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While reading about my work is all well and 
good, there are a number of factors that 
can keep you from doing your first personal 
project.  I’m going to address a few common 
ones up front, then walk you through the 
vital questions that will get you started with 
actually shooting your dream project.  

Not planning, not thinking, not making space, 
not setting a budget.  Actually.  Shooting.

First, there’s the matter of carving out time 
to do your work.  That becomes much harder 
to do when you have to convince your partner 
and/or family members that what you’re doing 
is WORTH IT.  They’ve got to be on board 
with what it costs in terms of actual dollars, as 
well as time away and energy spent.  

Pentax 67ii 105mm lens f/4 Kodak Portra 160+1
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Like any good relationship, getting your 
trusted peeps on board is all about trust and 
open communication. Callie and I are to the 
point where she knows that if I’m all about a 
project, it’s something we can 1) afford to do 
and 2) can’t afford not to do.

She was there when we pulled the car over in 
Wolf Creek with screaming kids in the van.  
That miserable setting led me to taking a 
single image that literally changed our lives and 
brought in over six figures in paid work.  One 
client led to another, which led to another, and 
it all started with personal work taken over the 
cries of my impatient kids in the van. 

Bronica ETRSi 35mm lens f/8 Kodak Film
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Both: Pentax 67ii 105mm lens f/4 Kodak Portra 160+1
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In the back of my head, like an app that’s always 
running, I’m wondering how this shoot will get 
me to the next big break.  That next break could 
be a monetary reward, or it could be opening a 
door that wasn’t previously available.  

The way to ‘convince’ your partner/family/
boss lady/man/person that what you’re doing 
is worth it is having an actual budget to 
present to them coupled with a game plan 
of how your hustle is going to pay off.  There 
needs to be clear communication between you 
and them and a firm understanding that this 
isn’t just playing around.  (Keep working on 
these very pages and you’ll come away with 
what you need!) Further: personal work is the 
most meaningful work on the planet.

Let your loved ones know why this story 
matters to you, and how you plan to tell it.  
It’s up to you to outline the reasons that you 
-- and you alone -- have to tell this story.

If doing a project is going to cause you financial 
stress, you’d better be up front with whomever 
else is in your household.  But if it’s not -- and 
it can almost always be scaled down -- show 
them how your extra booking this month for 
Forever Moments by Debbie is the paycheck 
that is going to fund this project. 

Pentax 67ii 105mm lens f/4 Kodak Portra 160+1
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I’m always thinking of ways to ‘pay back’ 
Callie. If I’m gone and Callie had to be 
home alone with the kids for four days, I do 
whatever I can so that Callie has four days 
off when I get back.  That means no kids, no 
meals to cook, and no house to clean.  I take 
over and make sure she feels appreciated.  

Taking care of Callie is a necessary part of 
any of my projects.  If she doesn’t feel like my 
work is fair, it doesn’t matter how awesome or 
amazing any project ends up being. 

Pentax 67ii 105mm lens f/2.4 Kodak Portra 160+1

IF  YOUR PROJECTS REQUIRE 
TIME AWAY, GIVE BACK 
WHATEVER YOU TOOK.  
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Further, personal work can lead to big gains.  
Some are personal, some are financial.  Some 
fall into both categories.  This is a compelling 
reason to make the work happen via any 
means necessary! 

Let me outline five quick examples so you 
can see that big and small wins come from 
personal work.  Yah, I know the 6-figure 
example is easy to write off as ‘Oh but you’re 
Jon Canlas.’  Here are everyday examples. 

CUBA

#1: I went to Cuba for a workshop and shot 
a ton of personal work.  Actually, all of it was 
personal work.  I didn’t shoot at the workshop in 
terms of styled shoots that existed because well, 
if you follow me, you know that isn’t my cup of 
tea.  I put my Cuban images on Instaproofs and 
sold a couple hundred dollars in prints.  More 
importantly, the images were picked up by Flux 
Magazine (a local Hawaiian publication) with a 
4-page spread at $125 a page.  Making a grand for 
shooting personal work?  I’ll take it.  

