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GASTRONOMIC PHOTOGRAPHY 

IN PRACTICE BY CELSO ARAÚJO 

 

04 VARIABLES YOU NEED TO EVALUATE TO CREATE MOUTH-WATERING 

IMAGES! 

 

INTRODUCTION 

My name is Celso Araújo, I'm from Recife and I've been a photographer for over 10 

years, with a vast NATIONAL and INTERNATIONAL portfolio, and in this trajectory I've 

never worried about being the best, but about giving my best. The recognition and 

everything I've achieved has only been a reflection of my dedication. I don't have any 

SECRET FORMULA like many people have been selling out there, but with the 

mistakes and successes along the way, I want to pass on my experience in this E-

book (which is full of tips and tricks) in an uncomplicated and mainly practical way. 

I have prepared this material with great care for you. I guarantee that this content will 

help you prepare a scene that is conscious and, above all, harmonious with the 4 

variables I'm going to show you. I dedicated myself to developing content that I can 

call (Artisanal), because it was very well thought out, with a repertoire that was put 

together based on my experiences. 
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CONTENT 

But before we begin our journey, we need you to internalize two words: 

Transformation - n. 

Change; any kind 

that modifies or gives a new form. 

Adaptation - n. 

Adaptation to the environment, modifying action of external factors on a behavior or 

structure. 

 

PAGE 03 - LIGHT IN GASTRONOMY 

◦ Clicking with natural light 

◦ Clicking with artificial light 

 

PAGE 07 - FOOD STYLIST 

Clicking with artical light 

 

PAGE 11 - FRAMING/FOCUSING 

◦ Clicking with natural light 

◦ Clicking with artificial light 

 

PAGE 15 - POST PRODUCTION 



Clicking with artical light 
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LIGHT IN GASTRONOMY 

My idea is to create dishes that look very tasty when you just look at them, even before 

you smell or taste them. As well as taking care of the appearance of what we are going 

to photograph, lighting plays a fundamental role in the result we hope for. 

It is with light that we define shapes, colors, volumes and many other things. To help 

you understand, I'll show you these principles in 03 rules. 
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1- UNDERSTAND THE 

ELEMENTS OF LIGHT 

Let's start by defining some elements: 

QUALITY 

We can observe the quality of light through the shadow it casts. For example, on a 

bright sunny day, with no clouds, we will have a very marked shadow, which we call 

hard light. In this light condition, cameras generally find it difficult to register the details 

in the light and shadow, which can be adjusted in the image processing. On cloudy 

days, however, we will also have what we call soft light, which makes the edge of the 

shadow also soft, showing more detail in the light and shadow. 

INTENSITY 

The intensity will determine how the camera (light meter) is adjusted. The more light 

you have, the shorter the exposure time, the lower the sensitivity (150), and the 

aperture (f) also changes. 

 

COLOR 

The color of the light is something that can make a photo look amazing or ruin it. Each 

type of lighting produces a measured color temperature (Kelvin), the warmer it is the 

more yellowish it will be, and the colder it is the more bluish it will be. Cameras aren't 

that easy to understand, so be careful when setting up your equipment. 

For gastronomy, I usually work with slightly warmer colors, without losing the 

naturalness. 
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1- UNDERSTANDING THE ELEMENTS OF LIGHT 

 

DIRECTION 



I left light direction for last because I think it's the icing on the cake, if you know what I 

mean! Well, we can create different directions of light, for example: from the sides, 

from the front, from above and from behind. So study the behavior of light by testing 

various positions in relation to the object. 

There are two tips on this page that will make a difference to your photos, if you pay 

attention to them. 

 

TIP 1 

In gastronomy, use and abuse backlighting. It will give you volume, cut-outs and three-

dimensionality. 

 

TIP 2 

Pay attention to the front light and remember that it is a fill light. 

Otherwise, you run the serious risk of having a “flat” photo 
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2 - LIGHT SCHEME 

I often say that light is one of the ways to sign a photograph. It's very important that 

you understand the proposal and purpose of the campaign you've been hired to shoot! 

you'll see that having this information will help you with the composition of the light. 

On the next page, I'll show you “generically” how I set up my lighting. I say generically 

because what will define the number of light points, hitters/diffusers, power, whether 

there will be hard or soft light in the session, is the type of product. For example, if 

you're photographing meat, you'll realize that it requires more power than 

photographing pizza. 

This is because meat is dark in nature and the textures in the fiber end up absorbing 

much more light, while pizza, because it is mostly light, has the opposite effect of meat, 

in other words, it projects and/or enhances the light it is receiving. 

Note: For this comparison, I'm not taking into account the camera settings (diaphragm, 

shutter and ISO), just the light. 
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3- SUBJECT 

THE MAIN SHOT SHOULD BE THE BRIGHTEST 

In food photography, I'm always concerned with having a main light, as if it were that 

stage light that highlights the protagonist in a play. Below I'll show you two lighting 

schemes that highlight what I'm photographing. 

