
IT’S A LIVING

TH
E

RE
-R

EI
NV

EN
TI

ON
OF

DO
UG

M
EN

UE
Z

BY
 H

AL
 S

TU
CK

ER

FAMILY PORTRAIT:
Doug Menuez documents
his brother Ross, a fashion
designer, on Madison
Avenue at dawn to shoot
a look book for his new
collection, with Ross’s
daughter India as a model.
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F ONE CONSTANT HAS
bound together the many lives
of Doug Menuez, it’s his ca-
reer-long need to tell a story.
Beginning as a fine-art photog-
rapher, then spending 14
years as a photojournalist be-
fore switching to fashion work
and, finally, spending the last
decade or so in the high-end
advertising world, Menuez has
always done his utmost to
make his photographs convey

a compelling narrative. “The core of
everything I do is about the human ex-
perience, trying to capture moments
and to tell stories,” he says.

“Pictures continue to fascinate us be-
cause they satisfy a deep human need
we have to explain ourselves to others

style they think is going to get them
work,” he says. “I mean, that’s normal,
especially considering it’s an incredibly
competitive business and the economy
is really bad right now. And showing
stylish, trendy work might get you as-
signments at first. But you have to de-
sign your career for longevity, and that
means asking yourself what you want
your life to look like in 20 or 30 years.
And it also means asking yourself what
kind of photographs you want to spend
your life shooting. What kinds of im-
ages have meaning for you?”

Not that his own career hasn’t seen
serious setbacks. Menuez is quick to
admit that any insights he has into the
hows and whys of career-building are
the product of a long, painful process of
trial and error. He began as a photojour-

and have others explained to us, in turn.
They help us to connect with other peo-
ple and to feel part of something larger,
something greater than ourselves.”

That Menuez has been able to sustain
a 30-year career photographing people
and situations that interest and inspire
him—“stuff I would be shooting even if
I weren’t being paid for it”—is not an
accident. While he explains that he has
only recently been able to fully articu-
late a solid framework of ideas for build-
ing a successful, rewarding career, he
says he was lucky enough to make good,
instinctive choices early on. Those
helped lay the foundation for his suc-
cess and the opportunities he’s had to
explore different creative avenues.

“Many young photographers will try
to put together a portfolio or adopt a
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nalist, working first as an intern at the
Washington Post and then as a freelancer
for Time and Newsweek. Even in his early
years, however, he worked hard to find
his own distinct path and shooting style.

“When I would show up to shoot an
assignment, if there was a huge crowd
of photographers going in one direc-
tion, I’d try to go in the opposite,” he
says. An early Washington Post assign-
ment, to get pictures of Mother Teresa,
provides a good example of the benefits
of this strategy. The Catholic nun was
visiting Washington, D.C., and speaking
at a church in the city’s Anacostia
neighborhood. A huge crowd of re-
porters and photographers had gath-
ered in front of the church where she
was due to speak. Rather than wade
through the crowd to try to position

himself for a shot that would be virtual-
ly indistinguishable from the rest, he
decided to explore the church instead.

There was a smaller chapel behind the
main church, and “I went around to a
back door and found myself inside the
sacristy,” he says. “And then I looked
out into the chapel, and Mother Teresa
was kneeling in front of the altar, pray-
ing alone.”

He went back outside and positioned
himself for a photograph of her leaving
the chapel; as she came out, two young
girls ran up to greet her. And Menuez
ended up with a striking moment and a
fresh, very human photograph—unlike
any other shot the other press corps
members would bring back to their edi-
tors that day.

Menuez’s approach to portraiture,
like so many facets of his photography,
was formed to a great extent during his
years as a photojournalist. “I look at a
portrait as something that happens al-
most organically in the course of photo-
graphing an assignment,” he says. “In
every assignment I take on, I’m telling a
story of what some group of people is
doing. There are going to be shots that
set the time and place, there are going
to be shots showing what the activities
are and the tools people are using. And
there are going to moments when
someone stops and makes eye contact
and lets down his or her guard, and
suddenly you have a portrait.”

His skill in portraiture was recently
on display, as a Parade magazine cover
featuring the first President George
Bush and former First Lady Barbara at
their home in Kennebunkport, Maine.
He photographed the couple while the
Parade journalist writing the story was
conducting his interview. The Bushes’
time and attentions were somewhat
limited, however, due to the distrac-
tions of the interview and because the
couple tired easily due to their age.

Thus was revealed a key dilemma that a
photographer often encounters when cov-
ering the famous.

“Celebrity portraits present their own
set of unique problems,” he says. “Ideally,
you’d want to hang out with someone for
a couple of days and have a portrait grow
out of that interaction. But that, of course,
isn’t possible. You usually get about 20
minutes, and here’s where you really have
to do your homework. The more you’ve re-
searched a person’s background, and the
more you know about them, the better
chance you have to talk to them on an in-
telligent level, engage them and get them
to drop their guard. I usually consider a
celebrity shoot a success when I’ve got
him or her interested enough after the 20
minutes is up to let me keep shooting for
another hour or more.”