#1a: Those Cuban images were so wildly 
popular that I recently opened up a workshop 
to Cuba and it sold out within twelve hours.  
Again, personal feeding professional.  

Left: Pentax 67ii 110mm Cinelux lens f/2 Kodak Potra 800+1  Right: Pentax 67ii 110mm Cinelux lens f/2 Kodak Ektar 100+2
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Both: Pentax 67ii 110mm Cinelux lens f/2 Kodak Potra 800+1
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Pentax 67ii 110mm Cinelux lens f/2 Kodak Potra 400+1
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Left: Rolleiflex 2.8F f/8  Middle: Rolleiflex 2.8F f/5.6  Right: f/4 Kodak Ektar 100+2



HELICOPTER RIDE

#2: I went on a helicopter ride with a friend 
of mine from Spain who was visiting Oahu for 
the first time.  I brought my Pentax 67ii and 
some Kodak Portra 160 in 220.  I shot 5 rolls 
and came back with a body of work that blew 
my mind.  I brought the photos to Paradise 
Helicopters and was comped a couple free 
rides ($700).  They wanted to offer me less in 
cash, but I’d rather take the rides and make 
more images.  Worth every damn penny.  One 
ride and me dinking around led to getting two 
more rides and more importantly, something 
that I actually wanted. 

Pentax 67ii 105mm lens f/4 Kodak Portra 160+1
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All: Pentax 67ii 105mm lens f/4 Kodak Portra 160+1
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You might find yourself in the same situation, 
when a company is not willing to pay what 
the images are worth.  It all comes down to 
what you want.  I’d rather take a couple free 
rides for photos I was taking for pure personal 
pleasure than end up empty-handed.  Of 
course, I’ve also started a relationship with 
Paradise Helicopters, which I feel has value.  
Who knows where it will lead? 

Pentax 67ii 105mm lens f/4 Kodak Portra 160+1
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PHILPOTTS INTERIORS

#3: Every time I head back to Oahu, I end 
up doing interiors for a company called 
Philpotts Interiors.  Yeah, you read that right: 
INTERIORS.  

Am I an interior shooter?  Hell no, but the 
creative director follows my Instagram and loves 
what I do in terms of details and landscapes, 
what I call ‘aloha.’  She asked if I’d come and 
do a test shoot with them.  They loved it and 
it has led to a really steady five-figure stream of 
income each time I go back to Hawaii.  

I shoot their interiors MY way (on film and 
usually on a fixed Contax 80mm f/2 lens), 
and they love it.  The last time I went, the 
owner was there and the first words out of her 
mouth to me were, “We love how your images 
have life, versus the sterile interior shots we 
normally get.”  To me, that meant they like 
the look of film.  

Left: Pentax 645n 80mm planar lens f/2 Kodak Portra 400+1  
Right: Pentax 645n 80mm planar lens f/2 Fuji 400H+1
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Pentax 645n 80mm planar lens f/2 Kodak Portra 400+1

IN CASE  YOU MISSED THIS: 
POSTING ALL  MY  WORK TO 
INSTAGRAM MEANS I HAVE 
STEADY  WORK  FOR EVERY 
ISLAND VISIT.
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All: Pentax 645n 80mm planar lens f/2 Fuji 400H+1



17#PROJECTFINDMEANING

PEARL HARBOR

#4: Pearl Harbor coverage for 6 years led to 
shooting for the National Archives covering 
veteran Navy Seals from Vietnam.  Totally and 
absolutely WORTH IT on a personal level.  

Rolleiflex 2.8F Rolleinar I f/2.8 Ilford HP5+3 
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All: Rolleiflex 2.8F f/2.8 Fuji Acros 100
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Both: Rolleiflex 2.8F f/2.8 Fuji Acros 100
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KAHUKU FOOTBALL

#5 : Kahuku football led to the cover story for FLUX magazine.  
$200 for the cover and $125 per page,  times 6 pages.  All donated 
to the Kahuku football program.  Making an $1100 donation to a 
local organization for doing personal work?  I’ll take it.  

