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Dedication
To foodies, food bloggers, home cooks, and chefs…and to anyone who craves a delicious
meal, chases beauty, and wants to make people hungry with their photographs.
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Introduction
I had this book in my brain long before I started writing it. I love food and
I love photography, and it was just natural to blend the two together and
evolve into becoming a food photographer. I also know there are a lot
of other photographers and foodies who want to make their food look
gorgeous, too. Because of this, I felt a strong desire to write a book that
would help food lovers create images that truly expressed the beauty of
the food they wanted to photograph.
We all develop our own style of photography, but one thing rings true
when photographing food: It needs to look delicious. The purpose of
this book is to guide photographers at all levels to make their food look
as good as it tastes, and to do so as naturally, organically, and simply
as possible.

vii

Here is a quick Q&A about the book to help you understand what you’ll see in the
following pages:

Q: What can I expect to learn from this book?
A: This book starts with the basics of photography (photographic fundamentals and
equipment) and works through the steps of lighting, styling, composing, and editing
the photographs. It shows how to present the food that you’ve cooked and prepared
and turn it into a mouthwatering photograph.

Q: Who is this book written for?
A: Ultimately, this book is for anyone who wants to create beautiful food photographs. I wrote it with food bloggers and home cooks in mind, but all of the techniques can be used by photographers, cooks, or chefs of any type or skill level in any
situation or environment.

Q: Do I need a fancy camera and lighting equipment to get
good food photographs?
A: No! You can get great photographs by using a minimal amount of gear, and the
last thing you should do before learning any type of photography is to overspend
and buy gear that you think you will need. You will, of course, need a camera to
work with, but use what you have for now before running out and buying new
equipment. As you develop your photographic style and your skills evolve, it will be
easy to narrow down the gear that will help share your vision. This book does teach
how to light food with strobe (artificial) light, and I do think that it’s a very important skill to learn, since you may not always be able to find the right light to use for
a photograph. But if you have God-given, beautiful, diffused window light nearby,
there’s no need to spend money on strobe lights or flashes immediately. You’ll end up
saving money, and you can buy the proper gear later.

Q: What are the challenges all about?
A: At the end of most chapters, I list a few exercises that will help you practice and
solidify some of the techniques and settings you learned about. Feel free to try
them out if you like, and if you do, be sure to check out the Flickr group and share
your photographs!
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Q: Should I read the book straight through or can I
skip around from chapter to chapter?
A: There’s really no set way to read the book. If you’re new to photography, however, I recommend that you read the first two chapters to get an understanding
of the basics and build a solid foundation of photography before diving in to the
lighting and food-specific information. If you’re a fairly seasoned photographer
who understands your camera and most of the basic techniques, then you can go
ahead and jump straight to the more food-specific chapters.

ix

4
Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/125 sec.
f/4
70–200mm lens

Styling & Props
The Art of Presentation
One of the reasons I love food photography is that I truly enjoy styling and
crafting the food, and one of the biggest compliments I get from people
who see my images is that they made them hungry! When we eat food,
all of our senses are at work—we see, smell, touch, and taste the food—
but when we look at a photo, we can only use our eyes. Styling food is
one way to capture its flavors, aromas, and textures and to communicate
them to viewers. Creating an amazing-looking dish is an art, whether you
eat it or photograph it, and you can do a lot of little things to enhance
the look of the food and (hopefully) make people salivate when they
view your photographs.
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Poring Over the Picture

The asparagus was blanched
in boiling water to bring out
its bright-green qualities and
add color to the photograph.

One of my favorite breakfast meals
is eggs benedict, so I decided to
cook it up and photograph it.
Instead of using Canadian bacon for
this dish, I used traditional bacon,
since that is how I like to prepare it.
I also added some bright, beautiful
asparagus to the background to
balance the colors of the eggs
benedict in the foreground.

For this photograph, I used a
white, textured tabletop, along
with a white plate and napkin
for a clean look. The white in the
scene also balances with the color
of the poached egg on the plate.
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Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/60 sec.
f/5.6
70–200mm lens

I let the hollandaise sauce drip
to the plate and then sprinkled
it with coarse-ground black
pepper for a finishing touch.

C h apt e r 4 : Sty l i n g & P r o p s
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Poring Over the Picture

Fake ice was added to
this out-of-focus glass
in the background to
make it look like there
is water in the glass.

I used a large North-facing
window behind the dish
to light the photograph,
which added highlights
over the stew and gave a
nice glow to this bay leaf.

To add more texture
and color balance
to this photograph,
I placed a tan napkin
under the dish.
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Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/8 sec.
f/8
70–200mm lens

To add color to an otherwise brown
and boring meal, I blanched some
of the vegetables in boiling water
to make their color pop before
adding them to the finished dish.

I don’t use my slow cooker very often, but I decided to try it out on a
simple beef stew that I could photograph for this book. To add color
to the dish, I used brightly colored vegetables and placed them in the
bowl, and I added some pasta next to the stew to bring it all together.

C h apt e r 4 : Sty l i n g & P r o p s
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Styling Considerations
When we photograph our food, we want it to look beautiful, mouthwatering, and
delicious. But there are several issues to consider before you go full speed.

Using a Food Stylist
Food stylists are extremely talented artists, most often with a culinary background.
Their job is to make food look fresh and appetizing for the camera, so an understanding of how food acts and behaves is a must. They know all the tricks and techniques to create beautiful-looking dishes and use their skills to make the food look as
delicious as it tastes. But do I think that every food photographer needs to work with
a food stylist? My answer is: it depends.
If you are the photographer for a big production (one with a very large budget or for
a high-profile company), it’s necessary to have a stylist. Even if you have the chops to
style the food yourself, doing both the photography and the styling would be overwhelming. Styling food on set is a one- or maybe two-person job, so when you are
in an environment where time is limited (or there are several food items to style and
photograph), then you are probably better off working with a professional food stylist.
On the other hand, if you’re a food blogger or you just want to photograph food for
fun, then it’s likely you don’t have the budget to hire a bona fide food stylist. In that
case, it’s up to you to learn how to style your food and present it so that it not only
looks appetizing, but also looks good on camera.