Menuez’s approach to portraiture is a
natural outgrowth of his approach to pho-
tography in general, of using the camera
as a tool for storytelling. While this style
of photography may not always be the
most sought-after or the easiest style to
sell to an art director, he says the impor-
tance of staying true to your personal vi-
sion outweighs any other concern.

The goal for Menuez has always been to
“get hired to shoot the things I love.” And
in the workshops and classes he now
teaches, he tells his students that “the
first step in making that happen is to ask
yourself, ‘What is my truest voice? What
do I love to shoot? What gets me excited
and made me want to become a photogra-
pher in the first place? What do I have to
say that no one else does?’ And once
you’ve thought these things through,
then put a business plan together, a
design that allows you to make a living
shooting exactly what you love to shoot.

“You have to design your career for 
longevity, and that means asking
yourself what you want your life to
look like in 20 or 30 years.”

COVERING THE FAMOUS: An unscripted moment
at home with former first couple George and Barbara
Bush, shot while they were being interviewed for
Parade magazine. “You usually get about 20 minutes
for a celebrity portrait,” says Menuez.
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TECH BOX

CAMERA: Nikon D3S, D3X, D3, D700
LENSES: All Nikons; favorites are the AF-S NIKKOR
24-70mm f/2.8G ED and the AF-S NIKKOR 70-
200mm f/2.8G ED VR II
LIGHTING: Natural light or HMIs and portable
LitePanels if needed
COMPUTERS: Apple: four MacPro towers,
plus two on-the-road MacBook Pros
with max memory
SOFTWARE: Adobe CS4, Apple Aperture
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“Photography is a marriage of art and
commerce, and you may be great at the
art part of it,” he points out. “But you
also have to master the commerce part
because that’s the only way your career
is going to survive over the long haul.”

Here, he says, is where the study and
development of solid business skills is
essential. “If you don’t learn to manage
the business end of it, you’ll end up be-
ing victimized by it.” He advises young

photographers to “sit down, take a deep
breath” and learn how to put together a
complete business plan. The first bene-
fit is that it requires photographers to
thoroughly define their business. To do
this, they have to think deeply about
their passions, their interests and the
types of photographs they want to
spend their lives shooting. 

A complete business plan also re-
quires solid market research, an under-
standing of what to expect in terms of
competition and the formulation of a
budget and financial projections over at
least a five-year period.

“The good news,” he says, “is that a
good business plan becomes a self-
fulfilling prophecy. If the plan is well
constructed and based on hard num-
bers and thoughtful projections, as well
as on your passion for what you want
to do, you stand a very good chance of

getting funding and support. You start
gaining momentum from day one be-
cause you’ve defined your dreams and
you’re clear on your goals.”

Menuez’s own financial planning
epiphany came just after publication of
his book Defying Gravity. Even though
the book was technically a success, sell-
ing 30,000 copies, finishing it had near-
ly bankrupted him. “I knew nothing
about the publishing business and
didn’t know that it took a long time to
get back the initial outlay of money. I’d
put all our savings into the project to
get it done, and we almost lost our
house. I had a studio in Sausalito that I
had to close and employees that I had to
lay off. And that’s when I learned that I
had to create a business structure if I
was going to survive.”

His business plan, which took two
years to write, allowed him to obtain a
low-interest loan from the Small
Business Administration, reopen his
studio and begin pursuing fashion and
advertising work, avenues he’d never
previously explored.

In addition to his current advertising
projects, and some initial forays into
film and multimedia, Menuez now
plans to produce a book every two or
three years. His most recent book proj-
ect, Transcendent Spirit: The Orphans of
Uganda, with a foreword by Elizabeth
Taylor, documents the lives of a 20-
member dance troupe made up of chil-
dren from Uganda orphaned by
HIV/AIDS. The troupe tours to raise
awareness of the catastrophe that AIDS
has wrought in equatorial Africa and to
raise money for the 700 other children
in their orphanage. The project is spon-
sored by Macy’s West, and all proceeds
from the book go to the orphanage. So
far, the book has raised $100,000.

Though Menuez has seen an excep-
tional amount of good luck in his ca-
reer to date, he’s not Pollyannaish about
the daunting odds facing young photog-
raphers. In an essay he recently posted
to his blog “Doug Menuez 2.0” (doug-
menuez.com/?page_id=224), he wrote,
“The sad reality is that if you follow my
advice, you’ll probably fail. But an even
starker reality is that if you don’t do
this, you’ll fail anyway. The truth is that
you ignore your own creative needs at
your peril.” n PH
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TRANSCENDENT SPIRITS: Two images from
Menuez’s 2008 book project Transcendent Spirit:
The Orphans of Uganda. 
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