Rolleiflex 2.8F f/5.6 Ilford HP5+3
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Both: Rolleiflex 2.8F f/2.8 Ilford HP5+3
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Rolleiflex 2.8F f/2.8 Ilford HP5+3
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All: Rolleiflex 2.8F f/2.8 Ilford HP5+3

BIG WINS, SMALL WINS, HUGE WINS...THEY’RE ALL WINS. THE ONLY  THING  STOPPING 
YOU  FROM MAKING A  LIST  LIKE THIS OF  YOUR OWN IS GETTING STARTED. 
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I know, I know...you’re thinking this whole things 
sounds expensive. 

Let’s tackle doing this whole personal project 
thing on $0.00 and no time in order to keep a 
project moving forward.

Personal projects can get costly, and I fully 
understand not having capital to fund the one 
thing you want to do most.  Not everyone owns 
a lab or can buy film at a discounted rate thanks 
to Kodak and Fuji’s deal with theFINDlab. 

BUT.  Any project worth doing means you’ll 
find a way to make it happen.  

I’ll be the first person to tell you to your face: 
this doesn’t have to happen on film.  Period. 

Medium does not matter.  AT ALL.  EVER.  

It’s 2019, peeps, so whatever you’re shooting: 
just make sure you have the means to make it 
look good. 

Pentax 67ii 110mm Cinelux lens f/2 Kodak Portra 800+1
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Both: Rolleiflex 2.8F f/5.6 Kodak Ektar 100+2



26#PROJECTFINDMEANING

Left: Kodak Portra 800+1  Middle & Right: Pentax 67ii 110mm Cinelux lens f/2 Kodak Ektar 100+2
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Time does matter.  LOTS. 

It’s tough but important to be realistic about 
the amount of time your project requires.  If 
you’re insanely busy, give yourself 20 scheduled 
minutes one day a week to get out and make 
things happen.  (If you don’t have 20 minutes 
once a week, we need to be having an entirely 
different conversation. #boundaries) 

Pentax 67ii 105mm lens f/4 Kodak Portra 160+1
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Both: Pentax 67ii 110mm Cinelux lens f/2 Kodak Portra 800+1
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If you think of a project and “there just isn’t 
time,” that project probably isn’t one you’re 
meant to take on right now.  Likewise, if your 
project requires you to get on a plane more 
than once, you might need to reconsider your 
angle or dream up a whole new project.  

Remember, the success of a project is about 
access and commitment.  Buying flights every 
month to go tell a story means it’s probably a 
story better told by someone who’s local and IN 
the thick of the story, instead of someone who 
drops in with a camera every now and again.

Rolleiflex 2.8GX f/2.8 Fuji Acros 100

THE  RIGHT  PROJECT  WILL 
INVITE  YOU  TO MAKE 
TIME.  IT  WILL EVEN 
HAUNT  YOU A  LITTLE.  
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Left: Rolleiflex 2.8GX f/5.6 Fuji Acros 100   Middle: Rolleiflex 2.8GX f/2.8 Ilford HP5+3   Right: Rolleiflex 2.8GX f/2.8 Fuji Acros 100
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Both: Pentax 67ii 110mm Cinelux lens f/2 Kodak Portra 800+1
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Rolleiflex 2.8GX Rolleinar I f/2.8 Fuji Acros 100

BOTTOM LINE: GO SHOOT 
WHATEVER YOU’VE 
GOT  WITH WHATEVER 
TIME  YOU CAN FIND.  
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Once you’ve made the time to shoot and haven’t dismissed your project as ‘too expensive,’ you 
don’t want to wander around photographing willy nilly and hoping for the best.  Let’s make a 
plan, starting with how you want people to react to your images.

A successful project makes the viewer get up and do something about the photos you’ve taken.  It sticks with them.  

What do you want people to feel when they look at these photos?  

Is that feeling cohesive with the body of work you’re accustomed to creating? 