In this light scheme there is just one source and one bounce. In this scene, the octabox 

is my main light and the hitter is the front fill light. 

 



SCHEDULE 2 

In this light scheme we have 2 sources. 

Although I have a softbox in front, my main light is still the back light. It's the backlight 

that will give me volume, contrast and cut out the subject. 
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NATURAL LIGHT 

Although it's not part of my daily routine to use natural light on jobs, it's a good option 

and I'll tell you why. Firstly, the food you're clicking on looks natural, so it awakens 

“appetite appeal”, which is the desire to eat provoked by an image of food. And 

secondly, you don't invest anything ($) to use it. 

On the other hand, I'll tell you why we photographers don't take advantage of this 

feature on a daily basis. The main reason, in my opinion, is that you don't have control 

over the light (you're subject to the weather). Secondly, you can't shoot at night, you 

always depend on daylight. Although I don't do it all the time, there are a few clicks I've 

made and I'll show them here. 
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FOOD STYLING 

Food photography is a very specific photographic genre, as it requires a passion and 

a certain knowledge of the products: fresh flowers and herbs wilt, ice cream melts, hot 

dishes cool and lose texture and so on... When we talk about food photography, we 

automatically think of two words “food styling”, which is nothing more than making a 

food more visually appealing. The technique consists of improving the appearance of 

food. The photographs you see in magazines, menus and books have certainly been 

worked on in this way. The food styling technique, combined with professional food 

photography, produces mouth-watering images. 
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FOOD STYLING 

From my point of view and in my method, presentation is indispensable for increasing 

sales and attracting people's attention. On the other hand, it's very important for you 

as a photographer to understand the job you're going to do, which will define the 

preparation required for each product to be photographed. Otherwise, a poorly 

prepared scene can ruin a campaign. That's why you should study the dishes and, 

above all, the client's personality, so that the execution of the scene is harmonious and 

coherent. 
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FOOD STYLING 

While reading this e-book, have you noticed how much I've talked about the importance 

of understanding the customer's needs and purpose? The restaurant's proposal was 

to feature a specific dish. The initial idea was a more “clean” composition (without too 

many elements), as the focus of this photo was to present the “model”. And that's the 

result we got. In some cases, such as the image above, the phrase 

“Less is more” applies perfectly. 

Usually when I produce a cleaner scene, I try to draw attention in some way to those 

who will see the image, in this case, I asked them to spill the chocolate. I guess you 

felt like it, huh? 
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FOOD STYLING 

Do you know what's great about spending time harmonizing a scene? Once it's done, 

you can use the same composition to take the picture from different perspectives. For 

example: 
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FOOD STYLING 

I could talk about a lot of things related to the topic covered here, but it's impossible to 

include everything in this guide, from preparing a scene to manipulating the product to 

be photographed. So I'll leave you with 2 tips to round off this block. 

TIP 1 

Choose utensils that are related to the dish. I always use crockery, cutlery, pans, 

boards, etc. 

TIP 1 

Tell a story, look for a narrative showing that the image has a beginning, middle and 

end. 
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NATURAL 

These photos were taken at the client's because it was the job's proposal, and I also 

saw the outside of the restaurant that had those opaque acrylic roofs, in other words, 

it was an incredible diffuser that left a soft light. When I made the first click, I liked the 

way the camera filtered that light. 
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-CONCLUSION 

This constant quest to understand the effects and behavior of light will never end. 

That's why you should always study lighting, because believe me, it always has 

something to teach us and the more you delve into it, the more mastery you'll have 

over it. 

But calm down... 

If you've got this far and still haven't managed to understand everything, I'll put a cake 

recipe for you below... 

CAKE RECIPE 

Now you'll understand once and for all, if you have any doubts lol... 

Just follow this recipe: The main light is a soft backlight, i.e. a large one. It comes from 

behind or almost behind the food and serves to emphasize volume, texture, contrast 

and shine. To achieve this light we can use natural lighting from a window or use light 

modifiers, softboxes, octaboxes and others. 

Once the main light is set up, it's time to think about a second secondary light point, 

which will minimize the shadows caused by the main light and highlight the subject in 

the composition. This light can be on one side of the food. It should be soft, i.e. cause 

shadows with poorly defined contours. The secondary light doesn't always have to be 

a flash, LED or any other artificial light source, it can simply be white Styrofoam, a 

mirror or aluminum foil that will reflect the light coming from behind the food. If you 

want to create more sophisticated lighting, you can also use a third point of light, which 

can be harsher, i.e. highlight a specific point in the scene. 

This third light will be placed on one side of the food, slightly behind it, so that its 

illumination really brings out the texture and shine of the elements that make up the 

food. 
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