Ethical Considerations
When it comes to styling food, there are some “legal” restrictions that you must
adhere to, mostly when you’re photographing food for commercial purposes. The
basic guideline is that if you’re photographing food for advertisements (such as an
ice cream image for a specific brand of ice cream), then you need to photograph the
actual product, which in this case would be ice cream. You can’t photograph fake ice
cream and pass it off as the real thing.
But let’s say you are photographing the sprinkles and toppings that go on top of the
ice cream, and the product that is being advertised is not the ice cream itself. In this
case it should be OK to use fake ice cream, since ice cream is, after all, one of the
more difficult things to style and photograph. With all that said, I am not a lawyer,
so if you find yourself in an unclear situation, it’s best to seek legal advice.
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Styling . . . vs. Not Styling
So what exactly is food styling? If you ask me, it has a broad range of definitions.
Some people may consider food styling to encompass only the “weird” things that
can be done to food, such as using motor oil on pancakes or soap bubbles in coffee.
My own definition is much more liberal, since I think that we all style our food. Every
intentional adjustment you make to your dishes, whether it’s for food you’re going
to eat or to photograph, is styling. When chefs prepare meals at restaurants, they
also style their dishes. Presentation is extremely important with food, especially when
it’s going to be photographed; when you can’t smell the food, hear it sizzle, or hold
it in your hands, its appearance is everything.
You see, styling food doesn’t mean you need to compromise the integrity of the dish
and contaminate it with non-food items in order to create a stunning photograph. To
me, nothing is more beautiful than real food, but it still takes a bit of work to make
that food look good for a photograph (Figures 4.1 and 4.2). You can also create your
entire dish and do a bit of “editing” to the plate, which can be as basic as taking
what is in front of you and moving things around to make it look more appealing.

Canon 5d Mark II
ISO 100
1/125 sec.
f/5.6
70–200mm lens

Canon 5d Mark II
ISO 100
1/125 sec.
f/5.6
70–200mm lens

Figure 4.1

Figure 4.2

This food was cooked to be eaten and I did
no styling to the dish. While it doesn't look
bad or unappetizing, you can see a clear
difference between it and Figure 4.2.

The food in this photograph was fully
cooked, but it was styled and prepared to look bright and colorful.
C h apt e r 4 : Sty l i n g & P r o p s
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The way you style and present your food is up to you, and the ultimate purpose of
your photograph will also play a role in the presentation. If you run a Web site that
showcases recipes and food, you might want to make your dish look as real as possible and only edit or style it so that you represent the recipe as truthfully as possible.
Or, if you just love food and want to create beautiful dishes for the love of photography, sneaking in a few “tricks” may not be such a bad thing. There’s no right or
wrong way to style food; just do what fits the purpose of your photography and
your personal style.

Ensuring Food Quality
When you cook a meal, you want to use quality ingredients to get the best flavors
possible, right? When photographing food, you want to make sure that you follow the
same principle, while ensuring that the way each ingredient looks is just as important
as its flavor. It’s simple, really—find only the most beautiful food to photograph.

Using Fresh Ingredients
The key to achieving a high-quality look for the food in your photographs is to use
the freshest ingredients possible. Food doesn’t last forever, and its beauty usually dissipates before it spoils or loses flavor. Herbs and veggies sitting in a refrigerator have
a very limited lifespan, so make sure you plan your photographs in advance and buy
your food the day of or the day before it’s photographed.
To ensure that the quality of my food is up to par, I shop only at certain grocery
stores and markets. I know that some locations will have, for example, a really great
selection of seafood, so I go to one of those stores when I’m shopping for that ingredient. I also like to go to the local farmers market to buy seasonal produce and fruit,
and sometimes I’ll conceive the look of a dish based on the freshest ingredients I can
find while I’m shopping.
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I also prefer to use fresh food rather than canned food, especially when it comes to
vegetables (I will, from time to time, use frozen vegetables, as they hold their shape
and color well after being cooked). The guideline I use is that if I can buy it fresh (in
the produce section of the grocery store), then I buy it fresh and stay away from anything in a can. This also gives me a lot more control over the shape, color, size, and
texture of the food. I make exceptions to this, of course, such as when I want to use
something like canned mandarin oranges or water chestnuts. The bottom line is that
if the food looks good enough to photograph, whether it’s fresh or comes out of the
can/bag/jar, then go ahead and use it.

Shopping Smartly
When purchasing the ingredients for your dish, you need to be extremely selective.
Choosing the very best-looking ingredients (also referred to as the “hero” food) is
essential to a great-looking dish. It’s also a good idea to buy more than you need
(you can always eat the leftovers!). Having more than one of each item gives you
options for the look of the ingredient, and it’s also insurance in case anything goes
wrong with your first pick.
I think every department at my local grocery store knows by now that I’m a food
photographer. Each time I buy an item that needs to be packaged (like seafood or
sliced deli meat), I specifically tell them that the food is going to be photographed.
When I recently purchased some shrimp that was going to be the “star” of a photo, I
asked for only the shrimp with the most beautifully intact tails. I also spent what felt
like ten minutes searching through peppers to look for the perfect one (Figure 4.3),
and I’ve shopped at more than one store in one trip because the mint selection at the
first was old-looking and too crumply for a photograph. Never compromise the look
of an ingredient if you don’t have to.
With all of your handpicked ingredients in your basket, you’ll also want to be careful
when they are being bagged or boxed at the checkout. If you want to be über-gentle, bring a separate box for the items to prevent things squishing together in grocery
bags. Or you can do what I do and go through the self-checkout line. I still use bags,
but I’m careful with what goes where so nothing gets damaged.

C h apt e r 4 : Sty l i n g & P r o p s
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Figure 4.3
I spent several
minutes in the
produce section of
the grocery store
searching for this
chili pepper.

Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/125 sec.
f/5.6
70–200 mm lens
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Food Styling Basics
There is no single right way (or wrong way) to style food, but there are some things
that many food stylists and photographers do to make the food look its best. Before
I get into the how, I’ll start with the what—in other words, some of the gadgets and
tools you can use to make it all happen (Figure 4.4).

