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Videotape As Personal History
The technology of videotape, like other 

remarkable modern technologies (the camera, the 
tape recorder, the computer word processor), is 
a boon to personal historians. With relative ease 
and a little expense, a historian can record (on 
a camcorder) for posterity relatively permanent 
“movies” of themselves and relatives.

But producing videotaped history of good 
quality is not easy. Potential mistakes abound—
in both technique and content. To produce good 
history with a camcorder, you will need to learn 
(1) how to use your camera skillfully and (2) how 
to select those projects that best lend themselves 
to videotaping. In addition, you will want to use 
only the highest quality of camcorder available, 
and the best high grade videotapes.

As you prepare to videotape personal 
history, you would be wise to do at least three 
things: 

(1)  review some instructions (books and 
pamphlets are available) on the 
techniques of effective videotaping—
composition (angle, contrast, special 
effects, etc.), appropriate subjects, 
handling the camera, and other ways 
to produce aesthetic and otherwise 
satisfying recordings; 

(2)  practice, practice—try a variety of sub-
jects, techniques, approaches, prompts 
and questions, to see what produces the 
most satisfactory results; 

(3)  plan—work out carefully just what you 
hope to obtain: what to photograph 
(mementos, photographs, objects, 
possessions, heirlooms, people, etc.); 
how much time to spend on each 
sequence; appropriate questions and 
prompts.

Videotape can be edited, but with more 
difficulty than traditional home movies. Unless 
you have professional equipment for editing 
videotape, edited copies will be of noticeably 
less quality.

Some Suggested Projects
1. Videotape a relative (or yourself) telling favor-

ite stories. Vary angles, distance, and settings, 
so as to keep the visual images as interesting 
as the narrative.

2. Videotape a relative (or yourself) describing 
personal possessions, or the home that person 
lives in, or daily activities. Ask questions that 
draw out interesting details.

3. Produce a videotape of “Settings”—places 
lived; traditional vacation spots; ancestral 
homes, towns, or farms; churches, schools, 
places to work; gardens and yards—the list 
could go on.

4. Record highlights of special events—
weddings, religious celebrations, holidays, 
birthdays and other anniversaries, reunions, 
moves, etc. Be selective!
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5. Make a visual record of your own life—
photographs, mementos, family, toys, 
possessions, friends, recollections from 
selective people (parents, friends, brothers 
and sisters, teachers), a typical day, favorite 
activities.

Many projects are feasible. But in all in-
stances, try to produce something of quality and 
lasting historical value. And share your successes 
with other family members who may be inter-
ested.

Learning Activity
Bring a video camera to the meeting and 

have lesson participants select a “theme” or topic 
that they would like to hear several members 
recount memories about. An example might be 
“The First Christmas I Remember” or “My Most 
Humorous Experience.” Ask 3-4 members to 
volunteer to be videotaped at a speaker’s stand or 
sitting in a chair as they tell their story away from 
the group. Videotape each person’s story. At the 
conclusion, play back the videotape for the entire 
group as an example of using videotape to docu-
ment family memories. 


