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L E S S O N  5  O B J E C T I V E S :

At the end of this lesson you will 

be able to:

★ Create appealing food photos.

★ Set a custom white balance..

capture food & drink

It wouldn’t be the holidays without yummy cookies,  
cakes, candy, and warm drinks. We all need a few extra calories 

to prompt our New Year’s resolutions!

This lesson is another opportunity to reference techniques from 

our previous lessons as we add in a few new ideas.

Once again, the quick note. Please enjoy this process. If you find 

yourself frustrated over the settings ask questions. Make this 

holiday about capturing your memories with as little stress as 

possible! 

Capture Your Holidays with Katrina Kennedy

5
LESSON
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5 FOOD & DRINK TIPS

There are five specific things to think about when shooting 

food and drink during the holidays. 

1 Find the light.

2 Shoot at eye level, just above, or straight down

3 Give your photos context.

4 Adjust your white balance.

5 Focus on the front of the plate or one-third in

Let’s explore them in more detail.

COMPOSITION:

Repetition and angle of 

view are both important 

in food photography.

Good Light

Light comes into our camera to create a photo in a few ways:

★ External sources – window, overhead, flash

★ Aperture – the hole in the lens, the smaller the number, the more light in

★ Shutter speed – the longer the curtain is open, the more light you get

★ ISO – sensitivity to light, the higher the number, the more light is collected

Like ornaments and presents, look for the light when photographing food. Open your 

blinds and let the light pour in.  Move to somewhere you can get more light.

Bump up your ISO. Yes, you may get a little noise or a grainier image Sometimes I will 

take the trade off to capture the moment. See how far you can push your ISO.

Shoot with a wide aperture to get the most light in your camera, knowing you can 

back up from your subject if you want to get a bit more in focus. Food typically looks 

best when more of it is in focus, with a simple blurred background so try a midrange 

aperture if there is enough light.

If you can’t find light, use a long shutter speed to gather light for your photos. You will 

have the most success with a tripod or other solid surface.

Are you wondering why I’ve not mentioned using your flash here? You can. Definitely. 

I tend to avoid the flash, but sometimes you just need that extra light. Think bouncing 

and diffusing when using your flash. 
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Food looks great in the frame on small white plates. 

White plates provide the cleanest photos without 

distracting from the food or adding extra business to 

the frame.

PLATING YOUR FOOD

Shoot At Eye Level

The angle we shoot from changes our 

food. When you adjust your viewpoint 

lower than where we would see food 

when seated, it looks a bit larger, 

taking on a bit more personality. Think 

about shooting it from a child’s level. 

Your family may look at you funny at 

first, but they’ll get used it!

If time and space allow, I like to shoot 

straight down on food. Cropping a 

portion of the plate out, giving it a bit 

of space.

Give It Context

Food photographers sometimes 

isolate a single item on a plate or dish 

for great impact, but they also find 

props to compliment their subjects. 

Consider placing your food in front of 

a centerpiece, with a glass or including 

your place setting in the shot. I wish 

I had photographs of my childhood 

dinner plate with the name tags as 

context. The food is important, but it is 

the occasion I’m hoping to remember.

In the photo on this page and the pie 

plate on the next page, you will see 

glimpses of my mom’s kitchen. While 

the photos may not have meaning to 

others, they capture small details of a 

very special place for me.
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Adjust White Balance

Indoor fluorescent lighting can give 

your photos a yellow cast. Switch your 

white balance to fluorescent or consider 

shooting in RAW to get the best color 

tones. Even when your light doesn’t 

look yellow to your eye, the camera may 

capture yellow.

Pick Your Focal Point

If you are shooting with a wide aperture 

to get the most light on your subject, 

you are also going to get a shallow depth 

of field – that blurred background look. 

Focus on the front of your food so that 

more is in focus. 

If you are focusing on your dinner table 

or similar scene, focus about a third into 

the frame to blur a bit of the foreground 

and background. Focus on on a visually 

strong part of the table to focus on to get 

the most impact in your composition.

Many of you know I use my laundry 

room for many of my food shots. It 

has a great north-facing window with 

lots of natural light. To photograph my 

favorite dishes I place a white sheet of 

paper, dish towels or a tablecloth on my 

ironing board. Cutting boards can add 

nice texture and white tablecloths can 

be propped up on the left hand side of 

the frame to act as a reflector, opening 

up any shadows on the food.

WHITE BALANCE:

Shooting in RAW will give 

you the most data when 

editing your photo.
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Telling A More Complete Food Story:

1 Place your camera in AV or Manual 

Mode in order to control your aperture.

2 Choose a wide aperture,  f/5.0 or wider. 

Don’t shoot wide open though.

3 Place the food item with side light from 

your window. 

4 If needed, use a reflector.

5 Add elements that help tell the story 

of your food. Place them in the 

background of your image.

6 Position your camera slightly above eye 

level

7 Shoot.

8 Position your camera so that you  look 

straight down on the food. (Consider 

placing your food on the floor or using 

your tripod for the easiest set up.)

9 Shoot .

10 Restyle your shot, adding or 

subtracting items from the frame.
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Set A Custom White Balance

1 Get a piece of white or neutral grey paper. Use 

a grey card if you have one!

2 Position the paper in the same light as your 

subject.

3 Fill the frame with the paper and shoot.

4 Go into your camera’s menu. 

5 Find custom white balance and use your photo 

as the reference point. (This process will 

vary based on the make and model of your 

camera.)

6 Use this custom white balance setting until 

you shoot in different lighting conditions.

You can take a photo with the grey card in 

the frame and use that to set your white 

balance in Photoshop or Lightroom. Use the 

eyedropper tool, select the card, and you are 

set. You can apply the same edit to the photo 

without the grey card in the frame.

POST PROCESSING FOR 
WHITE BALANCE
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INSPIRATION & IDEAS

Here are a few food and drink ideas to try:

★ Place your warm beverage or sweet treat in front of

lights to get bokeh behind.

★ Fill the frame with something yummy. Get up close.

★ Take a photo of Santa’s cookie and milk awaiting

his arrival.

★ Find memorable context for your food and beverage.

★ Include the cook in your photos.

Point & Shoot Tips

If you are shooting with a point and 

shoot, check to see if you have a food 

setting. It will give you a shorter focal 

distance, so you can get a bit closer to 

your food. It can substantially improve 

your food photos. No food setting? Try 

the macro or portrait settings.

Put Christmas lights or ornaments 

into your food shots just for fun!

HOLIDAY PROPS:
I’ve created a Flickr Food and Drink Gallery and a 

Pinterest CaptureYourHoliday board for a little added 

inspiration! 

If you are having difficulty with anything during 

the lesson, please ask questions! I want you to be 

successful

http://www.flickr.com/photos/ianconnor/galleries/72157625426133347/
https://www.flickr.com/groups/captureyourholidays/

