
 

 
What Photographer Ramona Rosales 
Really Sees from Behind the Lens 
 
She’s a go-to celebrity photographer, known for her 
innovative use of color and light. From Janelle Monáe to Cardi 
B, America Ferrera to Bad Bunny, Ramona Rosales has 
captured your faves in ways that even surprised them. In this 
episode, she shares her tips for putting a subject at ease, 
managing big egos, and the delicate art of self-promotion. 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Ad: Feeling My Flo is a podcast co-created by Juleyka and produced by her company, 

Lantigua Williams & Co., which also produces Latina to Latina. Feeling My Flo sees and 
talks about menstruation as an event that happens to all types of bodies and affects 
menstruators in different ways, how they feel about their bodies, how others treat them 
based on social norms, what access they have to information and power. Feeling My Flo 
brings us the stories of individuals and how they've been shaped by menstruation. There's 
Lola, a late bloomer, PJ, a trans man who gets sympathy cramps, Cass who sparked an 
international conversation with an Instagram post. Feeling My Flo wants to help you start 
important conversations at critical moments. Listen and subscribe wherever you get your 
podcasts and visit Feeling My Flo, that's Feeling My F-L-O.com for more. Listen and 
subscribe wherever you get your podcasts. 

 
Alicia Menendez: 

Ramona Rosales set out to become a fashion photographer, but a series of opportunities 
to shoot up-and-coming stars led her down an unexpected path. Her bright, colorful 
images allow us to see the stars we love in a whole new light. Cardi B, Janelle Monáe, 
Jordan Peele, Gabrielle Union, Zachary Quinto, and so many others. She's probably 
photographed your fav. When we talk, she revealed how she found her niche in a 
demanding industry, how she learned to see what's possible with her camera, and the 
hilarious story that explains why she hates being photographed. 

Ramona, thank you for doing this. 

Rosales: Yes, thanks for having me. 

Menendez: You have photographed so many big talents. Rapid response. Give me a word to describe 
each of these people that you've shot. 

Rosales: Okay. Dangerous. Okay. 
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Menendez: Uh-huh (affirmative). We can edit it later. Janelle Monáe. 

Rosales: Oh, god. Just a ray of light. Ray of light. 

Menendez: Good, that's what I wanted to hear. 

Rosales: Okay, yes. 

Menendez: America Ferrera. 

Rosales: Oh, I love her so much. 

Menendez: Again, good. Tracee Ellis Ross. 

Rosales: Magic. 

Menendez: Jordan Peele. 

Rosales: Oh, my god, he's an inspiration. Just, I want to be him. 

Menendez: Okay. Bad Bunny. 

Rosales: Oh, Bad Bunny. He's gentle. There's one shot in particular that I wouldn't have even have 
said it. I think of it. He's holding these, a bouquet of flowers, and this look he has it. There's 
an innocence to it. But then I've seen him on stage and kind of like, "Oh my god, this guy's 
a mad man." Yeah, he's like a velvet hammer. Let's just say that. 

Menendez: Awkwafina. 

Rosales: Oh, Awkwafina. Actually, with most comedians I've worked with, there is that element 
where they're on when they're on. Otherwise, sometimes they're tragic clowns. She's not a 
tragic clown, but maybe she's more like a smile now, cry later. 

Menendez: Here's the single most important one I need to know about, which is Cardi. 

Rosales: Oh, Cardi. She made all the boys on my set blush. Yes, just a ball of fire. She's just, yeah. 
She will light up a room, and she will make everybody blush. 

Menendez: How did you begin shooting these artists? 

Rosales: I was working with smaller magazines. A couple of the original magazines that took a risk 
on me were like Bust, a few smaller art magazines that don't exist anymore, larger 
magazines like Premiere at the time, it was like an Entertainment Weekly. They knew that I 
was bouncing between Los Angeles and New York, like, "Oh, you're going to be in L.A. We 
have this up-and-coming person we want you to shoot." Because they liked... or again, 
they took a risk of like, "Oh, we got this younger photographer that does something 
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colorful or something fun. This is a young celebrity we want her to cover." That slowly was 
a build from there. Then by the time I looked a couple of years past, it's like, "Oh. My book, 
there's hardly any fashion left. It's only celebrities." So, it kind of just evolved that way. 

