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Why Photography Mentoring? 

Manuel Gaetán, PhD, PE 

5 Star Canon Master Photographer 

 

This paper is about how I developed into a private photography mentor.  I 

currently teach photography courses at two institutions of higher learning but nothing 

compares with the pleasure of a one-on-one, individual training or coaching. 

Photography means a lot to me. I have owned a studio and a dark room – a 

photographic business. I have undertaken a variety of photographic assignments 

throughout the years, and I have attended many seminars and taken photography 

courses.  Along the way, I have been published and have garnered recognition and prizes 

for some of my work. The trophy below is for the black and white photo on page 9. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

I was fortunate to work for 28 years for Bobbin, a trade 

publishing company, where a camera is a logical accessory to 

the working paraphernalia. Therefore, my roots in 

photography are in photojournalism as compared to product 

or advertising photography, which I could never do. I lacked 

the equipment, the skills or the patience for that branch of 

photography. 

My fascination with photography can be attributed to 

my early childhood training. My grandmother recognized early 

on that I had a special talent for working with figures and sketches. To help me develop 

this aptitude further, she paid for my charcoal drawing, oil painting and even cartoon 

lessons. At age 7 I began to develop an appreciation and understanding of shadows, 

shapes, lines, rhythm and forms.  
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Unlike most kids, the first camera that I learned to use was a Graphlex-

Speedgraphic press camera, using 4 x 5 sheet film.  With two high school buddies (Ensor 

and Fere) we photographed for our high school annual in 1954 and we even had a dark 

room where we developed the film and printed our own 

photos. 

When I started developing the images in the 

black- and-white darkroom, I was always awestruck by 

the emergence of a figure from the developing tray. 

Somehow, it would take me back to my early days of 

charcoal drawing and images on canvas. 

Later, while studying for my engineering degree, I 

took drafting courses, was exposed to the concepts of 

perspective - three dimensional compositions - that 

would eventually lead to my ability to recognize 

photographable images and capture them with my camera. This is what visual literacy is 

all about. In 1940 Albert Einstein said: “The human mind has to first construct forms, 

independently, before being able to find them in things.”   

I am lucky in that I was able to run my studio even when I was fully employed. 

My employer knew of it and approved. Most of my professional photography work was 

at night and weekends, anyway.  

For this reason, photography was enjoyable. I didn’t have the pressure of having 

to get the next assignment to put food on the table. I had a good-paying, full-time job, so 

I could be selective in the assignments that I took. I was very particular, and I think that 

my work shows it.   

In trying to 

learn all I could 

about photography 

I passionately 

devoured all the 

instructional books 

that I could afford 

to buy, creating a 

library with the 

works of 

Eisenstadt, Avedon, Weston, Adams, Carteir-Bresson, Ioos, Bernstein, Peterson, 

Kertész, Capa and many others. 
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While traveling as a journalist all over the United 

States and the world, I was confronted with some satisfying 

assignments. Once, I interviewed a “giant” in the apparel 

industry, and after taking some environmental photographs 

for the magazine article, I did his portrait. Kurt Salmon 

was the founder of Kurt Salmon Associates, the largest 

consulting firm in the soft goods industry in the United 

States at the time. Kurt was a powerful man, yet soft-spoken. 

He was influential, yet humble. He was the first recipient of 

the prestigious Man of the Year award given by the American 

Apparel Manufacturers Association.  

I was told by his colleagues that my portrait of him had 

captured the “essence” of the man. They ordered several 

enlargements to frame, use in a brochure, and display in 

the lobby of the various offices worldwide and at trade 

shows.  

Because I was on an assignment for my employer, 

I could not charge for the work, but the “psychic” 

income, the recognition of my work, exceeded anything I 

could have received monetarily.  

 

 

There were other instances where having the camera 

with me paid dividends.  

While staying at the Fairmount Hotel in Dallas, I 

learned that Ella Fitzgerald was performing that 

evening. I had a strong interest in photographing “show 

business”, and managed (after jumping through hoops) 

to photograph Ella while she was on stage.   

