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CROSSING INTO MOTION
What it takes to make video a major part 
of your photography work BY LINDSAY COMSTOCK

n the digital era, video work is a 
growth industry. It’s an inviting world 
for still photographers—their current 
gear provides the basic tools for mak-

ing beautiful moving images, and many assignments 
are beginning to require that shooters come back 
with both stills and video. But capturing motion can 
be a daunting task for someone who is used to freez-
ing it. Becoming a filmmaker means developing a 
knack for shaping narrative and recording audio. 

How best to make the shift to moving images? 
We spoke with Gillian Laub, a photojournalist who 
has branched out into multimedia, and We Are The 
Rhoads, a husband-and-wife duo who have brought 
their lifestyle imagery and portraiture into the video 
realm, to find out what it takes. 

 I
STORIED BEGINNINGS 
New York City–based Gillian Laub quickly saw 
that multimedia could help her tell complex  
stories after her first motion project helped to 
desegregate a historically divided prom in Mont-
gomery County, Georgia.

The photojournalist, whose work often focuses 
on people affected by geopolitical friction, war, 
social injustice, and gender identity, decided to 
incorporate motion into the story she was commis-
sioned to tell about the racially segregated proms 
for The New York Times Magazine in 2009. “I felt 
frustrated because the still photographs weren’t 
allowing me to tell the full and nuanced story,” she 
recalls. “Teenagers in prom dresses can be very 
visual, but it was challenging to be able to com-
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municate the context in the still images alone, so I 
learned slowly how to shoot video.” 

Laub has gone on to produce several short films 
and multimedia projects. She recently completed 
a feature film for HBO, Southern Rites, which will 
be released in May with a companion book. This 
comes after making a mark as a still photographer: 
Her work has appeared in numerous publications 
such as The New York Times Magazine and Time, 
and her first documentary monograph, Testimony 
(Aperture, 2007)—exploring the effects of Middle 
East conflict on Israeli Jews, Arabs, Palestinians, 
and displaced Lebanese families—garnered her 
Aperture’s Emerging Artist Award. 

Still photography is a “solitary and intimate 
practice,” she says. “The challenge of telling a story 
through one image will always excite and drive me. 
[But] seeing real life unfold in real time and hear-
ing a person’s actual voice enables me to explore a 
story in much greater depth.”

CREATIVE SYNERGY
For Los Angeles–based husband-and-wife pho-
tographic duo We Are The Rhoads, aka Sarah 
and Chris Rhoads, image making is about “al-

ways learning and always evolving and trying 
new things,” says Sarah Rhoads. “We like to 
think of ourselves as explorers. It’s important 
to us to keep our childlike wonder and curiosity 
about the world.” 

The pair has shot editorial photography for  
Kinfolk, Nylon, and Rolling Stone and commercial 
work for clients including Sony, Converse, Levi 
Strauss, and Ace Hotel. Their transition into  
motion came about organically in 2011 with a 
short film they created on spec for Kinfolk while 
on a still-photo assignment. Published online, this 
attracted the attention of a Sony art director, who 
commissioned them for more video work, and the 
practice took flight from there. 

The pair, both age 30, met in college at Oklahoma 
State University, where Chris was studying liberal 
arts and moonlighting as a professional bass player 
while Sarah was studying journalism. “Telling sto-
ries was always an interest for both of us—I began 
with a pen and paper and Chris made music,” Sarah 
says. The couple married and set up shop in Seattle 
in 2009. They relocated in Los Angeles in 2014. 

Their video work—typically produced for 
clients for broadcast on television or web outlets 

Above: Nikki, from 
Laub’s feature “A Perfect 
Daughter” for People 
magazine, 2013. The 
assignment asked for both 
photographs and video.

Above: A photograph from 
Gillian Laub’s “A Prom 
Divided” for The New York 
Times Magazine, May 21, 
2009; the story grew into  
a feature-length docu-
mentary for HBO.
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like YouTube—projects an organic lifestyle, where nature, 
beautiful handmade objects, friendship, and music are 
key ingredients. “I think the world craves something real, 
something that feels honest in the 21st century,” says 
Sarah Rhoads, reflecting on both their aesthetic and the 
shift in the industry as a whole from highly retouched to 
more natural styling. “We are children of the Information 
Age, and because of that, we’re all spending more of our 
lives staring at a screen rather than looking at something 
or someone rooted in reality.”

KEEPING IN STYLE
One of the creative challenges of crossing over is to keep a 
consistent style across disparate media. We Are The Rhoads 
maintain cohesion through natural-looking light, a muted 
color palette, and authentic styling. “Whether it’s moving 
images or still images, the process is very much rooted in 
vision, composition, style, and theme,” Sarah Rhoads says. 
“When we shoot a still assignment it informs our film  
endeavors, and vice versa. We’re homing in on what we  
want to say and finding interesting ways to do it visually.”

Laub says she learned a lot about the world of motion 
under the guidance of photojournalist-cum-filmmaker 
Shaul Schwartz (with whom she still works, for his produc-
tion company Reel Peak Films). “Collaborating with him 
was a wonderful learning experience,” Laub says of the 
Southern Rites project. “We were working on a film, but with 
still backgrounds, so it was like speaking a new language 
together—only he had learned it years before me.”