Rosales: This was not what I expected, because also when I started I was extremely shy, and just 
introverted, and just really focused on the actual technique of everything. Didn't know 
myself at that point, or at least be able to feel comfortable with people, which was an odd 
thing to happen that I've gotten into celebrity, because you have to be very open-minded, 
and talk to people, and and be able to communicate. I was able to communicate once I 
was behind the camera, but to get to the client side of things, you have to be able to have 
them trust you that once you're on set, you can tell that subject to do this, this, and that, 
and make sure that their team is good with you, and everything else, and improve yourself. 
It's not just the actual photography is the talent, it's the interaction, with client interaction, 
with the subjects, and everybody else. It's good to assist, and I assisted someone that was 
great, and who was amazing with clients, and amazing with promoting himself. I took cues 
from him and that got me to the best point. 

It's really once, if you are an up-and-coming photographer and you're looking to do a 
certain genre, seek out photographers that are doing what you want to be doing. That way 
it's a complete sample of how that world works. 

Menendez: Tell me about the first photograph you ever took. 

Rosales: Oh, wow. Well, it would've been a long time ago with a Polaroid of one of our cats. I did a 
whole setup. I made it look like it was a Friskies commercial. There were some sleeping 
bags involved and catnip. We got these little cans, and they put the cat, the catnip, and 
then staged it. That was kind the first photo I remember taking and have it, and go, "I have 
a record of this," probably age of six or so. That all started with some Friskies and the cat. 

Menendez: Wow. You had a commercial lens even then. 

Rosales: I know. I don't know where it came from, because it was never really what I was really 
seeking out, but I think just me having control over something was where it was at. 

Menendez: Tell me about it... the personality type. When did you decide, "I could do this for real"? 

Rosales: That's a good question. I had never thought I'd be able to make a career out of it, so I had 
switched gears kind of in high school. I was shooting the typical things that maybe people 
started with like yearbook, photo editor, and shooting the sports stuff in junior high. But I 
was also shooting friends skateboarding, and friends that were in bands, and occasionally 
I would do a portrait of people mixed in with it. Maybe I was a little discouraged in terms of 
I don't see myself in what I see in magazines at that point, so I switched gears in high 
school and was focusing more on film. I wanted to be a film editor and applied for college 
with that route in mind to go to a film school. Luckily, took a break between university and 
applying for an art school to really find myself and find my photography and go, "You know 
what? I think I actually want to be a photographer. I don't want to do the film thing." Again, 
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second-guessing myself, thinking, "There's so many amazing editors out there. I don't see 
myself in this land. Maybe I'll be better off." 

Rosales: Also, a control thing though, too, because being an editor, you're at the mercy of someone 
else's vision. Even though you're a big part of that, I wanted to have the, as I put it, the 
whole enchilada. I want everything. I want to be like the start-to-finish in terms of the 
creative, and the start-to-finish who I'm going to work with, and what it's going to look like. 

Menendez: Having my picture taken is literally my least favorite thing to do in the world. 

Rosales: Same. 

Menendez: It's the second thing I hate most is probably like running. I'd still rather run than have my 
photo taken. You don't like having your photo taken? 

Rosales: No. No. When I assisted, you had to have your photo taken, so I got used to that. I was like, 
"Look at those photos." I was like, "Wow, why didn't I try a little bit, or at least like it better," 
because I love the photos that those photographers had used me. But I think it also came 
from my parents used to chase me around the house when I was little and always wanted 
to take a photo of me. I just was like, "No, I don't want to be in front of it." My dad has a 
collection of photos of me crying, because he knew that'd be a way for me to stop crying, 
because I would focus on saying, "Don't take my photo." 

Menendez: That's one way to parent. 

Rosales: I mean, it works. I mean, definitely, when I see a camera, I'm like, "No." 

Menendez: Because to me, that has to be one of the hardest parts of your job, which is putting 
somebody else at ease in front of the camera. 

Rosales: Maybe that's where that comes in for me in terms of putting those people at ease, 
because I know how it feels to not be comfortable, seeing the cues of when you see 
someone really start to like, "Oh, I don't know if I feel good about this." Really, there's a lot 
of things, or at least one of the adages I like to use is like, "If it feels wrong, it looks 
amazing." If it's awkward- 

Menendez: It's so counterintuitive. 