Gadgets and Tools
I use a lot of little gadgets and tools when
styling food, and many of them are just
everyday kitchen utensils. Here is a list of
some of the basic tools I use often and
wouldn’t want to be without:
•

Tweezers: I use tweezers to place
small items (such as mint leaves or
sesame seeds) or to reposition things
on the plate.

•

Prep bowls or ramekins: These are
really useful for holding garnishes and
sauces near your dish or workspace.
You can also place them upside-down
in bowls to add bulk to foods.

•

Plastic spoons: These are useful for
mixing and stirring, and also for applying things like sauces, sour cream, or
any kind of liquid. Because they are
extremely light and thin, I find that
they give me more control than using
metal spoons.

•

Paper towels: I always have a full
roll of paper towels sitting near my
workspace when styling food. They’re
handy for cleaning drips on plates, and
if you’re styling food in the spot where
it will be photographed, you can place

Figure 4.4
These are a few of the tools I use regularly when styling food.

them under the plate to catch accidental spills.

C h apt e r 4 : Sty l i n g & P r o p s
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•

Brushes: I often like to add shine to food items such as cooked veggies or meat, so
I’ll add some oil to a prep dish and use a brush to “paint on” the oil.

•

Spray bottle: I have a little spray bottle filled with water to add mist to food like
salad or fresh fruits and vegetables.

•

Grater and peeler: These are great for preparing garnishes, such as Parmesan
cheese or lemon zest.

Using Stand-ins
If you’re familiar with movie or television production, you know that the lights need
to be set for each scene, which usually takes quite a while. So, instead of having the
main actors sit or stand on the set while the lights are being moved and measured,
“stand-ins” (people who have a similar look to the actors) take their place so the
actors can relax, have their makeup fixed, memorize their lines, or simply stay in character. A similar method is used in food photography.

Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/8 sec. at f/8
70–200mm lens
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Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/8 sec. at f/8
70–200mm lens

Figure 4.5

Figure 4.6

This mint was bought the day it was photographed and is fresh out of the refrigerator.

This was photographed 30 minutes
after I photographed Figure 4.5.

F o o d P h o t o g r ap h Y : F r o m S n ap s h o t s t o G r e at S h o t s

When you style and photograph food, you usually have to work very quickly so the
food stays fresh. All food has a limited lifespan, which is even more apparent when
you’re photographing it. Shiny food loses its luster, oils and sauces soak into cooked
meats, and foods such as herbs and lettuce wilt away very quickly (Figures 4.5, 4.6,
4.7, and 4.8).
When I photograph food, I always use a stand-in. I do this so I can set the lights,
composition, props, and so on ahead of time so the food doesn’t lose its luster by the
time everything is ready to go. I don’t even do any cooking, styling, or preparations
until the light is ready. That way, once the food is prepared I can drop it into place,
make a few minor adjustments, and start photographing within seconds of the food
being placed on set.
A stand-in can be anything. An extra piece of food that doesn’t require cooking
(such as a hamburger bun) usually makes a good stand-in. Or you could use something

Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/8 sec. at f/8
70–200mm lens

Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/8 sec. at f/8
70–200mm lens

Figure 4.7

Figure 4.8

This was photographed 45 minutes
after I photographed Figure 4.5.

This was photographed 1 hour after
I photographed Figure 4.5.

C h apt e r 4 : Sty l i n g & P r o p s
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totally random that has similar tonal qualities as your prepared food will have
(Figure 4.9). Try to use something that is the same shape, width, or height so you can
set your composition in the camera (especially handy if you are using a tripod).

Figure 4.9
Because their
color is similar to
the “hero” food, I
used a pile of small
sweet peppers
as the stand-ins
for this scene.

Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/250 sec.
f/5.6
70–200mm lens

Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/250 sec.
f/5.6
70–200mm lens
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Maintaining a Clean Environment
When I’m preparing a plate of food for a photograph, I do most of the work away
from the location where it will be photographed, usually on my kitchen counter or
at a table that sits nearby. This is so I can get very close to the dish and have all of my
tools, food, and garnishes nearby, and it doesn’t matter if I make a mess.
There will be times, however, that you won’t be able to do all of your plating off set
and will need to style the dish as it sits in front of the camera. In those instances, you
need to be very careful to protect the environment from drips and spills. A perfectly
prepared photo setup can easily be tainted with an unwanted stain. The simplest
solution is to place a few paper towels around the area, which will likely save you
from having to quickly re-create your scene (Figure 4.10). This also allows you to
focus on the look of the food without worrying about making any messes.

Figure 4.10
Before adding the final touches to these dishes, I placed paper towels under and
around the plates to catch any spills that would stain the tabletop and napkin.

Styling from Camera View
When photographing food, the only area of the food that you need to really pay
attention to is the side that’s being photographed. It’s always best to put yourself in
the position of the camera and style the food from that perspective. If you’re photographing the front part of a dish, it doesn’t matter what the back of the dish looks
like, so long as it’s not in the image.
Another useful way to style food (and set up the overall scene, too) is to use the Live
View feature on your camera (most of the newer DSLR models will have this as a
standard feature). Using Live View makes it so easy to place things in the scene, add
garnishes, and even just frame and compose the photo. The downside to Live View

C h apt e r 4 : Sty l i n g & P r o p s
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is that it drains the battery more quickly than just looking through the viewfinder.
It also will sometimes cause interference when firing strobes and flashes wirelessly.
If you run into that problem, you’ll need to turn off Live View temporarily to trip the
shutter and create the photograph.

Following Your Instincts
Overall, much of styling food involves using what works for your situation. There is
no one way to do everything, and, depending on how the food was prepared or how
you want it to look, you’ll probably have to get creative.
You also need to make sure that you are deliberate in your approach to creating
your food and developing its overall appearance. When I style food, everything that
ends up in the photograph is there because I want it to be there. A crumb that looks
like it landed naturally on the plate may have been placed with small tweezers, or it
crumbled off on its own and I just liked the way it looked. Often it’s the things that
may be considered small and unimportant that can actually take a photo from average to amazing.

Styling Tips and Tricks
There are a lot of techniques you can use when styling your food to enhance its
appearance. Here are some simple tips and tricks to help you make your food look
great when it’s being photographed.

