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Motel cabins in Middletown, Rhode Island, in an iPhone 4 24-picture (4 tall by 6 wide) AutoStitch composite. The Snapseed border is “a nod to old Polaroids 
and old processing,” Chris Alvanas says. 
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PROOF POSITIVE
FOR MANY PHOTOGRAPHERS, the print 
is the proof.

Proof of technique, proof of the gear’s 
capability and quality, proof they made the 
right decisions about the moment and its 
capture.

For Chris Alvanas, the prints he made 
from his iPhone photos were proof of the 
camera’s capability. And so were the prints 
not made.

About four years ago, Alvanas, a 
photographer, filmmaker, educator, digital 
artist, and postproduction retoucher, was 
attending a week-long advanced printing 
workshop at John Paul Caponigro’s studio. 
“The first day of portfolio review featured 
lots of prints of grand vistas from big film 
cameras—4x5s and 8x10s,” Alvanas says. 
“I showed on the second day, but I digitally 
projected my images.”

First he presented photos taken with 
his DSLRs, then—and this is when he got a 
bit nervous—a few taken with his iPhone. 
“There was a moment of silence after the 
iPhone photos,” he says, “and then someone 
said, ‘You’ve got more of the mobile stuff, 
right?’ They were amazed at the quality.”

The fact that the others in the class 
had prints and Alvanas had a projector 
didn’t matter; they could see the quality 
on the screen. “This was an advanced 
workshop—John Paul Caponigro is a guru 
in the industry, so the people there were 
at a very high level, but when they saw the 
images, they couldn’t have cared less what 
they were shot with. It was the pictures 
that mattered.”

HOW CHRIS ALVANAS’S SMARTPHONE IMAGES CHANGED A WORKSHOP’S FOCUS By Barry Tanenbaum

Taken at the Glen Manor House, a wedding and event venue in Portsmouth, Rhode Island. “Jay Maisel 
says that photographers sense a vibration and are drawn to the moment by color, contrast, or light. 
That’s what this is. It makes a great print.”
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“I used the Hipstamatic app for an old-fashioned, 
warm look appropriate for this café,” Alvanas says. 
“No matter where I am, I find images that need to 
be recorded to inspire people. My wife says we 
can’t have a meal without me taking a picture.” 
Apps used here were Hipstamatic and Snapseed. 
“Whatever technical aspects you choose or use, 
they have to serve your vision of the scene.”
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Still, their attention had definitely 
shifted. “The rest of the week turned into 
a mobile fest,” Alvanas says, “and we did 
very little printing. Everyone was playing 
with phone cameras, taking and showing 
pictures, talking about mobile apps. They 
realized that the smartphone wasn’t 
necessarily the snapshot environment 
they thought it was.”

And John Paul Caponigro’s reaction? 
“He was very cool with it,” Alvanas says. 
“He’s all about images, not the cameras 
that take them, and ever since that 
workshop he’s been a pretty big advocate 
for mobile.”

Since that workshop Alvanas has 
regularly been taking, printing—at sizes 
up to 20x30 and 30x40—and exhibiting 

The Point Judith Lighthouse on the Rhode Island coast, taken with an app called Average Camera Pro. 
“My iPhone was on a small tripod set on a bench. I framed up the image and set the camera to take a 
series of photos, which the app blended into one photo. I love how it captures the motion of the water 
and the clouds.”

iPhone images. “I just printed a series 
of work through Duggal [printing and 
imaging services] in New York, and you’d 
never know unless you were told they were 
mobile phone photos. I challenge anyone 
to tell.”

The Caponigro workshop not only 
opened a door for the other attendees, it 
did the same for Alvanas. “It was like, Let’s 
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go on doing this, and let’s go further with 
complete confidence.”

One of the ways he went further was 
to shoot more abstract images. Using 
applications like Slow Shutter Cam, he can 
move the camera around and “kind of draw 
with light. It’s a cool way to get abstracts, 
which I process through a mobile app so I 
can keep everything mobile.”

Alvanas generally processes his images 
through Snapseed, sometimes uses 
PureShot and SimplyB&W, sometimes 
specialty apps like PhotoSync, which 
brings his pictures wirelessly from his 
phone to his computer and the Lightroom 
environment.

He stresses that while these apps and 
processes have an effect on the look of the 
image, there’s no app or process that will 
rescue or create quality. “I might do a little 
noise reduction in Lightroom, but I have 
to have image quality right in the camera, 
same as always.”

Summing up, he says, “Embrace the 
tools, but put the pressure on creativity.” n

A range of his images and interests is 
featured at Chris Alvanas’s website, 
lightyearimaging.com, and on Instagram 
and Pinterest.

“When I’m thinking abstract, 
I’m looking for colors, lines, 
shapes, and light, and I got it 
all from this rust-streaked wall. 
I can use a slow shutter app at 
a five- or six-second exposure, 
and it will show me what I’m 
getting as I move the camera.”

Taken in the Bubble Room 
restaurant, Captiva, Florida. 

“All these things are inside 
the glass-topped table where 

we sat. So much detail, so 
much color. The light was 
coming from the left side, 

through a window; my only 
problem was avoiding 

reflections.”
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