Rosales: ... it's counterintuitive. But then, the camera sees things completely differently than we see. 
I mean, of course, we see ourselves completely different than anyone else is going to see 
us. It's a little more difficult to get that person in that space. Also, not knowing where 
they're coming from. There's a lot of baggage that can be associated with that. You kind of 
just have to take it one thing at a time, of course, using distractions with a great playlist or 
having people around that are being positive about it. 

Menendez: But then, I also remember reading Bossypants, and Tina Fey talking about a shoot she did 
for Bust, how she- 
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Rosales: That's my shoot. 

Menendez: What? 

Rosales: Yes. 

Menendez: Yeah. How she was like, "I know we're all feminists here, but we're going to airbrush this," 
because you had her arms up, and she wanted to make sure that her underarms were 
going to have a little touch. 

Rosales: Yeah. It was actually one of my first covers, or first national covers- 

Menendez: I thought I knew I loved you, and I didn't even know how far that love went back, Ramona. 

Rosales: That shout-out to us was amazing, because she's already my spirit animal. I just love her to 
death. It was actually one of her first photo shoots, as well. Yeah, at the time, Bust 
magazine, I mean, they're like the most amazing team of scrappy feminists. We were doing 
that photo shoot in their office on the creative director's dining room table. I ran across the 
street to a ... I think it was a Restoration Hardware... and bought, to return right away, these 
velvet curtains and steamed them out myself. I think one of my buddies came to help me 
out on that one, because there's no budget. The small budget they had... I flew myself out 
to New York for that and crashed at a friend's house. There was really no retouching 
involved. It was really like, "Okay. We're relying on the light and what we get with the 
whole shoot." 

It was just a great weekend to... kind of nerdy girls trying to make each other relax in a 
time when you're like, "Okay. It's a cover, no pressure," but we came up with a really fun 
concept. I schlepped this little typewriter from L.A.. and she had her pose with it with like 
an accordion. It was right around the time she was still one of the head writers at SNL, but 
she was also... Mean Girls was coming out. It was promoting Mean Girls and her debut of 
everything. It was great to have a nice, awesome, to the feminist photographers out there. 

Menendez: Do you find that retouching enhances your work or diminishes your work? 

Rosales: It really depends. I try to keep things... I don't like to go heavy-handed. Of course, there are 
many people that request it. There's going to be some clients that you trust them with your 
work. They're like, "Oh, we're going to do it on our end," which is always so risky. Then you 
see the stuff, you're like, "Whoa." 

Menendez: Yeah, that is not the photo I took. 

Rosales: That is not the photo I took. I recently worked with Jameela Jamil. She's so amazing in 
terms of getting that message out, that as soon as we stop doing that type of thing, we're 
not comparing ourselves unreasonably to something that's not achievable, because it's 
computer-generated. A lot of people are actually going from digital back to analog, but 
have been dealing with someone, like wanting me to retouch a Polaroid. I'm like, "It's a 
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Polaroid. I don't really want to do that anyway, because that's kind of the beauty of 
Polaroid. It's like you get this amazing bit that it's a real moment." 

Menendez: How do you prepare for your shoots? 

Rosales: There's a lot of prep. I guess in a normal editorial shoot, we try to put together things 
called mood boards or a treatment. It's laying out the type of approach we want to do. It's 
also trying to have a focus on where the creative's going to be. If we want to do it's a little 
more moody, or we're going to shoot a location that's going to be outdoors, I try to pull 
imagery that gives examples, not only to relay to the client how I'm going to go about it, 
but also have something to show the talent when we're on set and go, "Hey, this is how it's 
going to look. I know from the onset it doesn't look like we're lighting this a lot, or we are 
adding all these lights, but this is going to be the results, and these are the types of poses 
you want to do, and this is the type of mood you want to be in or what you know you're 
trying to do." 

Rosales: Because depending on the project, whether we're shooting a celebrity that is maybe 
promoting a film, or promoting a show, or a new album, I try to get as much info. I want it to 
go along with what represents that person. Once we kind of go from that point, it's figuring 
out all the logistical bits, whether it's the location, who the team we're working with, hair 
and makeup, whether the team's coming directly from the the talent side of things or if it's 
people that I work with, and find that I think would be a good pairing. 