Adding Bulk
When you place food in a bowl, often it will sink to the bottom and lie flat (especially with foods like pasta and chunky soups or stews). There are a few ways that
you can bulk up food in a bowl. The first is to take a dome of Styrofoam, set it in the
bottom of the bowl, and then place the food on top of it (Figure 4.11). This usually
works best for slippery foods that won’t stay put, but one downside is that if you’re
planning to eat the food after it’s photographed, you’re out of luck (unless you want
little bits of plastic foam in your meal). Another method is to take a smaller bowl,
such as a prep dish or small ramekin, and place it upside-down in the bowl and then
pile the food on top. This keeps your food fresh and does a really good job of adding
a little extra bulk.
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Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/100 sec.
f/4
70–200mm lens

Figure 4.11
For these pasta dishes I used a dome of Styrofoam to bulk up the food. Pasta can be slippery,
so Styrofoam works well if I’m using the food only for photography (and not to eat afterward).

Another quick tip is that if you’re photographing a bowl of soup with ingredients
such as noodles, veggies, or meat, try adding a handful of decorative rocks to the
bottom of the bowl to push up all the tasty ingredients to the top. I prefer to use
clear rocks to avoid any potential colorcast in the image, especially in a clear or
broth-based soup. That way instead of being sunk to the bottom, they’re hanging
out at the top of the bowl in clear view of the camera (Figure 4.12).
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Figure 4.12
I used some clear
decorative rocks
at the bottom of
this bowl to push
the noodles and
vegetables to the
top of the dish.

Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/160 sec.
f/5.6
70–200mm lens
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If you’re photographing a sandwich, one easy way to keep the sandwich from looking flat is to place small pieces of cardboard or foam board between each layer. You
can also stick pieces of toothpicks into the cardboard to push up and heighten the
sandwich even more (Figure 4.13).

Figure 4.13
By adding small
pieces of cardboard
and toothpicks
inside the sandwich, I was able
to bulk it up and
give it fullness
so that it looks
more appetizing.

Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/250 sec.
f/2.8
50mm lens

Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/320 sec.
f/2.8
50mm lens
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Using Garnishes
Adding a touch of color to a dish can do wonders, and I often do this by adding
garnishes such as fresh basil, cilantro, or any herb that is appropriate to the food and
its ingredients (Figure 4.14). This can make it look livelier and more appealing, just as
adding herbs and spices will enhance flavor when cooking the food.

Figure 4.14
I used basil in
this dish when it
was cooked, but
I wanted to make
the colors more
pronounced. Adding
small basil leaves
to the bowl added a
color and vibrancy
that didn’t show
through in the
original photo.
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ISO 100
1/30 sec.
f/8
70–200mm lens

F o o d P h o t o g r ap h Y : F r o m S n ap s h o t s t o G r e at S h o t s

This technique also helps create your point of focus. By adding a bright, colorful food
item to the dish, you will draw the viewer’s eyes to that location. And it’s the perfect
spot to focus on with your camera (there’ll be more on focus and composition in
Chapter 5).

Keeping it Real
One thing to keep in mind when you’re creating your dishes is that they don’t always
have to look perfect. A few crumbs or drips to the side of the food, or even a dish
where the food has already had a fork dig into it, makes the food look more real and
attainable to the viewer (Figure 4.15). It can also add balance to the composition of
the photograph. A little mess is OK; just pay attention to your crumb placement so
that it still looks appealing and delicious.
Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/50 sec.
f/5.6
70–200mm
lens +1.4x

Figure 4.15
I added a few crumbs
and berries to the side
of this yogurt parfait to
balance the dish and give
it a more natural look.
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Putting It On ice
I use fake ice in many of my photographs (Figure 4.16). In fact, any time there’s a
water glass in the frame (often in the out-of-focus background), I’ve also added some
fake ice to the cup, usually without even adding water. The reason that I use fake
ice so frequently is that real ice has two major flaws: it melts quickly, and it can look
very foggy when photographed (Figure 4.17). Fake ice, on the other hand, will hold
its shape and stay shiny and crystal clear (Figure 4.18).

Figure 4.16
I used a drinking
glass with fake ice
in the background
of this photo.

Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/30 sec.
f/5.6
TS-E 90mm lens
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Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/30 sec. at f/8
70–200mm lens

Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/30 sec. at f/8
70–200mm lens

Figure 4.17

Figure 4.18

For this photo I used real ice, backlit with diffused
sunlight coming through a window.

For this photo I used fake ice, backlit with diffused
sunlight coming through a window.

While there are some places that create custom, very realistic (and expensive) acrylic
ice cubes, the ice I use is relatively inexpensive and purchased through an online
retailer. If you are creating photographs that require ice and you don’t have a big
budget, this is probably a good option for you as well.
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Faking Grill Marks and Charring Food
If you want to add realistic grill marks on cooked food but don’t have the luxury of
owning a grill (or you just want the grill marks to look really good), another option is
to add them after the food is cooked. I like to use an electric charcoal starter, which
is a handheld device that has a big loop of metal attached to a handle (Figures 4.19
and 4.20). You could also use a grill pan with a ribbed bottom to get a similar effect.
Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/50 sec.
f/8
70–200mm lens

Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/125 sec.
f/5.6
70–200mm lens

Figure 4.19

Figure 4.20

By using a charcoal starter, I was able to add grill
marks to this already-cooked chicken breast.

I used the same method as in Figure 4.19 to
add grill marks to this piece of steak.

If you have food that is already cooked but needs a little more visible cooking to be
done on the surface, you can use a crème brûlée torch to “cook” specific areas of the
food (Figure 4.21). This is also handy if you want to add charring to a food item to give
it the appearance of being cooked, as I did to the asparagus in Figure 4.22.
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Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/125 sec.
f/8
70–200mm lens

Figure 4.21
This Cornish hen
was fully cooked,
but it needed just a
bit more browning on the side
that was being
photographed.
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Figure 4.22
I used the crème
brûlée torch to char
the asparagus to
make it look as if it
had been grilled.

Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/125 sec.
f/8
70–200mm lens
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Adding Steam
Food looks tastier when it’s fresh, and if it’s hot, it is more appealing if you can see
that it’s hot. Food that is fresh out of the oven or right off the pan usually has steam
rising from it, but once it sits for a minute or two the steam dissipates. If you want to
keep that “freshly cooked” look, you can always add the steam yourself.
A fun (and easy) way to add steam to a food item is to use a hand steamer. They are
typically used for steaming and straightening clothes, but they work very well with
food photography. In Figure 4.23 (left), I show how I used a hand steamer to give this
shrimp the appearance that it is still hot and fresh, and after a few attempts I got the
perfect “steamy” look (Figure 4.23, right). (See Chapter 7 for a behind-the-scenes on
creating a similar “steam” photograph).

Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/125 sec.
f/8
70-200mm lens

Figure 4.23
I used a portable hand steamer to add steam to this shrimp on a fork.
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Making Vegetables Bright

Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/8 sec.
f/8
70–200mm lens

If you want to give your vegetables a
burst of color, the best way to prepare
them for a photograph is to blanch them
in boiling water immediately before you
photograph them. Blanching is a cooking
method wherein food is boiled very briefly
(30 seconds to a minute or maybe more)
and then cooled in cold water to stop the
cooking process. When you blanch vegetables, you will end up with very bright
colors that photograph beautifully. This is
also a good way to add color to an otherwise boring-looking dish (Figure 4.24).

Prop Styling
In really big food photography productions, along with a food stylist there is
likely to be a prop stylist. This person is in
charge of the plates, napkins, tablecloth,
and anything else added to the scene
that is not food. If you’re styling and
photographing your own food, then this
job falls on your shoulders. And though
it might not seem important at first, the

Figure 4.24

props you use can really make or break a

On its own, this beef stew was colorless, since the meat and vegetables had turned brown during the cooking process. To liven it up,
I blanched some of the ingredients separately and placed them in
the dish to add color to an otherwise boring-looking dish of food.

food photograph.
How you style the area around your food
can greatly affect the mood and overall
impression of the photograph (Figure 4.25).

The props can suggest the location, time of day, season, and perhaps even who might
be about to enjoy the meal. All of this can be achieved through the colors, textures,
and shapes of your dishes, textiles, and props. The possibilities are endless.
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Figure 4.25
To make this dish
appear as if it
were on a table at
a fancy restaurant
(or outdoors in a
romantic setting), I
added large stringlights to a black
background to
convey the sense of
a darkened room.

Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/250 sec.
f/5.6
70–200mm lens

Relevance and Simplicity
When adding props to a scene, imagine yourself sitting down at the table to eat the
meal you are photographing. Picture the utensils, food, and dishes that might be set
around you, things that you would actually use in real life. Then, take that information and apply it to your photograph.
Just remember, if it doesn’t add value to your image, it’s likely that it’s taking away
from your image. You want the props to be relevant, but you don’t want them to
draw attention away from your main subject. Keeping the scene uncluttered and
simple is usually a good start, since you want to showcase your main dish. Some
examples of appropriate props and additions to your scene might include silverware, prepared food (such as side dishes or ingredients from the main dish), drink
glasses, and napkins. Also, when photographing a finished, prepared meal it’s also
best to avoid placing in your scene unprepared food items, such as whole peppers, potatoes or onions. If it’s something you wouldn’t normally eat in its entirety
(or in an uncooked state), then it’s probably not going to seem very appetizing in
a photograph.
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Canon 60D
ISO 800
1/60 sec.
f/4
50mm lens

Dishes and Accessories
When selecting the plates and utensils
to use in your photograph, you want to
match them to your food. My general style
is to use a lot of white, clean dishes—the
meals I prepare tend to have a lot of color
in them, and I don’t want to compete with
the food with a bright or busy pattern on
the plate or bowl (Figure 4.26). However,
if the food is very basic and simple (like
mashed potatoes or a slice of cake), then
I would probably use a colored plate, or
maybe even something with a simple
pattern. There’s really no rule to this,
though—just go with what you think fits
your style and your food.
The size of the dish is also important. I collect a lot of smaller plates and bowls and
use them often in my photographs. Putting
food on a plate that is a little smaller than
one you might normally use to eat on gives
the appearance that there is more on the
plate and that the food item is larger than
it actually is. This also works well with
silverware—I will often use salad forks and
smaller spoons off to the side of my dishes

Figure 4.26
Here is a sampling
of some of the
dishes I use for food
photography. As you
can see, I prefer
white or lightcolored dishes.

to give the appearance that the food is bigger than it actually is.
There are a lot of great places you can find dishes, cups, and utensils for your photographs. I like to shop at stores where I can buy individual items, instead of having
to buy an entire set (since I’m typically only using one or two of the same dish in a
scene). Thrift stores and yard sales are also good places to score unique dishes and
accessories for really great prices. Another place I like to shop is craft stores. They
often have interesting glassware and decorative items that are intended for other
purposes (candles, for example) but that can be used as cups or bowls in photographs. I’m also learning to create my own dishes, as you can see in Figure 4.27.
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Figure 4.27
I’ve started to
create some of my
own dishes for food
photographs. Here
is an example of a
few of my pottery
creations.

Canon 7D
ISO 100
1/6 sec.
f/5.6
70–200mm lens
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Textiles and Textures
Adding texture to a photograph is a good way to lend a sense of depth and realism to the scene, and there are many ways to add texture with food photography. I
do this by using textiles, such as napkins and tablecloths, and also creating my own
textured tabletops (Figure 4.28).
One way to create easy-to-use tablecloths for your scene is to take fabric, iron it out
so it’s nice and flat, wrap it around foam board, and then secure it with tape in the
back. This makes the tablecloths easy to store and transport without wrinkling.

Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/160 sec.
f/6.3
50mm lens

Figure 4.28
Creating premade cloth tables is an easy way to keep them ironed and easy to use.
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Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/30 sec.
f/8
50mm lens

Figure 4.29
I like to use boards and two-by-fours to paint my own unique tabletops for my food photographs.

