor.

Focal Length Angle Character Common Use

8–14mm (ultra-wide) Very wide Distorted, immersive POV, action, establishing

16–24mm (wide) Wide Environmental, energetic Action, documentary, interiors

28–35mm (mild wide) Natural-ish Classic street perspective Masters, handheld drama

50mm (normal) Near human eye Invisible, honest Neutral drama, dialogue

85mm (portrait) Mild tele Flattering, intimate Close-ups, emotional scenes

100–135mm (tele) Compressed Detached, voyeuristic Surveillance, crowd shots

200mm+ (long tele) Very

compressed

Extreme isolation Wildlife, action details

2.2 Depth of Field
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Depth of field (DoF) is the range of distance that appears acceptably sharp. Four variables control it:

Variable Shallower DoF Deeper DoF

Aperture Wider (lower f-number: f/1.4) Narrower (higher: f/11, f/16)

Focal Length Longer (85mm, 135mm) Shorter (24mm, 35mm)

Subject Distance Closer to camera Further from camera

Sensor Size Larger (full frame) Smaller (crop, phone)

"Shallow depth of field is a cliché. Use it with purpose, or not at all."

2.3 Aperture, T-stops & Lens Character

Consumer lenses are rated in f-stops (a mathematical ratio). Cinema lenses use T-stops — actual measured

light transmission. T2.8 delivers exactly T2.8 regardless of brand. For color-matching across lenses, test

with a light meter rather than trusting markings.

Lenses have character — the quality of bokeh, the way they flare, their micro-contrast. Modern lenses trend

toward clinical sharpness. Vintage glass (Zeiss Contax, Helios, Super Takumar) introduces organic

imperfection: swirly bokeh, subtle vignetting, breathing character that modern optics rarely achieve.

★ INDIE SECRET

A 50mm f/1.8 "nifty fifty" costs under $150 and produces images as cinematic as lenses ten times the price.

Master one focal length before collecting many.
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CHAPTER THREE

Exposure & The Exposure Triangle
Correct exposure is not about making things bright. It is about placing tones exactly where

they need to be to serve the story.

3.1 ISO, Shutter & Aperture

ISO (Sensor Sensitivity)

ISO amplifies the sensor signal. Higher ISO = more sensitivity = more noise (grain). Most modern cinema

cameras have dual native ISO. Shooting at native ISO gives the cleanest image. Cinematic grain can be

beautiful; digital chroma noise is not.

Shutter Speed / Angle — The 180° Rule

Film cameras use shutter angle (degrees); video cameras use shutter speed (fractions). The 180° rule:

shutter speed ≈ double your frame rate. At 24fps, use 1/48s (or 1/50s). This produces natural motion blur —

the cinematic feel audiences associate with film.

Frame Rate 180° Shutter Effect of Faster Effect of Slower

24fps 1/48 – 1/50s Stutter — Private Ryan Dreamy, ghost-like

30fps 1/60s Crisp, slightly video Soft motion blur

60fps 1/120s Sport-crisp slow-mo Heavy blur in slow-mo

120fps 1/240s Ultra-crisp slow-mo Painterly in slow-mo

Aperture in Cinema
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Aperture is your last resort for exposure control — because changing it changes your depth of field. Use

ND (neutral density) filters to control light while keeping the aperture you chose for the look.

3.2 Exposure Tools

Waveform Monitor

Plots luminance values left-to-right (matching your image) and bottom-to-top (0 = black, 100 = white). Use

it to place skin tones at 60–70 IRE on the lit side. Do not expose by eye on an uncalibrated monitor —

monitors lie.

False Color

Assigns colors to luminance ranges: red/pink = near clipping, green = 18% middle grey, blue =

underexposed. Invaluable for matching skin tones across changing conditions.

3.3 Log & Raw

Log gamma curves (S-Log, C-Log, Log-C) compress a wide dynamic range into a smaller signal,

preserving highlights and shadows at the cost of a flat, desaturated image that must be graded in post. Shoot

Log if you can grade. Do not deliver flat Log footage — it looks washed out and unprofessional.

★ ND FILTER RULE

Maintain your 180° shutter and your chosen aperture by using ND filters outdoors. Build a core kit: ND 0.6 (2

stops), ND 0.9 (3 stops), ND 1.8 (6 stops). These three cover nearly every situation.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Camera Movement & Composition
The frame is a container of meaning. Where you place things inside it, and how you move

through space, defines your grammar as a filmmaker.

4.1 Compositional Principles

Rule of Thirds: divide the frame into a 3×3 grid. Place subjects along grid lines. The four intersection points

— "power points" — are natural resting places for the eye. Center-framing creates formality and power;

rule-of-thirds creates dynamism. Both are tools.

