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We dedicate this book to all the aspiring food stylists we’ve met and taught from around the world. We appreciate their passion, talent, and tenacity.
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I’m betting you’ve seen beautiful food photography in cookbooks and magazines, and on Instagram and Pinterest, and thought to yourself, “I want to know how to do that!”

You see the dazzling settings, the beautiful light, the expensive linens and tableware, the delicious-looking food, and you love it, critique it, and might even try copying the styling and experimenting with the recipes. The fact that you are reading this paragraph proves that you care about food presentation.

In 1984, I was struck by a passion for food styling. I was a culinary student in San Francisco and found myself hooked after a food stylist taught a weeklong class at my school. The class took us to a photographer’s studio and taught us about recipe writing, designing a photograph, and prepping food for a shot. The information was everything I had wondered about when I would read a cookbook or magazine. That course changed my life.

Food styling is bigger than ever. It has gone from being a niche industry to driving sites like Instagram, Facebook, and Pinterest. But it’s still a growing market with strong international appeal. Both of those trends bode well for food styling.

When I began working in the business, getting information about food styling was almost impossible. Stylists in the field were few, and they were reluctant to share their information. There were no books on food styling, and no World Wide Web.

I want to change that. So, after thirty years of working as a food stylist, I, along with my creative partner and fellow stylist Cindie Flannigan, have written a book about every important aspect of food styling that we have learned along the way.
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We hope you find it useful and enlightening. Please write to us when you get work.

—DENISE VIVALDO

Denise@DeniseVivaldoGroup.com

www.DeniseVivaldoGroup.com

What This Book Covers

The book takes a comprehensive look at food styling, both from a business and an aesthetic point of view. Among other things, we:

[image: images] Describe the details of food styling. What exactly is food styling? What are the tips, tricks, and techniques used to create beautiful food?

[image: images] Deal with the financial and production aspects of your food styling business.

[image: images] Explain how to write a business plan. What elements belong in a food styling business plan? Have you run your own business before?

[image: images] Tell how to market your business: Describe the unique characteristics of your food styling business and explore how to pay for your marketing strategy.

[image: images] Discuss how to quantify the size of your business, the amount of startup money you may need, and how much profitability you can expect.

[image: images] Explain using apprentices and assistants to help your business grow.

[image: images] Describe the main categories of food styling and the types of customers.

[image: images] Detail how to create a webpage, portfolio, and blog that showcases your work and outline what food styling customers and other professionals look for in a portfolio.

[image: images] Describe how to take your own photos to market yourself and your services.

[image: images] Detail how to break into the business.

[image: images] Describe the work behaviors and professional practices that are expected from a food stylist that will increase your chance of success when dealing with other professionals.

From this book you will gain an excellent overview of the rewards and pitfalls of the food styling industry. We give you the tools to get organized and the information to get started. We tell you how to create your first portfolio pieces and how to market yourself. We share personal stories from the front lines of food styling, many of them humorous and all of them illuminating. We’ve been as candid as possible to give you the most realistic idea of the profession of food styling. This career isn’t for the faint-of-heart, but if you love daily challenges and treasure offbeat experiences, then this job is for you!

At the end of this book you will find resources for stocking your own styling kit, a short dictionary of culinary terms, and a few suggestions to create a diversified and exciting food styling career.
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What a successful food stylist does

is help produce a photo that sells a dream, brand,

product, plate, lifestyle, chef, or restaurant.

We style everything connected to food. Think of it this way:

Every picture tells and sells a story.


What a successful food stylist does is help produce a photo that sells a dream, brand, product, sandwich, plate, lifestyle, chef, or restaurant. We style everything and anything connected to food. Think of it this way: every picture tells and sells a story.

It fulfills something deep within our souls to produce a beautiful photo, food buffet, or show segment for everyone to see. Food styling is an art form where food is our medium.

