Large Lenses + Gimbal Heads



Understanding Gimbal Heads

This lesson provides a comprehensive overview of gimbal heads for camera tripods,
explaining their functionality, advantages, and various types. The primary purpose is to
educate you on how these specialized heads improve stability and maneuverability when
using large lenses or capturing multi-row panoramas.

Introduction to Gimbal Heads

While ball heads are adequate for general use, they are less ideal for heavy lenses or precise
panoramic shots. Gimbal heads offer enhanced stability and smoother movement, making
them essential for certain shooting scenarios.

How Gimbal Heads Work
The core functionality of a gimbal head lies in its balanced pivot points, allowing for
effortless movement of heavy camera and lens combinations.

e Balancing Mechanism: A key feature is a
knob that, when loosened, allows the lens
to tilt up or down. This tilt is balanced,
similar to balancing an object on a finger,
so gravity doesn't cause the camera to dip.
This balance is achieved by finding the
precise point where the camera and lens's
weight are perfectly distributed.

e Axis of Rotation: Gimbal heads allow for
smooth rotation on multiple axes. One axis
allows for 360-degree rotation at the
tripod connection point, controlled by a
knob near the base. The other axis controls
the tilt up and down, managed by a
separate knob.

e Locking Capabilities: Each axis can be
locked independently, allowing you to
maintain a specific position while adjusting
another axis, crucial for panoramic photography.
o Weight Support: The entire weight of the camera and lens is supported by the tripod
base via the gimbal head, making it feel weightless to the user.

Setting Up a Gimbal Head for Balance
Achieving optimal performance with a gimbal head requires proper setup and balancing.

1. ARCA Swiss Plate: A specialized ARCA Swiss plate is attached to the lens's tripod foot.
This plate allows the gimbal head's clamp to grip the lens securely.

2. Finding the Balance Point: The camera and lens are slid forward or backward along
the ARCA Swiss plate until the setup is perfectly balanced. This means when
released, the lens neither dips down nor tilts up, remaining neutral.

3. Ideal Alignment: Ideally, the tilt pivot point should align with the lens's center, and
the horizontal rotation point should also be centered with the lens. This minimizes
unwanted swinging during adjustments.
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Types of Gimbal Heads
There are several types of gimbal heads, each suited for different needs and equipment.

oFull Cradle Head: This type utilizes the lens collar directly for support
and allows for height adjustment to align with the tilt pivot. It is
recommended for very large lenses.

eSide Mount Head: This head attaches to the lens's tripod
ring, coming off to the side rather than the bottom. It is
more compact but offers less adjustment for lens-to-pivot
distance. A variation that allows the lens to be slid closer to
or further from the pivot point, enabling perfect centering
and balance. This has been my preferred type for a long
time due to its versatility.

eBall Head Converter (Sidekick): A compact adapter that attaches to a
standard ball head, turning it into a functional gimbal. It's ideal camera
L l

bag space is limited.

eMonopod Head: Specifically designed for monopods, this head offers
gimbal functionality for enhanced portability. It provides balanced
support, allowing you to shoot in any direction without feeling the
weight.

eCompact/Travel Gimbal Heads: These are smaller, lighter versions
designed for portability, fitting into camera bags. However, they have a
lower weight capacity (around 8 |Ibs) compared to the heavier-duty
Wimberley models.
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Benefits and Considerations
Gimbal heads are primarily beneficial for two main purposes:

e Supporting Heavy Lenses: They alleviate the strain of handholding large telephoto

lenses, providing smooth panning and stability, which is also advantageous for video
recording.

e Multi-Row Panoramas: Their precise control over rotation and tilt makes them
excellent for capturing seamless panoramas, including multi-row compositions.

When choosing a gimbal head, it's important to consider the weight capacity and the type of
lenses one typically uses. While Wimberley is a reputable brand, other manufacturers offer
similar products at much lower price points, though quality should be carefully reviewed. A
crucial accessory for using gimbal heads is the ARCA Swiss plate, which is necessary for
mounting lenses to the head.
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