To seamlessly blend still photographs and filmed in-
terviews into compelling multimedia stories, she advises: 
“Learn how to be a one-man band. I’ve struggled with 
this—I am not a very ‘techy’ person. But it’s not about all 
the bells and whistles and the great new equipment. It’s 
about being able to know the equipment you have and 
knowing how to use it alone.”

Laub, who did not have formal schooling in filmmaking, 
likens her production process to “trial and lots of errors.” 
But she notes that she benefitted from learning to shoot 
video with the same cameras she uses for stills—the Canon 
EOS 5D Mark II and Mark III—adding a zoom recorder 
and lavalier microphones for capturing sound. “It made the 
transition smoother,” she says. “But then, of course, [with 
video] you have a lot more technical issues to deal with.”

SOUND & VISION
A key challenge in multimedia work is incorporating sound 
into a visual project. Laub’s documentary work often relies 
on captured conversations and ambient sound. “The one 
mistake I have made way too often—one that I’ve lost lots of 
sleep over—is bad sound,” she says. “It doesn’t matter how 
great your imagery is; if you have bad sound in motion you 
are in trouble.” She adds that this can mean having to trash 
many hours of work. “I have had to say goodbye to some of 
my favorite footage because I messed up the sound.”

WATR’s video work, with its lifestyle themes and com-

Left: “Aliza at The Memorial,” Tiberias, Israel, 
October 2002, from Testimony. Laub’s early work 
was exclusively still photography.©
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Above: A still assignment 
for We Are The Rhoads 
produced a shot of Father 
John Misty’s Josh Tillman 
that ran in Rolling Stone, 
February 2015. Right: 
WATR shot Hannah 
Henderson (right) and her 
kids Costa and Lennon 
Moore (opposite) for 
Kinfolk Issue 11, March 
2014. The team produced 
both photographs and video. 

mercial bent, is often overlaid with music or narra-
tion, which simplifies the process during capture and 
enables control during the editing phase. “Sound is 
often simply another tool to enhance an audience 
experience of the story,” Sarah Rhoads says.

When their budget allows, the couple hires sound 
designers and editors to help them shape motion 
projects. Being entirely self-taught means “falling 
on your face and getting back up, stumbling around 
and eventually walking on your own,” Sarah says. 
“Passion drove our need to be educated about our 
world, and being self-taught has motivated us even 
more to understand technique and to experiment.”

As with still photography, the couple count 
“great light” among the assets of a successful film. 
This means natural light for editorial, and for 
commercial work with larger budgets, the creative 
freedom of setting up artificial light. The primary 
technical variance in their work comes from the 
types of cameras they use. For digital still pho-
tos it’s a Phase One medium-format camera or a 
Canon EOS 5D Mark III 35mm-format DSLR; for 
analog photography (which they use for editorial 
whenever it’s feasible), it’s Mamiya or Hasselblad 
bodies; for video, it’s usually an Arri Alexa or a 
RED Epic Dragon.



18 AMERICAN PHOTO ON CAMPUS SUMMER 2015

C R O S S I N G  I N T O  M O T I O N

WHY MOTION? 
While the world of print media has been contract-
ing, the realm of digital storytelling is expanding, 
according to Laub. “There is a need more than 
ever for good video and multimedia content,” she 
says. “[But] it’s important to work with skilled 
editors whom you have good, open communication 
with and who share your vision. This is a very close 
relationship that is integral to the whole process.” 

For this documentarian, incorporating motion 
goes beyond pure demand for content; it allows 
her to tell stories in greater depth. “I wouldn’t say 
it’s more accurate—it’s just different,” Laub says. 
“Sometimes one still image is all you need. That 
can be powerful enough. But I like to hear people’s 
stories, so interviews have always been an important 
part of my process. The main difference now is that 
I’m recording them.”

Chris and Sarah Rhoads advise photographers 
and clients who are entertaining the idea of intro-
ducing motion into their mix to take it seriously 
as a medium. “Moving into motion should be done 
with intention,” Sarah says. “Because it will help 
you share your vision better in that medium,  

or because you have something you want to say 
through film—not just because you can.” Further-
more, she adds, “In this oversaturated era, there’s 
a lot more ‘stuff’ out there in cyberspace that 
doesn’t consider the aesthetic value or the best 
practices for the particular project. Filmmaking 
should be done with just as much intention as 
print requires.” 

In the end, both camps agree that it’s all about 
maintaining inspiration for one’s work and genuine 
interest in the subject matter. “You have to make 
your own luck in this business,” Sarah Rhoads says. 
“No one’s going to hand you anything. You have to 
make your own reality.” 

Laub notes that motivation is crucial. “There are 
so many things I am inspired by on a daily basis: 
people, life, family, love, art, fear—it’s endless,” she 
says. “I think the most valuable thing is to stay pas-
sionate. I don’t know if that’s a skill per se, but it’s 
the most important aspect of one’s work.” AP

Above: WATR produced 
“Room 68,” a project 
including motion and stills, 
for Relapse magazine, 
Spring 2014.

To see the videos that these photographers made 
in concert with the images in this story, visit 
AmericanPhotoMag.com/APOCvideo. ©
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