Different people will have reason to hire you as a food stylist—photographers, producers, and art directors among them. The job has different definitions depending upon the client. Nevertheless, what all jobs and clients share is a need for someone to wrangle food in front of a camera, whether that camera is digital, film, HD video, or live television.
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The actual styling of the food, when you put all the separate pieces together, is the smallest—but also the most important—part of the job. This is where food styling experience truly counts.
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The food on a plate doesn’t get there without a food stylist.

These steps are part of any food styling assignment:

[image: images] Initial contact with a photographer or client.

[image: images] Getting hired by a photographer or client.

[image: images] Discussing the needs of photographer or client and what it will take you to make it possible.

[image: images] Making a shopping list and getting petty cash.

[image: images] Shopping and possibly prepping the day before.

[image: images] Schlepping products and equipment to the location.

[image: images] Setting up your workspace, which includes your kit, disposables (foil, plastic wrap, resealable baggies, small cups, plates), work tables, cookware as needed (bowls, skillets, pots, colander, sheet pans, utensils, etc.), equipment (possibly rental, if not already available at the shoot location) such as a stove, refrigerator, freezer, sink with running water, and even trash cans with liners.

[image: images] Prepping and cooking the food.

[image: images] Styling the food.

[image: images] Refreshing the food on the set.

[image: images] Perhaps making the same food again … and again until the client feels it is right.

[image: images] Cleaning up.

[image: images] Disposing of any opened and possibly contaminated product.

[image: images] Packing out all unused product and dropping off to a food bank, shelter, or otherwise distributing it to someone who can use it.

[image: images] Packing out all your supplies, kits, and cleaned equipment.

[image: images] “Tail lights” as they say in TV productions—the drive-away time that ends your budgeted day, the time at which you stop getting paid.

[image: images] Invoicing and getting paid.

As you can see, there’s a lot more work to food styling than arranging parsley on a plate. Are you still with us?

A Brief History of Food Styling

A long time ago in kitchens far away, there were tales of food stylists that started as home economists employed by large corporations as recipe developers and testers. While selling appliances or new products, like the cake mix, they were drafted into food styling simply because there was no one else to do it. They worked in uncharted waters. Even if they did manage to make something look nice for the camera, the photographer probably had no idea how to light it. See for yourself: go to any used book store and look at the photos in books and magazines from the 1930s, 1940s, 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s.
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The incongruous use and overuse of props was a constant theme from the fifties all the way through the eighties.

Photos of food looked the way they did mostly because the food looked that way. Printing methods of the time didn’t help either, as they didn’t accurately represent the colors of the food, and props were used with little or no logic (one of our favorite old photos shows a roast beef on a platter sitting on fake grass with a duck decoy next to it). Also, in the thirties and forties, molded foods were popular: lots of domed salads and meat recipes with thick, shiny sauces. It was often impossible to tell what the food had started its life as. Cultural changes influence food, so, after WWII household kitchen equipment began improving and becoming more readily available. Household help in America was disappearing, and Mom became the cook. She needed recipes; they came with pictures. Grocery stores sprung up, making every kind of food easier to purchase, prepare, and store. Those fifties coffin-like freezers made once-a-week shopping the norm and changed how America ate and looked at food. Together with prosperity and an economic boom, eating out became more common, and increasing numbers of diners were being exposed to artfully presented food. Julia Child and James Beard began educating the public about great food, and as a society we became more interested in food and cooking. Photography and printing improved, as did the presentations.

[image: images]

Slowly, food images started to change. Food photography started getting better, the lighting, framing, and propping improved, and the food began looking truly edible in the 1980s.

[image: images]

We styled a series of award-winning photos for an International Association of Culinary Professionals (IACP) photo styling contest in 2003. The theme of the contest was to reproduce the styling techniques and photography used during different decades. The title of our series is “My Life in Cheese,” and it chronicles the decades of food presentation and styling that we have lived through.

The incongruous use and overuse of props was a constant theme from the fifties all the way through the eighties. The sixties and seventies tended to show food in the context of entertaining. (That fondue pot in the seventies shot was a wedding gift the first time I got married. I got it in the divorce settlement, thus proving my point that if you keep something long enough, you’ll be able to use it as a prop.)


[image: images]


• How do I break into the professional food styling industry?