Menendez: Do you, generally, then take on the role of director? Because that's the thing, there are a 
lot of people who are contributing to that photo. 

Rosales: Absolutely. 

Menendez: At the end of the day, are you the one who calls those shots? 

Rosales: Yeah. Yeah. I mean, a lot of times we're collaborating with creative directors, art directors, 
or photo editors, but a lot of times they'll have me create the mood or create the creative 
boards with that. Yeah, but I do become the director. A lot of times, too, we are mixing 
stills with video, and I am essentially the director. I'll have a DP on set that is going to... I'm 
going to relay the type of lighting that's going to mimic my lighting in the stills. Then we 
recreate it on the video side of things, and then I'm just directing as I would if I'm shooting, 
if I had the camera in my hand or not. 

Menendez: What happens when plan A doesn't work? 

Rosales: Oh, I always have a plan B, D, F, Z. I'm definitely an over-planner and, to a fault to where if I 
have time, I try to squeeze in as many things as I possibly can. I've been told I'm greedy 
with time sometimes. I'm like, "Well, I got the shots we needed. Well, I'm going to do these 
other shots." For me, especially if a budget is low, I try to take on projects that I know that 
I'm going to do something for me and that's going to be something I would put in my 
portfolio, something that I would want to showcase as a highlight to what I'm doing. 
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Menendez: You're resourceful. 

Rosales: Resourceful. Exactly. I'm going to say that next time they're like, "She's being greedy. Too 
many shots." 

Menendez: What is in your bag of tricks that you use most frequently? 

Rosales: Oh, wow. The bag of tricks is huge. It was kind of exciting. In the last year or so, people 
have definitely gravitated towards those shoots that I've done where there is these 
in-camera tricks. I'm known for these weird... and I had a client recently that's like, "We 
need to put a name to it," because they're very organic, but we're mixing digital and 
analog tricks that have been around for a long time, and we're doing it in-camera. A lot of 
people think, "Oh, you're doing this in post-production or in Photoshop." I'm like, "Nope. 
There's no Photoshop. This is all done in-camera." No shot is the same when we're 
incorporating these tricks. A lot of it is dealing with a lot of technical stuff where it's longer 
exposures, or mixing continuous light with strobe, painting with light, with LEDs. I mean, a 
lot of my tricks are like rave toys that you get on Amazon. 

Menendez: Like what? Give me one example. 

Rosales: Like the kind of gloves that have the little LEDs on the tips of the fingers, clippies that have 
LEDs that are... I guess they are fiber optics... but they flash, and they have butterflies at 
the end of them. But they create these really beautiful elements that you can't create 
digitally, at least you could, but they wouldn't look as good. There was like smoke bombs, 
and at least three or four Ziploc bags of pieces of cut gels, and just random glittery bits 
that create magic. I've always been like that. I always find things. I'm like, "Oh, how can I 
make this look?" I mean, I'm sure when I'm at a store people think I'm crazy, because I'll 
have some bit. I'm holding it up to my eye into the light. They're like, "What is this crazy 
person doing?" I'm like, "You don't understand. It's rainbows. They're beautiful." 

Menendez: When I emailed you to ask to join us, I was like, "I don't know if you're Latina, but if you 
are..." One way to pose a delicate question. You wrote back, "I am Latina, but I'm generally 
considered a gringa, even by my family." 

Rosales: Yes, yes. Well, there's a lot of unpacking there, but I think it's just the nature of, especially 
in Los Angeles, we're a big mixed bag. My dad had this struggle, as well. He's one of many 
kids. 

Menendez: 11. 

Rosales: 11 kids. He was the first born in the States. My family's from northern Mexico, like 
Chihuahua and Juárez. They came in the '50s, but, again, we come in many shades of 
brown. My dad definitely is a little more fair, and as a kid he got teased. They called him, 
Casper. Basically, I'm the same. I have very dark hair. I have dark eyes, but I'm very fair. I'm 
also a little more mixed, so I have some characteristics from my mom's side of the family. 
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Menendez: Your mom's not Latina? 