Give subjects appropriate headroom (space above the head) and lead room (space in front of motion or

gaze). Shoot through foreground objects — doorways, branches, hands — to create layers and depth.

4.2 Camera Angles

Angle Position Effect

Eye level At subject's eye line Neutral, equal, naturalistic

Low angle Below eye line Power, dominance, heroic or threatening

High angle Above eye line Vulnerability, weakness, omniscience

Dutch angle Camera tilted on roll Unease, disorientation, wrongness

Bird's eye Directly overhead God view, pattern, isolation

Worm's eye Ground level, extreme Extreme power, surreal, child POV
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4.3 Camera Movements

Move How Dramatic Effect

Pan Rotate left/right on vertical axis Follow action, reveal space

Tilt Rotate up/down on horizontal axis Reveal height, power dynamics

Dolly push in Camera moves toward subject Increasing intensity, focus

Dolly pull out Camera moves away from subject Isolation, revelation of space

Truck (lateral) Camera moves sideways Follow parallel action, reveal

Handheld Operator holds camera Immediacy, urgency, chaos

Steadicam / Gimbal Stabilized free movement Floating, dreamlike, elegant

Dolly zoom Dolly out + zoom in simultaneously Vertigo effect, disorientation

★ BUDGET TOOL

A skateboard with a wooden plank makes a functional dolly on smooth floors. A slider (Edelkrone, Neewer)

under $150 transforms your close-up shots.

"The most powerful camera move is stillness — when every other shot has

moved."
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CHAPTER FIVE

Color Science & Grading
Color is emotion made visible. A story told in warm amber reads differently than the same

story told in cold teal. Your grade is the last rewrite.

5.1 Color Theory & Color Spaces

Warm tones (reds, oranges, yellows) suggest warmth, safety, and nostalgia. Cool tones (blues, greens,

cyans) suggest distance, technology, and unease. Complementary colors (orange and teal) create visual

tension — this is why the orange-teal grade dominated Hollywood: skin reads orange, backgrounds go teal,

instant contrast.

Color Space Gamut Use

Rec. 709 Standard HD Broadcast, web delivery, most screens

Rec. 2020 Ultra-wide HDR HDR delivery, streaming platforms

DCI-P3 Wide cinema Theatrical projection, Apple displays

ACES Scene-referred VFX pipelines, future-proof archiving

S-Gamut / BMD Film Log capture gamut Shooting gamut only — not for delivery

5.2 The Grade Workflow

Step 1 — Primary correction: balance shots, set black/white points, neutralize unintended color casts.

Match shots within the same scene. Technical work before creative work.
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Step 2 — Apply a technical LUT to convert log to Rec.709. Use technical LUTs as a base; do not deliver

creative LUTs without refinement.

Step 3 — Secondary correction: isolate colors or areas with HSL qualification or power windows. Warm

faces independently of a cool overall grade. DaVinci Resolve is the industry standard — and free.

★ SKIN TONES

Skin tones should sit on the skin-tone line of the vectorscope (diagonal, slightly toward red). Skin drifting

green or magenta reads as sick or alien. Protect skin before everything else.
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CHAPTER SIX

Sound for the Visual Storyteller
Audiences will forgive bad picture before they forgive bad sound. The cinematographer who

understands audio is indispensable on an indie set.

6.1 Microphone Types

Type Pattern Best For Weakness

Shotgun (hypercardioid) Narrow front Dialogue on boom Off-axis coloration

Cardioid Front pickup Voiceover, static subjects Less side rejection

Lavalier Omnidirectional Moving talent, run-and-gun Clothing noise

Stereo / ORTF Wide stereo Ambience, music Not for dialogue

6.2 Recording Levels & Room Tone

Target dialogue at -12 to -18 dBFS. Peaks should not exceed -6 dBFS. Record 30–60 seconds of room tone

at every location — the sound of silence in that space. Never cut between locations without room tone to

smooth the edit. Every location has its own frequency signature.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Shooting on a Budget
Constraints are not the enemy of creativity. They are its engine. The best indie

cinematographers are masters of improvisation and preparation.

