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Food styling is one of the most powerful tools that can help you 

with your food photography. It can make your images spot on, or 

it can ruin the whole image. It's a powerful tool you need when 

you are interested in food photography. If you don't have a 

professional food stylist working with you, then you just have to 

learn how to do it yourself. Even when you don’t feel like you 

have the artistic mind, then I can tell you that I don’t have that 

spirit as well. 

 

You can learn food styling by reading, watching videos and most 

importantly practicing. Learn more about food photography and 

you will learn the styling at the same time. You just have to find 

your creative side. I think that every one of us has the creative 

mind that needs to be discovered. Over the past few years of 

practicing food photography almost every day, I can say that I 

have made some progress. As you can see on the image from 

2015, my food styling "skill" isn't the best if we are going to be 

polite. 
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I'm not saying that I know everything right now, I'm just saying 
that you can get better by learning and practicing. Even though I 

have been practicing for some time, I still feel like I have so 
much more to learn and I don't know everything. It's a journey, 
and I like to think that I'm at the beginning of my journey. All I 

need to do is to enjoy the process. 
 

I have to remind you that food styling is one of the things that is 
very subjective and everybody have their preferences and style. 
Think of it like fashion or interior design. Some people like some 

jeans or hats others don’t like them. Some people like some 
curtains or chairs others don’t. In the end, all you should want to 

do is to develop your style that makes you happy. 
 

 When I think about food styling, then usually I try to focus on 
three parts. Like every other photography area, such as 

landscape or portrait, food photography is the same. You have to 
start with basics. I find that food styling has three parts: 

technical side, light, and composition.  
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 The technical side for food styling is quite minor compared to 

the composition. The most important thing here is to understand 
the basics. Make sure you know what means aperture, focus, 

shutter speed, white balance and ISO. You have to understand the 
aperture and focus when you would like to shoot some artistic 

images where you can make the background blurry and the main 
part of the image sharp. 

 
 Shutter speed and ISO is important to understand when you 

would like to shoot the food when it’s moving. Such as powdered 
sugar or water. I'm not going to cover all the technical aspects 
right now and if you don’t know what these words mean, then 
read more about it or take some basic photography courses.  

 
 
  

Technical side

This image isn't actually quite sharp. There are 
some technical problems with focus. 



 Photography is all about finding the light. Food photography 
isn't anything different. Light is one of the tools that can make 
ordinary images into exciting images. Most of the food images 

are taken using natural light. However, I have seen some 
fantastic images with artificial light. 

The light itself is a longer topic, and I'm not going to cover it 
here. All you need to know about food styling and light at this 
point is that light is your tool for styling. You can tell the story 

and show the mood of the image.      

  

Light



An essential part of food styling is the composition. That's the 
part where you can show your creative side. Even if you also feel 

like you are not that artistic, I advise you to play around with 
your composition. It might just take some practice to find your 
creative side (look at my other posts and have a digital detox). 

 Most importantly you need to focus on these key points when 
you make your composition: 

   
1. Balancing element– Who is the hero? How do you show your 
hero? Make sure that the essential part of the food is your hero 
and other subjects on the image balance the composition. The 
classic example here is food on a white background and white 

tableware. Food is the hero, and white color or other neutral 
color is there to balance it out. 

  

Composition
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2. Leading lines – Where should your eyes go? Is it a journey on a 
table? 

3. Symmetry and patterns –What can I use to build layers? You 
need neutral colors and some balance for your image. Classic 

photography would tell you not to use too many distracting 
elements because it might take your eye to the place where it 

shouldn't go. It's not a strict rule and you can use it as you 
personally like. If you don't know what to do, then you would like 

to build layers to make sure that the image is a little bit more 
interesting.   

  



4. Viewpoints – What's the essential part of the image? Try 

different angles and find new creative ways to make the image 

more interesting. 

   

5. Backgrounds – Start collecting or making your photo 

backgrounds. There are endless ways how to make your own 

backgrounds. You can build or paint something that is special to 

your style. There are countless stores where you can buy 

photography backgrounds and props. 

6. Depth – Where the image starts and where it ends? Where is 

your focus? It's another essential part of the image that allows 

you to make creative decisions.   

7. Cropping – How to frame the image? What should you leave 

out? There should be a reason for cropping some things halfway 

on the image. Sometimes you can get interesting shots of the 

food only half way on the image.  

  



1. Negative space – Leave some room for the viewer. When the 
image is too crowded, then usually I feel like I don’t know where 
should I look. Think of it like you are styling an expensive house. 
Probably you are not going to put the house full of furniture so 

that you can’t even move around there. Leave some room for your 
viewer so that he or she can move around in the “house”. 

2. S-line – when I don’t know how to compose the image, then I 
just try to make the S-line with the food. It is a useful tool to 

balance the image.   