If you want to use a textured tabletop, they are pretty easy to make on your own
(Figure 4.29). You just need a thin piece of wood big enough to cover the table, a
few different colors of paint, and some “crackle” paint (you can usually find all of
this at hardware or craft stores). Then just follow the instructions on the crackle paint
container to get a nice aged/distressed paint finish. You can also scour yard sales and
antique stores for old wooden doors, or just use any other type of old wood that you
can find lying around the house (Figure 4.30).
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Figure 4.30
These boards are
pieces of an old
fence a friend was
getting rid of. I
like to use them
for a rustic “picnic
table” look in my
photographs.

Canon 5D Mark II
ISO 100
1/100 sec.
f/4
50mm lens
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Chapter 4 Challenges
There are a lot of different ways you can add to the look of your food photographs through
styling and adding props, so here are a few challenges to get you started.

Styled vs. “Ready to Eat”
Cook up one of your favorite meals and prepare two servings. Style one of the servings so
that it looks really great (try using some of the tips in this chapter), and then take a photo
of it. Next, prepare the second serving in a dish as you would if you were going to eat it.
Photograph it in the same light and location as your first image. Compare the two and note
the differences.

Fake Ice vs. Real Ice
If you have some fake ice, this exercise is fun to try. Using a clear water glass, create two
photographs of the same glass filled with water—one with real ice and one with fake ice.
Compare the differences between the two images. Note the fogginess in the real ice compared to the clear shininess of the fake ice.

Creating Your Own Tabletops
If you want to use something other than your existing tabletop, use some of the techniques
in this chapter to create your own. Take foam board and a large piece of cloth to make a flattened tablecloth, or grab a big, flat piece of wood and some paint and get creative. Try adding
texture or using different colors on the same tabletop for a unique look.
Share your results with the book’s Flickr group!
Join the group here: flickr.com/groups/foodphotographyfromsnapshotstogreatshots/
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A

A or Av (Aperture Priority) mode, 20
accessories, selecting, 108–109
Adjustment Brush, using, 220
Adobe Bridge
opening files in, 166
selecting files in, 166
syncing settings, 166
using, 154
Adobe Photoshop. See Photoshop
Adobe Photoshop Elements icon, 153
AlienBees™
ABR800 light, 211, 218
B800 flash unit, 67, 71
aperture
f-stop number, 13
settings, 13
Aperture Priority (A or Av) mode, 20
Aperture software, 153
asparagus, photographing, 104, 120
Auto mode, 20

B

B (Bulb) mode, 20
background
blurring, 134
changing, 135
considering, 122
shapes in, 140
Background layer, duplicating in Photoshop,
187, 193
backlight, using, 56–60
balance
background & foreground, 122
rule of thirds, 120–121
triangles, 123
banana bread
lighting setup, 235
postprocessing, 236–237
styling and props, 233–234
bananas, photographing, 70
basil leaves, using as garnish, 98, 123, 137
basket of cherries
lighting setup, 227–228
postprocessing, 229–231
styling and props, 223–226
beef stew photo, 106
berries, photographing, 34, 37, 99
bit depth, explained, 168
Blend If section
using, 221
viewing, 181, 185
blending mode
changing in Photoshop, 188
using in Photoshop, 173–174
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blinkies, occurrence of, 54
bowls, using, 89
Bridge software
opening files in, 166
selecting files in, 166
syncing settings, 166
using, 154
bright colors, using, 142
brushes, using, 90
Bulb (B) mode, 20
bulk, adding, 94–97
Burn tool, using in Photoshop, 188
butter, using in photos, 234

C

cable releases, features of, 40
calibration software, using, 152
camera, angling, 141
camera modes
Auto, 20
B (Bulb), 20
M (Manual), 20
A or Av (Aperture Priority), 20
P (Program), 20
S (Shutter Priority), 20
Tv (Shutter Priority), 20
Camera Raw. See also Photoshop
Adjustment Brush, 164, 220
auto white balance, 157
bit depth, 168
changing color space, 168
changing workflow options, 168
Depth workflow option, 168
exiting, 167
histogram, 159
Live Preview, 157
localizing adjustments, 165
opening files in, 154–156
opening JPEG files in, 155
opening RAW files, 159
pixel dimension, 168
resetting adjustments, 165
Resolution workflow option, 168
saving changes, 167
setting preferences, 156
Sharpen For workflow option, 168
Size workflow option, 168
Smart Object workflow option, 168
Space workflow option, 168
synchronizing files in, 167
viewing clipping warnings, 158
white balance sliders, 156
Camera Raw Basic tab
Auto button, 160
Blacks slider, 162
Brightness slider, 162
Clarity slider, 163
Contrast slider, 162
Exposure slider, 160
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Fill Light slider, 161
Recovery slider, 161
Saturation slider, 164
Vibrance slider, 163
camera sensor, explained, 15
cameras
buying, 32
crop sensor, 30–32
full-frame, 30–32
P&S vs. SLR, 43
point-and-shoot (P&S), 28–29
SLR (single lens reflex), 28–29
Canon 5D Mark II
backlighting example, 57–58
shoot-through umbrella, 74
softbox example, 72
Canon 7D
diffused fill light, 70
placement to block light, 63
reflective umbrella, 75
Canon 430EX Speedlite, 67, 73
charring food, 102
cherries
lighting setup, 227–228
postprocessing, 229–231
styling and props, 223–226
chili pepper photograph, 88
chocolate fondue
lighting setup, 218
postprocessing, 219–221
styling and props, 215–217
circular bokeh, 134
clipped highlights, fixing, 182–186
clipping warnings, viewing, 158, 180–182
Clone Stamp tool, using in Photoshop, 191–192,
230
Cloudy white-balance setting, 11
color pop, adding in Photoshop, 187–188, 237
color temperature, 12
color wheel, using, 143
colors
balancing, 143
bright, 142
complementary, 143
experimenting with, 145
repeating, 144
composition
background, 122
foreground, 122
rule of thirds, 120–121
triangles, 123
continuous lights, using, 42, 68–69
corn photo, 127
corners, considering, 140–141
Cornish hen, photographing, 103
.CR2 file extension, 6
crème brûlée
photos, 128, 142
torch, 102, 104

crop sensor cameras, 30–32
crumbs, adding to photos, 99

D

Daylight white-balance setting, 11
decorative rocks, using in bowls, 95–96
depth, adding to images, 56
depth of field
contrasting, 14
explained, 14
digital cameras
buying, 32
crop sensor, 30–32
full-frame, 30–32
P&S vs. SLR, 43
point-and-shoot (P&S), 28–29
SLR (single lens reflex), 28–29
dishes, selecting, 108–109, 139
DNG (Digital Negative) file format, 7
Dodge & Burn layer, adding, 231, 237
Dodge tool, using in Photoshop, 188
dumpling mold, using, 255
dust, cleaning up in Photoshop, 191–192