7.1 The Minimal Lighting Kit

Item Function Cost

2× LED bi-color panels (e.g., Aputure AL-MX) Key & fill / hair light $80–$200 each

1× 1×1 LED (e.g., Aputure 120d II) Powerful key or background $400–$700

Large white foam-core boards (×2) Bounce, fill, negative fill $10–$20 total

5-in-1 collapsible reflector Outdoor bounce, diffusion $20–$40

Black wrap (Cinefoil) — 1 roll Flag, snoot, block spill $20/roll

Clamps & C47 clothespins Mount everything $10–$50

Extension cords + power strip Essential infrastructure $15–$30

Gel pack (CTB, CTO, Half CTO) Color temp correction $30/pack

7.2 Natural Light & Camera Choices

The golden hour — 30–60 minutes after sunrise and before sunset — produces warm, directional light at no

cost. Rehearse and set focus marks before it arrives. The blue hour (just after sunset) produces cool, even
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twilight where city practicals balance beautifully. Scout every location at the time of day you plan to shoot.

The Sony ZV-E10, Blackmagic Pocket 4K, and Fujifilm X-S20 produce broadcast-quality images under

$1,000. Invest more in lenses than bodies: glass holds its value; sensors are replaced every generation.

★ GOLDEN RULE

Use Sunseeker or PhotoPills to track solar position before every exterior shoot. A location beautiful at 2PM

can be a disaster at 4PM.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

On-Set Workflow & Communication
The cinematographer's craft is not just technical — it is diplomatic. Your job is to translate the

director's vision into light and frame, efficiently, safely, and with a crew that wants to work

with you again.

8.1 The DP–Director Relationship

Do a thorough location scout and concept conversation before any shooting day. Come with a lookbook —

reference images establishing the visual language you both agree on. Show films. Show photographs. Make

sure you share a visual vocabulary before you are standing on set with crew waiting.

On set, the DP answers to the director — but also has the professional obligation to speak up when a

compromise will hurt the image. Do so respectfully and with alternatives: not "that won't work" but "if we

lose the sun in 20 minutes on that angle — can we try this instead?"

8.2 Shot Lists & Safety

A shot list is a plan that frees creative energy on the day. Build it scene by scene: shot type, lens choice,

movement, special equipment, and priority (must-have vs. nice-to-have). Know which shots to sacrifice

when time runs short.

On safety: hot lights burn, cables trip, C-stands fall. Sandbag all stands — this is non-negotiable. Keep

walkways clear. Call "striking" before lighting a hot fixture. The safest sets are the most professional sets.

8.3 Data Management
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The 3-2-1 rule: three copies, on two different media, with one off-site. Download and verify cards before

reformatting. Label drives clearly with production name, date, and card number. One data wrangler

dedicated to this role is worth more than an extra camera.

★ PROFESSIONALISM

Arrive before the director. Leave after the director. Know your gear so thoroughly you can troubleshoot in the

dark. The DP who is calm when everything goes wrong is the one who gets called again.
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APPENDIX

Quick Reference Charts
Frame Rates, Shutters & Uses

Frame Rate Shutter (180°) Common Use

23.976 / 24 fps 1/48 – 1/50 s Cinematic look, features, drama

25 fps 1/50 s European broadcast, PAL regions

29.97 / 30 fps 1/60 s US broadcast, YouTube, web

48 fps 1/96 s HFR cinema (hyper-realistic)

60 fps 1/120 s Sport, slow-motion source (2.5×)

120 fps 1/240 s Slow-motion at 24fps = 5× slow

240 fps 1/480 s Extreme slow-motion (10× at 24fps)

Common Aspect Ratios

Ratio Format Common Use

1.33:1 (4:3) Academy / Classic TV Vintage look, social media vertical

1.78:1 (16:9) HD Widescreen Broadcast, YouTube, streaming

1.85:1 Flat theatrical Most common US theatrical
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2.00:1 Univisium Netflix originals, streaming cinema

2.39:1 Anamorphic / Scope Epic cinema, wide theatrical

2.76:1 Ultra Panavision Quentin Tarantino, epic historical

ND Filter Reference

ND Filter Stops Transmission Use Case

ND 0.3 1 stop 1/2 light Subtle reduction outdoors

ND 0.6 2 stops 1/4 light Bright overcast outdoors

ND 0.9 3 stops 1/8 light Bright daylight, wide aperture

ND 1.2 4 stops 1/16 light Sunny day, f/1.8 look

ND 1.8 6 stops 1/64 light Strong midday sun

ND 3.0 10 stops 1/1024 light Extreme / long exposure

Variable ND 2–8 stops Adjustable Run-and-gun, changing light

"Every great cinematographer started with a bad camera and a good eye. The

eye is the thing."

This handbook is a Drafthouse.io publication. Drafthouse.io is the platform for screenplay writers,

filmmakers, and industry professionals to write, collaborate, and connect. Visit drafthouse.io to explore

screenplay tools, the writer's marketplace, and the production board.

© 2025 Drafthouse.io · All rights reserved · drafthouse.io