Research what food-related industries are in your area. Research the food or packaging photographers in your area. Who shoots the billboard photos? Who shoots the bus shelter ads? Who shoots restaurant menus and menu boards? Who shoots food ads in the local newspaper? If you live in a small town, figure out how far you are willing to travel for a job. Small markets may not have enough work to support even a part-time food stylist.

• How do I break into the food styling industry as an intern or an assistant stylist?

There are several ways to get involved in the food styling business as an intern or assistant. A good way to begin is browsing the Internet. There are websites that offer directories of different food stylists nationwide, providing names, phone numbers, and websites as sources of contact and information. If you are a student or alumnus of a culinary school, take advantage of the resources and learning tools that the school provides and has to offer; many culinary schools have agreements with many different restaurants, companies, and people involved in the food business (like food stylists) that allows the school to contact them if a student is interested in beginning an internship with the particular company.

• How do I prepare to work as a stagiaire with a food stylist?

“Stagiaire” is the French term for internship or vocational training. When we use that term in food-related work, it refers to working for a day or up to a week for no pay so that you can see what a job is all about. This also gives people you are staging for a chance to see if they like you. When preparing for a day of staging, you should make sure you have the right professional attire (chef’s pants, kitchen shoes, comfortable top, apron), tools such as a well-sharpened knife kit, and a positive attitude.

[image: images]

• How do I behave as a stagiaire to ensure I get asked back?

It’s always very unnerving to start a day of apprenticing without knowing what to expect, but not to worry; there are a few things you can do to help ensure the success of the overall day as well as getting asked to work with the company/stylist again.

It’s important to make sure you find out what the shoot is about, what they would like you to do, and then get to work quickly and efficiently on any task asked of you by the stylist or the assistant. If you need clarification about what they want done, ask and be sure what you’re doing is correct. It’s also important to remember that the stylist is busy prepping and finishing plates as well as working on the set, so you should be anticipating the next step or task rather than standing around waiting for someone to tell you what to do. As long as you work hard, don’t disrupt the shoot, and show your ability to work well under pressure, you should have no problem getting asked to work with a stylist again. If you feel like there is nothing to do at the moment, you can always wash dirty dishes, clean up messy work counters, take out the garbage, or tear stacks of paper towels. There’s always something to do. Being idle on the set is a definite no-no.

• Are there food styling classes or workshops offered anywhere to enhance my skill and technique levels?

There are several places that you can learn about food styling. We teach our own classes in Southern California. When looking for instruction, find teachers that are currently working as stylists, as it will do you little good to learn out-of-date styling techniques used in pre-digital photography times.

• What are the main duties of an assistant stylist?

The job of an assistant food stylist is to aid the lead stylist in whatever he/she needs, relative to the job. This includes much shopping, staying on top of the prep work, and keeping up with the overall organization of the kitchen area. You will often have to do two or more things at once. You will often be required to drop everything and start on something completely different.

• When can I begin to book my own jobs?

When you develop a list of potential clients and feel confident that you can handle the job.

• What is the most surprising aspect of the job for people getting into food styling?

When people first get involved in food styling they are often surprised at the amount of work that goes into preparing for a job. Many people expect to cook a few dishes by following a few basic recipes, dress them up to make them look pretty for the camera, and go home. People don’t consider the time it takes to shop as well as transport all that food, along with your kit and equipment, to each location. People are also often taken aback at the number of different styling tricks and techniques necessary for the success of a shoot. Newbies are amazed to find that clients can be finicky, difficult, and often petty. Have we mentioned defensive? When all of the above comes into play at the same time it makes for a very long day.

[image: images]

• What are some tips to staying successful in this business?

Develop a thick skin and a sense of humor, and charge enough to make it worth your while.

• What are other important things to consider?

Be a good team player. Even though you are a freelancer, if a client or photographer enjoys working with you, they will consider you part of their team and will call you first when jobs come up.

• How do you maintain a good working relationship with the lead stylist, clients, and photographers?

