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                                      Left for dead in the digital era, film is experiencing a revival of sorts 
— that is, if you believe it ever really died in the first place.

By Stephanie Boozer
{with Jonathan Canlas, Sandra Coan & Wendy Laurel}
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ver since the Machine Age (and one could argue the exact dates), there’s been a tug  
of war between man and machine, engineered perfection versus organic imperfection. 
For every innovation or automation, there are those who persevere in the older ways, 
some out of obstinacy, some out of something akin to love — of handcrafting, of process, 
of a magic that machine precision will never equal. So it was with digital photography. 

Though silent, the impact of those tiny pixels 
seemed to sound a death knell for film manu-
facturers and processing labs, and indeed left 
much of the industry in ruins. Yet all the while 
film has quietly maintained a kind of cult fol-
lowing, and now the pendulum seems to be 
beginning its backward swing. Once almost a 
dirty word, today “film” is what the cool kids are 
doing, and it’s not just a kitschy hipster medium 
for eclectic hobbyists and high artistes; there’s a 
growing body of working professional photog-
raphers loading film in cameras. Weddings, 
portraits, commercial photography work, they’re 
doing everything on film. One of these film pho-
tographers is Hawaii-based Jonathan Canlas. In 
Jonathan’s first encounter with a DSLR, he was 

E
thrown by what he perceived as extra workflow. 
“So much time sitting at the computer making 
things look like film, when I could just shoot 
film!” he says. “In my mind, there’s a compelling 
difference in mentality between shooting film 
and digital. I’m really disciplined with film. But if 
I pick up a DSLR, I become trigger happy.”

Jonathan stuck with film. He became a full-
time wedding and portrait photographer in 2001, 
when the price of pro-level digital equipment 
was sky high, and more affordable models could 
not produce what Jonathan could get with film.

Seattle-based family photographer Sandra 
Coan had a similar experience, starting out in 
film, trying digital, returning to film. For her, the 
big difference was the way the two mediums 
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read and responded to light. “It’s like painting 
with oils versus watercolors,” she says. “One isn’t 
better than the other, they’re just different.” 

In Sandra’s view, film is designed to interpret 
light rather than to merely record it. “You can 
find a [film] stock that fits your brand and vision. 
Each stock comes with its own personality, its 
own way to see color, shadow, highlight. For me 
as an artist, that’s really exciting because I can 
learn to use those inherent qualities to create an 
image that’s 100-percent unique,” she says.

If you’ve ever ducked into a dark closet to 
thread a roll of film into a reel, or anxiously waited 
in an odiferous darkroom for the emergence of 
an image on photo paper, you’ve experienced 
that magical feeling only film engenders. You 
don’t see that twilight-stage physical transforma-
tion with digital. And then there’s film’s tonal and 
granular subtleties that give images an organic 
quality. You can, of course, digitally recreate film 
grain and tweak the tones to your heart’s content, 

but the dynamism of the different film stocks is 
much more intricate. And consider the wonder 
that comes when you click the shutter of a film 
camera, that notion of chance every time you do.

“There’s a quality to film, even after its been 
scanned — it just looks different,” says Wendy 
Laurel of Clickin Moms’ Let the Kids Dress 
Themselves (letthekids.com), formerly located 
in the San Francisco Bay area and re-settled in 
Maui. “I see more depth and layers of light. If I 
couldn’t shoot film, I wouldn’t be a photogra-
pher. It just wouldn’t be as fun for me.”

Primarily a wedding and family portrait photog-
rapher, Wendy finds it freeing to see only what’s 
in the viewfinder, not caught up in checking the 
playback display. During sessions, she feels in 
the moment and connected to her clients. She 
loves experimenting with her collection of older 
cameras and lenses, especially with the toy cam-
eras. “When I want a different look, I don’t need a 
new Photoshop action, I need a different camera 

or lens or film stock,” she says. “There’s always 
something new I’m trying. Right now I’m trying 
out a filter that makes rainbows. Yesterday it was 
double exposures at the skate park. 

“I love all the little mistakes that can happen 
with film, like light leaks or soft blur; it’s part 
of the appeal to me. I don’t want perfection. 
Perfection is boring,” she says.

Jonathan is so passionate about promoting 
film that he created a project he named Film Is 
Not Dead, a.k.a. FIND in 2008, when, he says, 
film “was not cool in any sense of the word.” His 
FIND workshops are meant to connect the far-
flung film photographers who are struggling to 
find a place in a pixel-saturated world. 

“Photographers love it when they’re shooting, 
not editing, says Jonathan. “Putting film back in 
your hands reignites that spark.”

Sandra Coan and her sister-in-law, Cat 
Thrasher, have also been busy helping photogra-
phers get acquainted with film. They cofounded 
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MAKE YOUR MATCH
Find a lab partner right for you

“The lab can make or break your photography 
business when you choose to shoot film,” says 
Jonathan Canlas. With film, you’re at the mercy of 
whoever is running the scanner, so it’s important 
to develop a good relationship that you can trust in 
at whatever lab you choose. Read reviews by other 
photographers online, weigh-in with film forums, 
then give two or three labs a trial run with personal 
work — not a client’s. 