  

My Most Important Tips for Food 
Photography:  



3. Aperture – Play around with smaller and larger aperture.
Make some creative choices with it. Make a blurry background 
or put something in front of the lens so that the viewer knows 

better where he or she should look. 

4. Make a mess – The classic example here is breadcrumb on 
the table. The aim is to put something from real life to the
images and find the soul. My favorites are seeds, nuts, and 

pepper. Bring something from real life on the image. 
Imperfect is just perfect. However, try not to overdo it and find 

the balance.  

  



5. Layers & texture – This is one of the most useful tips in food 
styling. Use some towels, napkins, linen or extra plates to add 

some touch to the image. Play around with your texture, and you
can build a fantastic image. You don't even like to know how 
many towels I have at home. It's almost criminal. Play with 

heights, and you will get the texture that makes your images 
more interesting.  

6. Tripod – put your camera in one spot and then start styling. 
Look inside your camera or use your computer or phone with 
wifi. Work out what should be on the images and what should 

you leave behind or add.   



7. Storyline –  Photography is all about the story. Probably 
every photographer will say that you have to tell the story with 
your images. It’s a basic rule that I often forget.  Capture the 

moment and ask yourself what's the story and purpose behind 
the image. You can put a soul on the image with the story. The 
story might just be comfortable weeknight dinner or pancakes 
with your grandmother. You can always include people in the 

scene or tell the story with light or props. 



8. Framing – You don’t always need to put the whole plate or 
whole scene on the image. Just leave something to the 

imagination, and you will get something more interesting. 

   
9. Details – keep an eye on your details. Make sure that every 

element has its purpose on the image. You don’t want any dirty 
dishes or details.   



10. Garnish – Look what chefs are doing. How they plate the 
dishes? Make it look pretty with green leaves, pepper, oil or 

seeds. My personal favorites are flowers. It always gives you 
that little “something” you might feel like is missing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
' 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11. Props – look on the internet or go to the antique store or rent 
some accessories from your parents or grandmother. These old 

props are always the best! You don't even like to know how many 
different bowls and plates I have at home. These little details 

will give so much to your images.  



12. Don’t stop shooting - When you think you have finished your 
styling, then think again. Start taking some details away. You 
don’t want your image to be too crowded. Simple and elegant 

images are sometimes the best! Remember the first tip 
(negative space).   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13. Less is more – You don't need your plate extra full. Less 
food on the plate looks always better.  



 14. Find the hero – Make sure you understand what the hero of 
the dish is. You just have to find it. Otherwise, your viewer can 

be confused. 

15. Let the hero of the dish shine - Make sure that the 
background of the hero isn’t full of other unimportant stuff. 

Place the hero in the middle or just use the rule of thirds*. Place
the subject on the "sweet spots". It is a powerful tool that can 
make your image shine. However, you can always go creative 

and ignore the rules and develop your style.  

* Rule of thirds - the rule of thirds is a classic photography composition technique
where they broke the image into nine equal squares. They place the subject along 
these vertical lines or at their intersections (“sweet spots”). On this image, I don't 
exactly follow the rule because the bowl should be a little bit more right.However, 

it depends on how I think. When I think that the hero is the poached egg, then I 
follow the rule. When I think that the whole bowl is the hero, then I don't.



 
16. Finish styling when you finally feel it! I mean you should be 

jumping up and down and telling yourself I GOT IT! If you are not 
like that, then you should at least have a smile on your face. 

However, look at the next step. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

17. Work with your perfectionism! - There always might be 
something that bothers you. Try not to overthink. I know that I 

usually have that habit. There are so many images that details I 
don't like, but you have to start somewhere, right?  



18. Try different angles – This one is so obvious tip, but I personally 
often forget that. Sometimes I feel like I have the shot, but when I get 
on my computer, I realize that something is missing. In the meantime, 
you have to understand that every food works differently. Some foods 

look their best with overhead shots some are better with 45-degree
angle. When you don't know what you should do, then just experiment 

with every angle. Try overhead shot, 45 degrees, and 90 degrees. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

19. Play with height – You can make a classic pancake stack or use 
different height with tableware. Play with the texture and your images 

are a little bit more interesting. 
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20. Choose your color palettes – I can’t even describe how 
important is the color. Try matching colors with food or use 
neutral colors for your backgrounds. I have personally found 

myself grey color that I use most of the time. Another powerful 
tool you can use is to build up your portfolio with matching colors 
(Go to this website: http://colorkuler.com). We probably have all 
seen how the most popular Instagram pages have their perfect 

color palettes. Look the Adobe Color wheel to find your 
combinations (https://color.adobe.com/create/color-wheel/). 

http://colorkuler.com/


In Conclusion

1. Find the balance. 
2. Use texture & layers. 
3. Imperfect is perfect. 

4. Find the color combination. 
5. Try different angles. 

6. Use S-line. 
7. Use negative space. 

8. Tell the story. 
9. Keep your eyes on details.  

10. Practice! Don't give up! Smile! 
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