E

eggs, photographing, 66
exposure
calculating, 18–19
reciprocal, 18
exposure compensation, adjusting, 19
exposure triangle
aperture, 13
ISO, 16–17
shutter speed, 15–16

F

file types
JPEG, 7–8
RAW, 6–7
flash units, AlienBees B800, 67, 71
Flash white-balance setting, 11
Flickr group, joining, 21
Fluorescent white-balance setting, 11
foam board
black, 63
white, 57–58, 63, 70, 72
focal lengths
effective, 32
importance of, 132, 134
increasing, 36
normal, 35
focus point
creating, 99
finding, 136–137
focusing tips and tricks, 138
food
cooking areas of, 102
styling area around, 106–112
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food quality
ingredients, 86–87
shopping, 87
food styling, 85–86. See also prop styling;
styling and props
adding bulk, 94–97
adding steam, 105
brushes, 90
from camera view, 93–94
cleanliness, 93
ethical considerations, 84
garnishes, 98–99
grater, 90
grill marks, 102–104
instincts, 94
paper towels, 89
peeler, 90
plastic spoons, 89
prep bowls, 89
ramekins, 89
spray bottle, 90
tweezers, 89
using ice, 100–101
using stand-ins, 90–92
vegetables, 106
food stylist, using, 84
foreground, considering, 122
framing
horizontal, 124–127
overhead view, 129
point of view, 129
three-quarters & level, 127–128
vertical, 124–127
French toast
lighting setup, 250
postprocessing, 251–253
styling and props, 247–249
f-stop number, setting, 13
full-frame cameras, 30–32

G

garnishes, using, 98
grater, using, 90
green beans, photographing, 30, 100
grill marks, faking, 102

H

High Pass filter, using in Photoshop, 194
highlights, watching, 54–55, 76. See also
light quality
histogram
using, 54–55, 76
watching in Camera Raw, 159
horizontal framing, considering, 124–127

I

ice, using in photos, 100–101, 113
images, resizing for Web, 197
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incandescent bulb temperature, 12
ingredients, choosing, 86–87
instincts, following, 94
ISO (International Organization for Standardization), 16–17, 21
ISO 100
f-stop, 18
shutter speed, 18

J

JPEG files
advantages, 8
benefits, 8
disadvantages, 8
opening in Camera Raw, 155
overview, 7–8
versus RAW, 8
saving, 197

K

Kelvin temperature properties
flames, 12
incandescent bulb, 12
moonlight, 12
white fluorescent, 12

L

Lastolite TriGrip
diffuser, 211, 227–228, 250, 267
reflector, 69
layer masks, adding, 171
layer styles, adding in Photoshop, 184
layers
adding in Photoshop, 189
filling with gray, 189
hiding, 172
painting on, 190
revealing underlying, 186
using in Photoshop, 169–170
lens compression
explained, 132
using, 134, 145
Lensbaby lenses, features of, 38
lenses
Lensbaby, 38
macro, 35
normal, 35
prime, 35
specialty, 37–38
telephoto, 36
tilt-shift, 37
using, 43
wide-angle, 33
zoom, 35
levels adjustment layers, 174–179, 220
light
artificial, 66
being aware of, 56
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blocking, 62–63
diffusing with softbox, 71
flattening, 56, 60
natural, 64–65
seeing, 50
softening, 53
from windows, 65
light meter
using, 18
in viewfinder, 19
light quality. See also highlights
color, 51–52, 76
distance, 53
intensity, 52–53
lighting equipment
reflectors, 41, 69–70
softboxes, 71–73
umbrellas, 73–75
lighting setup
banana bread, 235
basket of cherries, 227–228
chocolate fondue, 218
French toast, 250
mussels with linguine, 211
pasta on a fork, 266–267
pork dumplings, 257–258
shrimp spring rolls, 241–242
Lightroom software, 153
lights
continuous, 42, 68–69
strobe, 42
strobes, 66–67
studio, 66
temperature of, 42
lines, considering, 140–141
linguine. See mussels with linguine; pasta photos
Live View feature, using, 93–94, 138
lossless versus lossy, 9

M

M (Manual) mode, 20
macro lenses, features of, 35
Manfrotto Magic Arm, using, 215, 218, 267
Manual (M) mode, 20
margarine, using in photos, 233
masking, using in Photoshop, 171–172
meter
using, 18
in viewfinder, 19
mint photograph, 90
monitor, calibrating, 152
Moon Unit, using, 211, 218
moonlight temperature, 12
mussels with linguine
lighting setup, 211
postprocessing, 212–213
styling and props, 207

N

napkins, including in photos, 142
natural sunlight, using, 64
.NEF file extension, 6
noise, occurrence of, 16
noodles, photographing, 61, 96
normal lenses, features of, 35

O

orange juice, photographing, 41
overexposure, avoiding, 54, 62
overhead view, using, 129
Overlay blending mode, using in Photoshop, 190,
194

