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Self-Tape
Studio Setup.
Build a working self-tape kit for under $200. Lighting, mic, framing, and the small
details that make the difference.
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Build a working self-tape station
for under $200.
By 2026, the majority of first-round auditions in New York happen as self-tapes. If
your tapes look bad, you don’t move forward — regardless of how good your reads
are. The good news: the gear required to look professional has gotten cheap.

THE NON-NEGOTIABLES

A casting director needs three things from your self-tape: clean audio, reasonable lighting with skin
tones that look human, and framing that follows industry standards. Everything else is bonus.

THE MINIMUM KIT

Camera
Your phone is fine. Genuinely. A current iPhone or Android shoots in 4K and has a passable
wide-angle lens. Use the back camera, not the selfie cam. Lock focus and exposure manually before
you roll. Shoot horizontal (landscape) unless the casting notice asks for vertical.

If you upgrade later: a used Sony ZV-E10, Sony A6000, or Canon M50 covers most needs for $300 –
$600 used.

Microphone — the most important upgrade
Phone audio is the #1 thing that makes self-tapes look amateur. Get a real mic. Options:

• Lavalier mic — Boya BY-M1 (under $25), Rode SmartLav+ ($79), or DJI Mic ($329 for a great
wireless system). Clip on, plug in, you’re solved

• USB mic if reading remotely or doing voice memos — Blue Yeti or similar ($100 ish)
• Shotgun mic — Rode VideoMicro Plus or VideoMic NTG if you want one mic on a stand

If you only spend money on one piece of gear, spend it on the microphone. A $25 lavalier
eliminates 80% of the “your tape sounded amateur” problem.

Lighting
Window light is free. North-facing window during daytime is ideal. If you’re shooting at night or your
apartment has no good light:

• Two LED panels — Neewer or Godox 660-style, around $60 – $80 each. Mount on light stands
($25 each). One key, one fill

• Ring light — cheaper but creates a circular highlight in the eyes that some CDs find off-putting.
Soft-box LED panels look more cinematic
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• Diffusion — a $5 white sheet stretched in front of a panel softens the light dramatically

Background
Solid medium-grey or solid blue are the industry standards. A muslin backdrop ($30) on a stand ($35)
takes ten minutes to set up. Keep it wrinkle-free. Paint a wall the right grey color if you have a
permanent space. Never tape against a busy background, a kitchen, or a bedroom — it screams
“hobbyist.”

Tripod
Any phone tripod with a phone mount, $20 – $40. Manfrotto if you want a real one. Set the camera at
chest height of the actor, level with the eyes when the actor is standing or sitting in their reading
position.

FRAMING — THE INDUSTRY STANDARD

The slate (intro): wide enough to see your full body or at minimum waist-up, head to ankles ideally.
State your name, height, location, and rep info. Look directly into the lens.

The scene: chest-up framing, sometimes called the “industry standard” framing. Top of head should
be near the top of the frame with a small amount of space above. Scene partner (the reader) should
be just off-camera at lens height — about 30 degrees off, never directly to the side, never directly
behind the camera.

Eye line: the most missed thing in amateur tapes. Your eye line — where your character is looking
when delivering — should be just to one side of the lens, at the reader. Not at the camera. Not at the
floor. Looking down at sides on the floor between lines is the single most common giveaway of an
unprepared actor.

THE READER

A good reader makes your tape. A bad one tanks it. The reader gives you the off-camera lines, and
their energy and pacing become part of your performance. Things to look for in a reader:

• Doesn’t over-act. Their job is to hold the level so you can play your full performance, not perform
themselves

• Cold-reads cleanly. They keep up. They don’t stumble over your cues
• Listens to direction. You will say “quieter, more clinical” — they will adjust
If you don’t have a reader: the NYC actor community trades reads. Post in actor Facebook groups,
Discords, or your acting class — you’ll often find someone who’ll trade reads (they read for you, you
read for them). Professional reader services exist (around $25 – $50 a tape) but trading is free.

FILE NAMING — THE SMALL DETAIL THAT MATTERS

Casting offices receive thousands of tapes. A correctly named file gets sorted; an incorrectly named
one gets lost. Standard format:
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FirstName_LastName_Role_ProjectName.mp4

Example: Marcus_Levesque_Detective_Smith_PrecinctNine.mp4

Some breakdowns specify a different format. Read the breakdown. Follow exactly what they ask for.
If they say “send a YouTube link, not a file,” do that.

SUBMITTING THE TAPE

Vimeo or WeTransfer are the two most-used platforms. Vimeo for hosted links, WeTransfer for
direct-file delivery if a CD wants the original mp4. Some CDs use Eco Cast (Actors Access’ built-in
tape submission); follow whatever platform the breakdown specifies.

Don’t mass-attach. If a casting office asks for a Vimeo link, send a Vimeo link. Don’t reply to their
email with a 4 GB attached MP4 that crashes their inbox.

THE FULL BUDGET BUILD

If you’re building a self-tape kit from zero, here’s a working setup under $200:

Item Approx. Cost

Phone tripod with phone mount $25

Boya BY-M1 lavalier mic $25

LED light panel (one) $45

Light stand $25

Muslin backdrop, grey (5x7) $30

Backdrop stand $35

White sheet for diffusion $5

TOTAL $190

Yes, you can spend more. But this is the floor between “looks like you’re auditioning” and “looks like
a hobby video.” The math gets very forgiving after that.

THE 2-HOUR TAPE RULE

Most self-tape requests have a turnaround of 24 – 48 hours. Plan for: 30 minutes of memorization, 30
minutes of breakdown work (objectives, beats, character choices), 60 minutes of taking takes (you’ll
typically use the third, fourth, or fifth take), 30 minutes of review and editing. Two and a half hours
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total, plus reader scheduling. Build the habit and your self-tape life gets dramatically less stressful.