A good lab will help you develop your style, will 
know your color profile and how you like your 
processed images to look. If you typically like a film 
pushed, they’ll know just how far. Spend the time  
to find a relationship that works.

Wendy’s Top 3 Labs

Indie Film Lab (indiefilmlab.com), a Montgomery, 
Ala., outfit that touts using “the holy grail of film 
scanners,” the Fujifilm SP3000 Frontier and the 
Noritsu HS-1800.

Goodman Film Lab (facebook.com/goodman.
filmlab), a more boutique experience, run by Danny 
Goodman in Irvine, Calif.

The Find Lab (thefindlab.com) in Utah, opened by 
Jonathan in 2011 after recognizing a growing need 
for film processing, not to mention his own studio. 

“They really helped me find my look, I’m very loyal to 
them,” says Wendy.

FILM GUIDE
Jonathan’s favorite stock

For black and white:

Fujifilm Neopan 100 Acros. Yes, I’m sponsored by 
Kodak, but this film is ri-di-cu-lous,” he says. It’s like 
those old-school tintypes where light wraps around 
faces. It responds to UV rays so differently. Its 100 
ISO rating means no indoor photography without 
good window light.

Ilford HP5 Plus 400. I like to push it to ISO 3200 
and have the lab push it even more.

Kodak Professional T-Max 400. It’s a clean, fine-
grained black and white.

For color:
Kodak Professional Portra 400. Best for weddings 
when you have to go from bright to low lighting. This 
is my standby.

Kodak Professional Portra 160. Good under 
controlled lighting, and handles all skin tones well.

Fujifilm Fujicolor Pro 400H. It looks completely 
different from Portra, so I never shoot a session with 
both stocks. They’re like night and day.
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the blog, Little Bellows (littlebellows.com), which 
now focuses on film photography and tutori-
als. They also lead workshops to introduce film 
photography and its workflow to photographers 
who came up in the digital age. 

“The film world is growing and a lot of [digital] 
portrait photographers are coming back,” says 
Sandra. “We want Little Bellows to be a place 
where those people can learn and share their 
work. Everyone wants her work to stand out and 
film can help you do that.”

These film photographer are well aware of 
the anti-film photographers out there who think 
shooting film equals more time, expense and 
technical difficulty. But it’s a question of per-
spective. Film stock has definitely become more 
costly, and you do have to factor the lab costs in 
the equation. The flip side: Technology moves 
ahead so quickly that upgrading digital equip-
ment and imaging software is an unavoidable, 
even costly expense. 

“In terms of cost, I really think it ends up 
being the same,” says Jonathan. “You’re buying 
film and processing it instead of upgrading your 
camera. You also have to think about the time 
behind the computer, your time. My actual in-
computer editing time per image is around five 
seconds, and it’s mainly adjusting levels, curves 
and color balance, in that order. That’s it. If you 
get the right exposure and the right lab knows 
your color profile and what you like, you’re set.” 

Wendy echoes that sentiment, “When I shoot 
a wedding, I’m out there for eight hours and I have 
all this film and I’m done with it. I send it to the lab, 
get it back in about two weeks, and the only edit-
ing I do is to take out bad shots, upload in a gallery, 
and get it to the client. I don’t have to go in and fix 
things. In that respect, film saves me hours.”

The wait for the scans to come back from the 
lab, say the photographers, is a welcome break 
after the wedding shoot and time they can use 
on new possibilities. A two-week turnaround 
is also perfect timing for the post-honeymoon 
presentation to the clients. 

All in all, though, says Jonathan, it’s not really 
about film or digital. It’s about your own visual 
voice, what sets you apart from everyone else. 
Film is part of achieving that for him. “No matter 
what — digital or film — straightforward, honest 
photography will never go out of style.”
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HOW TO GET STARTED IN FILM
Go out, take a roll of film, put it in your 
camera. You’re not going to learn by read-
ing forums or books. You learn by shooting 
and documenting your results. Nothing 
trumps actually doing the work.

That said, a good starting place for inspi-
ration is the history of photography, from 
conception to modern day. Understand 
where photography comes from, how it’s 
evolved, why the masters are considered 
masters. Look at what was and is now 
possible with capture on film and use that 
knowledge to perfect your technique so 
you don’t waste time or money. And keep 
working to get great images straight out of 
the camera so you don’t have to rely on 
Photoshop actions. — J.C.

Contax 645 medium-format camera with a Carl Zeiss Planar 80mm 
f/2.0 T lens; Hasselblad 503 medium-format camera with a Carl 
Zeiss Planar 80mm f/2.8 CF lens Film: Fujifilm Fujicolor PRO 400H, 
Kodak Professional Portra 800, Fujifilm Neopan 100 Lab: Richard 
Photo Lab (richardphotolab.com)

Contax 645 camera with a Carl Zeiss Planar T* 80mm f/2 lens; 
Mamiya RZ Pro II camera with a 110mm f/2.8 or 50mm f/4.5 Mamiya 
lens; Rolleiflex 2.8F camera; Nikonos V camera with a Nikkor  
35mm f/2.4 lens (for above and underwater)

Cameras: Lomo, Holga, Contax 645 medium format, Canon IV 
35mm, Nikonos V 35mm, Polaroid cameras Films: Fujifilm Instant, 
Kodak Professional Ektar 100, Kodak Professional films
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