Testing films into the new millennium

by Jack and Sue Drafahl

ith any good story, you need a

beginning. We have been
testing film for almost two decades
and thought it was high time to tell
you just how we do it. Our first film
test was in May 1981 for a sister
Petersen publication, Skin Diver
Magazine. The magazine wanted a
comparison of Kodachrome and
Ektachrome films for underwater
wide-angle and close-up photography.
We suffered through a trip to the
Bahamas to conduct this first test. It
was a tough job, but someone had to
do it.

In March of the following year,
PHOTOgraphic Magazine asked us to
evaluate an extremely fine-grain black-
and-white film still in use today called
Kodak Technical Pan Film. For the
next few years our film tests were
sporadic because few new film
emulsions were introduced. Instead,
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we concentrated our literary efforts on
extensive how-to articles. Because of
increased competition among film
manufacturers, now several new film
families are introduced yearly, which
constantly challenges us to stay ahead
of them all.

THE DRAFAHL FILM
TESTING PROCESS
The key to keeping readers

informed is to find out which films are
due for debut and get our hands on as
many rolls as possible. Sometimes this
even means signing a non-disclosure
statement so we can be involved in the
Beta testing stage of a film. More
often though, we go to trade shows
such as PMA, and arrange for new
films to magically appear on our
doorstep. We are in constant contact
with all the film manufacturers to
make sure that PHOTOgraphic readers

hear about it first.

Once we receive a batch of the new
emulsion, we try to run one test roll to
ensure we won't run into any
problems. We added this step after we
once received a batch of fogged film
from a manufacturer. Halfway into the
test, we found the results
unsatisfactory and called the
manufacturer for clarification.
Immediately we were sent a new batch
of film and the test continued without
a hitch. It seems the film sat in a
delivery truck with temperatures over
100° for hours.

In order to carefully research the
technical information regarding
changes in any new film, we wade
through PR releases, tech sheets, and
constantly surf the Web. Electronic
communication enables us to obtain
detailed information in minutes
instead of waiting weeks. We try to



house. In order to obtain the best,
most consistent results possible, we use
a computer-controlled one-shot
processor called the Pro V from Wing-
Lynch Corporation. This processor
uses new chemistry for every roll of
film, constantly checks the chemistry
levels, maintains the temperature to
+0.1°, and automatically adjusts the
time/temperature curve anytime

there is a change in the process. We
always test the chemistry with a single
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test roll, and then run the remaining
film in several batches to check
consistency from roll to roll. In all
the years of testing film using this
processor, we have never lost a test
due to bad processing.

TRIALS AND TRIBULATIONS
OF EVALUATIONS
Every time we put a roll of film in
a camera, we are testing the film,
review due or not. We process the

film and evaluate the results in order
to gain additional knowledge and add
credibility to our reports.

The overall quality of films today
is excellent. The range of ISOs is vast
and the grain structure minimal. Each
company is constantly conducting
research and development to devise
new, innovative technology to put
their films on the leading edge.
According to all the PR information,
each new film is leaps and bounds




and specific niches. Only once in our
film evaluation history have we
refused to review a film. It was touted

as one of the latest, greatest, but our

initial testing divulged otherwise.
When we contacted the
manufacturer, they readily admirtted
they had rushed it to market too
fast. It was withdrawn from the
marketplace almost before it was
introduced.

A constant problem we encounter

is keeping the film names straight.
We are not sure, but we think the
film manufacturers do it just to
confuse us. It is not uncommon to
hear the terms: plus, extra, II, super,
or some odd name no one
understands. One manufacturer
changed the name of the film three
times in one month during our
testing. We ended up shooting the
film box three times before the
article went to press.

REFLECTIONS AS THE
CENTURY TURNS
As we close this century and turn

a millennium, it is hard to believe
that 35mm film is less than 70 years
young. The photo industry has made
great strides and film leads the pack.
Slides, initially the front runner, now
have a market share of less than 5%,
but color negatives have soared to
capture 94%. It is no wonder that
manufacturers have new film families
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above its predecessor, when in fact,

the changes are often minor. Our
job is to carefully evaluate those
minute changes and help you with
your film buying choice.

We are often chastised for
giving glowing reports on all the
film we report. Believe it or not,
technological advancements have
made it really tough to find a film

that provides unsatisfactory results.
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emerging yearly to compete in the
“film wars.”

The new buzz word for the
millennium is digital. All the film
manufacturers have made large
investments in the digital
industry, and are slowly moving
in that direction. We look at film
today as silver pixels, and just one
of many ways to capture data for
the digital world.
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our first film test for
PHOTOgraphic Magazine was of
our daughter, Kristy, shortly after
her first birthday. Several
thousand rolls of film later, Kristy
is off enjoying college life and she
still is a reluctant participant in
our film tests. Sorting through the
vast rolls of film and reflecting on
a few of our favorite images, only
shows us just how far film has
really come. W |
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