To have this emotion or reaction manifest itself, which medium works best?  

Color?  Black and white? A mix of both?  If so, WHY? 

Pentax 645n 80mm Planar f/2 Fuji 400H+1

COHESIVENESS IS KEY. 
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All: Pentax 645n 80mm Planar f/2 Fuji 400H+1
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Once you’ve chosen how you’re going to do 
this thing, the next step is figuring out what 
you’re going to document. 

Is it one single thing?  Does it need other 
things to support what you’re trying to say?  

Do you need the opposite point of view 
documented as well to prove your point? 

Pentax 645n 80mm Planar f/2 Kodak Portra 400+1
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Both: Pentax 645n 80mm Planar f/2 Fuji 400H+1
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Once you’ve actually gone out and done the 
work, congrats!  You’re at the beginning of the 
real work.

The real work starts when you’re curating 
your work and figuring out which images 
work alone, which images work best together 
to truly tell the story you want, and which 
images don’t work at all. 

The real work is also taking time to figure out 
where you have gaping holes in your story, 
and then making plans to fill them in with 
supplemental work. 

Once the holes are patched, it’s a question of 
how you want to present this to the world. 

Is it a printed piece? Is it only for social media 
(God please don’t stop there)?  Will this be 
part of a book?  A gallery show?  A print sale?  
A larger project or collaboration?  

How will you bring it into the world? 

Pentax 645n 80mm Planar f/2 Fuji 400H+1
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All: Pentax 645n 80mm Planar f/2 Kodak Portra 400+1
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Pentax 645n 80mm Planar f/2 Fuji 400H+1

THE REAL WORK STARTS 
WHEN  YOU’RE CURATING 
YOUR  WORK  AND FIGURING 
OUT  WHICH IMAGES  WORK 
ALONE, WHICH IMAGES 
WORK BEST  TOGETHER TO 
TRULY  TELL  THE STORY  YOU 
WANT,  AND WHICH IMAGES 
DON’T  WORK  AT ALL. 
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ONE-PAGEPROJECTMAKER
NOW, LET’S SUMMARIZE EVERYTHING YOU’VE DECIDED. 

I’m going to document

I want viewers to connect with this work by feeling 

 and then taking action by    
                
This complements my other work, namely the photographs of                 and/or 

I’ll use this gear to tell the story most effectively: 

I’ll use this medium and these color choices to bring cohesiveness to my work:  

I’ll need to capture these images in particular to tell the story well:
  

I need to be sure to get these images to support the storytelling, too: 

My budget for this project is       .

I’ll be able to commit to working on this project for    minutes a week.

I estimate that this project will take   weeks.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.
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CULLING&FILLING
THE REAL WORK OF ANY PROJECT -- CULLING AND FILLING THE GAPS. 

You’ve gotten your images back.  Let’s cull and make some magic. 

In total, I’ve got               truly amazing images.  

These images work best alone: 

These images work best together: 

The holes in my story are: 

I’ll need to provide coverage of the holes by shooting                on these dates:

This work would best be presented as 

I can ask these people to help me make that happen: 

I’ll share this work with the world through: 

.

.

.

.

.

.

.
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Pentax 67ii 45mm lens f/8 Kodak Portra 400+1
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At any point, I invite you to share your work on 
Instagram: #projectfindmeaning 

Just getting started and filling out the 
worksheet?  Share.
Got your images back and love ‘em?  Share.
Out shooting?  Share.
Got your images back and hate ‘em?  Share.

Other people will help you keep going when 
you feel frustrated, discouraged, or like this 
project is NEVER going to happen. 

If you haven’t yet, head over to 
projectfindmeaning.com and pick up the 
full FIND: Meaning suite, complete with an 
ebook all about personal work, inspirational 
playlists, coupons for theFINDlab and my 
other ebooks, and an interview with Callie 
featuring her side of the story!

Thanks for reading, and I’ll see you there -- 

JON Pentax 67ii 110mm Cinelux lens f/2 Kodak Ektar 100+2

http://projectfindmeaning.com
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