P

P (Program) mode, 20
P&S (point-and-shoot) cameras, 28–29
paper towels, using, 89
pasta on a fork
lighting setup, 266–267
postprocessing, 268–270
styling and props, 263–265
pasta photos
backlighting, 57
bulking up, 95
Cloudy white-balance setting, 10
Daylight white-balance setting, 10
diffused window light, 60
Flash white-balance setting, 10
Fluorescent white-balance setting, 10
focus point, 137
mussels with linguine, 207–213
point of view, 130–131
pop-up flash, 60
repeating colors, 144
Shade white-balance setting, 10
triangle shape, 123
Tungsten white-balance setting, 10
white balance settings, 10
peeler, using, 90
peppers, photographing, 92
perspective
framing and using, 145
horizontal, 124–127
overhead view, 129
point of view, 129
three-quarters & level, 127–128
vertical, 124–127
photo-editing software, 153
photos, saving Web versions of, 198
Photoshop, 173–174. See also Camera Raw
adding blur to duplicate layer, 187
adjusting color, 179
Adjustments panel, 174–175
Blend If section, 181, 185
bright colors, 181
brightening images, 183
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Photoshop (continued)
Burn tool, 188
changing blending modes, 188
clipped areas, 182
clipped highlights, 180–182, 184
Clone Stamp tool, 191–192, 230
Color blending mode, 178
color pop, 187–188, 237
described, 153
Dodge & Burn layer, 231, 237
Dodge tool, 188
dodging and burning, 188–190
duplicating Background layer, 187, 193
fill light, 177
filling layers with gray, 189
fixing clipped highlights, 182–186
hiding underlying layers, 172
High Pass filter, 194
increasing blacks, 176
increasing brightness, 176, 190
layer masks, 171, 270
layer styles, 181, 184
layers, 170, 189
Layers panel, 169
levels adjustment layers, 174–179, 183, 220
Luminosity blending mode, 177
masking, 171
masking on sharpening layer, 195
overexposed histograms, 180
Overlay blending mode, 190, 194
painting on layers, 190
resetting adjustments, 179
revealing layers, 172
revealing sharpening layer, 195
revealing underlying layers, 186
saving photos, 196
saving PSD files, 196
sharpening photos, 193–195
Solid Color fill layer, 180
splitting white slider, 186
sRGB option, 198
working nondestructively, 170
Photoshop Elements icon, 153
plastic spoons, using, 89
PocketWizard Plus II Transceiver, 68
point of view, considering, 129–131
point-and-shoot (P&S) cameras, 28–29
pork dumplings
lighting setup, 257–258
postprocessing, 259–261
styling and props, 255–256
postprocessing
banana bread, 236–237
basket of cherries, 229–231
chocolate fondue, 218–221
French toast, 251–253
mussels with linguine, 212–213
pasta on a fork, 268–270
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pork dumplings, 259–261
shrimp spring rolls, 243–245
prep bowls, using, 89
presentation. See food styling
prime lenses, features of, 35
Program (P) mode, 20
prop styling, 106–112. See also food styling; styling
and props
accessories, 108–109
dishes, 108–109
relevance, 107
simplicity, 107
textiles and textures, 110–112
PSD files, saving, 196

R

radio triggers, features of, 68
ramekins
photographing, 128
using, 89
RAW files
advantages, 7
benefits, 7
disadvantages, 7
versus JPEG, 8
opening, 154–156
opening in Camera Raw, 159
opening multiple, 166
overview, 6–7
reflectors
basket of cherries, 228
features of, 41
five-in-one, 53
French toast, 250
Lastolite TriGrip, 69
pork dumplings, 257
shrimp spring rolls, 241
using, 69–70, 267
using for backlighting, 57–58, 63
using with softboxes, 72
resizing images for Web, 197
ribs photo, 122
rocks, using in bowls, 95–96
rule of thirds, 120–121

S

S (Shutter Priority) mode, 20
salmon, photographing, 30, 100
sandwiches, photographing, 97
saving
JPEG files, 197
PSD files, 196
Web versions of photos, 198
scallops, photographing, 28–29, 33
sensors
explained, 15
types of, 30
Shade white-balance setting, 11
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shadows, softening, 53
shapes, considering, 139–140
sharpening layer
revealing, 195
using masking on, 195
shopping for food, 87
shrimp photo, 105
shrimp spring rolls
lighting setup, 241–242
postprocessing, 243–245
styling and props, 239–240
shutter, tripping, 40
Shutter Priority (S) mode, 20
Shutter Priority (Tv) mode, 20
shutter speed
controlling, 20
measurement of, 15
settings, 15
slow, 40
sidelighting, using, 58
SLR (single lens reflex) cameras
full-frame vs. crop sensor, 30–32
vs. SLR cameras, 28–29
softboxes, using, 71–73
specialty lenses, features of, 37–38
Speedlite, Canon 430EX, 67, 73
spoons, using, 89
spray bottle, using, 90
sRGB option, choosing in Photoshop, 198
stand-ins, using, 90–92
steam, adding to images, 105, 265
string beans, photographing, 30, 100
strobe lights
small flashes, 66
studio lights, 66
vs. sunlight, 56
sync speed, 67
using, 42, 66–67
studio lights, using, 66
styling and props. See also food styling; prop
styling
banana bread, 233–234
basket of cherries, 223–226
chocolate fondue, 215–217
French toast, 247–249
mussels with linguine, 207–210
pasta on a fork, 263–265
pork dumplings, 255–256
shrimp spring rolls, 239–240
Styrofoam, using, 94–95
sunlight
vs. strobes, 56
using, 64
sweet peppers, photographing, 92

T

tabletops
considering, 111
creating, 113
telephoto lenses, features of, 36
tethering cameras, 138
texture, adding to images, 56, 110–112
three-quarters angle, considering, 127–128
tilt-shift lenses, features of, 37
triangles
finding and creating, 145
using, 123
tripods
choosing, 38–39
heads, 39
Tungsten white-balance setting, 11
Tv (Shutter Priority) mode, 20
tweezers, using, 89

U

umbrellas
reflective, 73
shoot-through, 73
using, 73–75

V

vegetables, brightening, 106
vertical framing, considering, 124–127

W

water glass, photographing, 101
Web
resizing images for, 197
saving photos for, 198
white balance, 21
adjusting in Photoshop, 156
Auto setting, 11, 157
Cloudy setting, 11
and color temperature, 12
Daylight setting, 11
defined, 9
Flash setting, 11
Fluorescent setting, 11
settings, 10
Shade setting, 11
Tungsten setting, 11
white fluorescent temperature, 12
white slider, splitting, 186
wide-angle lenses, features of, 33
window light, using, 65

Y

yogurt parfait photo, 99

Z

zoom lenses, features of, 35
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