Rosales: She's not. No. She's kind of a good California blend of farmers and ranchers that came 
from Sweden, and we also have some California Native American, as well. 

Menendez: But you see yourself as Latina? 

Rosales: Absolutely. Absolutely. I mean, I have an abuela. She's the biggest inspiration in terms of 
how I see myself as a very strong woman and a lot of my approaches to things. I hate to 
say it, because it's a stereotype, but my temper and things like that, that I inherited from 
her, and just being around her, and being around all my amazing aunts and cousins... I 
have a bazillion of them... and also I grew up with a lot of friends that share the same 
background or experiences as I do. Of course, I definitely identify and embrace it, feel like 
there's not a solid badge that you have to have. We don't need no stinking badges that 
say you have to have fully an amazing, totally bilingual, or you know how to cook as good 
as your grandmas did, or so is good, or take care of family the same way. We all have our 
different approaches. 

Menendez: I think it's interesting, your calling card in your work is color. That is sort of the thing that 
people always highlight with you. I mean, I could see one of your photos pop up in my 
Instagram feed out of the corner of my eye, and know it was you, just because even 
before I see the celebrity, I see the color. 

Rosales: Yes. 

Menendez: That's always ascribed to your California roots and your love of California. I see some 
Latinidad in there, as well. 

Rosales: Yes, absolutely. Well, that's definitely Southern California. I mean that's a lot of that, but, 
oh, absolutely. The color is definitely going to come from that side of the family. My 
grandmother's home is always impeccable. Every time I would go there, she'd put my hair 
in my braids, and bought all the little colorful ribbons, and just, she made life colorful. She 
made me just appreciate that type of stuff, but also just being in her neighborhood. She 
was in east L.A. That's the flavor of it. But also, I grew up in Long Beach. It's a very diverse, 
luckily diverse, community in that we had a lot of, or at least I had a lot of inspiration 
around me in terms of keeping things vivid. Color is just like flavor or just like anything 
else. The music around, all that stuff's going to input itself. It's there. It's in the DNA in 
terms of where that comes from, and why I always gravitate towards this stuff, and put it 
back into the work. 

Menendez: What is your best advice for another Latina who wants to pursue photography as a career? 

Rosales: Well, definitely, persistence. Definitely the main recipe for me was persistence. Everyone's 
journey is different. The whole photography thing, depending on, whatever you're going to 
do... celebrity, or if you're going to go into fashion, or if you're going to go into other 
things... but you just got to be patient. Everyone's journey is completely different. You can't 
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judge yourself next to other people, because talent's the one thing, but it's getting out to 
the other elements of either making those relationships, showing your work, keeping up 
with it, and constantly putting your brand out to the people that you want to work to. The 
learning experience part of it is whether you learn that you're barking up the wrong tree in 
terms of the type of clients that you maybe are not a good fit with. Don't let that 
discourage you. 

Rosales: You'll learn eventually, but it's that persistence and evolving. You have to evolve. You have 
to keep the evolution going or you're going to get stagnant. You'll start not loving your 
work or what you're doing, and it's going to show. It comes through. It's just that evolution, 
and keep learning about who you are, and having that bit go into your work, as well. 

Rosales: If you're starting out and you're assisting, find somebody that you see yourself aligned 
with. Not even on a creative thing of just the type of clients, the type of projects that 
they're doing, that's the best way for you to see how they interact and how you could 
possibly even meet the people that are working there. Everyone moves around so much, 
but it's just nice to have that peek into that world and seeing the process. It's good to have 
that. 

Menendez: That's good advice. Excellent. There's no education like just doing the thing. 

Rosales: Oh, yeah. I learned so much in my first few assisting jobs. Assisting is an amazing 
education. 

Menendez: Ramona, thank you so much. 

Rosales: Thank you. 

Menendez: Thanks as always for joining us. Latina to Latina is executive-produced and owned by 
Juleyka Lantigua-Williams and me. Maria Murriel is our producer. Carolina Rodriguez is our 
sound engineer, and Emma Forbes is the show's intern. We love hearing from you. Email 
us at hola@latinatolatina.com. Remember to subscribe or follow us on RadioPublic, Apple 
podcasts, Google podcasts, or wherever you're listening, and please, leave a review. It is 
one of the quickest ways to help us grow as a community. 
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