You see, her manager argued and used as an 

excuse to prevent me from taking the photos that it 

would be the first time that she would perform in public 

while wearing prescription glasses. Eventually, I was able 

to convince him to allow me to photograph her on stage. So from a photojournalism 

standpoint, I captured a once-in-a-lifetime event. 
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Similarly, while photographing the Final Four of 

the NCAA basketball finals in Greensboro, North 

Carolina in 1976, I captured in film (at the time) another 

once-in-a-lifetime event - the last two points that Bill 

Walton ever scored as a collegiate player. He then went 

on to become an NBA All Star, MVP, member of the NBA 

Hall of Fame and a television basketball commentator.  

 

 

 

On another 

occasion, trip to Dallas, I found out that jazz 

extraordinaire Dave Brubeck was performing at 

Southern Methodist University. Because I had the camera 

with me, (something that I encourage my students to do 

all the time) I went over to SMU that evening and 

photographed him on stage. He asked me to photograph 

him backstage with his family at intermission because his 

son, Darius was performing with his quintet there also.  

 

 

Afterwards I sent the proof sheet to his home in 

Wilton, Connecticut billed his business manager as 

instructed and got paid.  Then I forgot all about it. Two 

years later while visiting New York City, my wife called to 

my attention that my photo was appearing in the Where 

magazine announcing his performance in Manhattan at 

the time.  That meant to me a lot more than what I got 

paid for the photographs.  

 

 

 

I photographed him several times throughout his 

career. The last time, some 30 years after the first encounter in Dallas, he posed for me 
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individually and with his quartet at the Newberry Opera House in Newberry, South 

Carolina in 2006.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over the years that I have worked as a journalist and photographer, I experienced 

the frustration of attending large photography seminars where my questions went 

unanswered.  Also, the instructors perhaps trying to impress me with how good they 

were, would project images on the screen that would be intimidating in the sense that 

they underscored how poor I was by comparison. They created a very difficult chasm to 

bridge.  I felt that there had to be a better way to teach.  

I decided that I would start my instruction by showing my poor images first. That 

would make the students feel at home rather than inferior. Seminars are instructional 

and valuable, but too often lack the “personal touch.” In the twilight of my career in 

journalism, I decided to do what I had always wanted to do - teach photography. I would 

become a teacher, a tutor, a trainer and a mentor.  That would be my legacy. I would 

deliver the “personal touch” lacking in large settings.  

How complicated is photography? It all depends how serious you are about it. 

You have to recognize that photography has two important components that are 

inextricably intertwined - The “art” and the “science” components.  

The science, which should be mastered initially, has to do with numbers, and for 

that reason, it is very objective. The variables of depth of field, aperture, focal length, 

shutter speed and sensitivity are numerically described. They are inextricably 

intertwined, and it is this interrelationship that makes the science component both 
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interesting and complex. You have to intellectualize and comprehend what is going on 

inside and outside of the camera - and do it so well that it becomes second nature. 

Unfortunately, the market has been flooded with “point and shoot” cameras that 

do all the thinking for you. For the most part, people don’t stop to think before they take 

a picture. No wonder their efforts fall into the snapshot category. I have friends who will 

walk around a scene, studying it for half an hour, before taking the camera out of the 

bag. 

Good instruction and practice is the answer to learning the science aspect of 

photography. It has to become second nature. Adjusting the camera with these five 

variables should, in time, become something that happens without your thinking about 

it. Let me give you an analogy. 

I was born and raised in Puerto Rico, and Spanish is my native tongue. English is 

my second language. Like most people who are learning a second language, I used to 

think in Spanish and then translate into English whatever I wanted to say. After many 

years of doing this, the day came – and I don’t know when it was - when I noticed that I 

had not translated, that I had thought and spoken in English, unaware that I had 

skipped the translation step. 

And so it is with photography. The day will come when you don’t even think 

about the relationship between depth of field, aperture, shutter speed, sensitivity and 

focal length. How they all relate to each other is there below your level of consciousness.     

I put my students through 

an exercise that I call, for the lack 

of a better word, “photographic 

forensics.” I show them images 

and ask them to “speculate” what 

the five variables were and why.  

Most cameras today come 

with a “program” or “automatic” 

setting in which the camera, 

instead of you, does most of the 

thinking. Similarly, one day 

children who learned to tell time 

in digital clocks to digital watches and clocks won’t be able to read analog ones. 