During the heat of a long shoot, when everyone is suffering from low blood sugar and is cranky and wants to go home, don’t say things you will regret. Cindie’s motto, which she often mutters under her breath on difficult shoots: “This will all be over in a couple of hours.”
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Beginning in the eighties the emphasis was on lavish entertaining. People started paying more attention to food, especially gourmet food. An empty wine glass on its side was a frequent prop; we still don’t know why.

In the late eighties and early nineties there was an emphasis on busy, tiny garnishes and lots (and lots and lots) of height. Why? You’d have to ask Charlie Trotter. As a leader in the nineties food scene, Charlie’s food presentations became legendary and were copied.

The late nineties brought towering food to the plate, dwarfing the food from the eighties. Food became architectural in scale. The closer the camera got to the food, the fewer props were needed. Although the food often looked fussy and silly, this change, along with better photography and printing, meant that you could actually see the food close up, making the profession of food styling an ever more necessary one.
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In the nineties people started showing food in provocative ways. InterCourses: An Aphrodisiac Cookbook, by Martha Hopkins and Randall Lockridge, took food photography into a whole new realm.
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In the nineties people started showing food in provocative ways. InterCourses: An Aphrodisiac Cookbook, by Martha Hopkins and Randall Lockridge, took food photography into a whole new realm.

The nineties also brought healthy foods to the forefront. Later in the decade the simple, clean, and well-lit food photos became very popular through magazines and books from Donna Hay and Martha Stewart. From the late nineties and continuing to today, beautiful realism is the popular look. Food bloggers who are also talented amateur or working photographers are reaching millions of people around the world, influencing the industry in ways yet to be seen.

When looking at decades of food photography we ask ourselves: Does life imitate art or does art imitate life? We think it’s a little of both. Food is trendy and its changes are reflected everywhere in our society—magazines, restaurants, and television.

Styling for Yourself vs Commercial Food Styling

Whether styling food for your own blog or business or for a paying client, you want your photographs to be beautiful. Your images should effectively sell whatever it is you are offering: a recipe, a product, a story, a lifestyle, etc. This book gives you the knowledge to bring your great ideas to life in a way that is not only photogenic but competitive and long-lasting, which is important because you need time to adjust garnishes, props, and lighting.

Here’s some differences between commercial food styling and styling for yourself:

[image: images]

Commercial Food Styling

[image: images] Working at a studio or other client-specified location.

[image: images] 10-12 hour days, mostly standing on unforgiving cement floors.

[image: images] Being paid to know how to solve all food problems and running the risk of not getting paid if you don’t.

[image: images] Working as part of a team because the client, photographer, and art director will be making changes—the stylist is the glue, not the boss.

[image: images]

[image: images] Because you are working as a team, knowing how to make food that will hold for hours.

[image: images] Cooking quickly and accurately and knowing which shortcuts work.

[image: images] Knowing when you need special equipment or an assistant to get the work done.

[image: images] Being able to come up with five or ten or fifteen ways to show the same thing.

[image: images] Sometimes working with food that is smelly or gross.

Styling for Yourself

[image: images] Working at home.

[image: images] Whenever you have an hour to spare.

[image: images] Styling only what you know.

[image: images] A team of one: you.

[image: images] Food doesn’t have to last, once you’re happy with it you’re done.

[image: images] Taking your time to cook delicious food because you’ll probably be serving it for dinner.

[image: images] Using what you have on hand and doing it all yourself.

[image: images] Only needing one presentation of your idea.

[image: images] Working with food that you like.

A good example of the difference between styling for yourself and commercial styling is how a professional stylist approaches styling a scoop of ice cream. When styling for yourself you only need one, maybe two, scoops to make it work. On a professional shoot you’ll need at least eight scoops for safety (and more if you’re smart) so you can incorporate any changes made by the team. If you put a scoop of it out to photograph, how long will you have before all the texture on the surface melts? Around 5 minutes, depending on the temperature of the room. Here are several things you can do to increase the camera life, starting with the easiest and cheapest and ending with the most expensive:

[image: images] Make as many scoops ahead of time that you can; keep in freezer on wax paper or disposable plates to use as replacements.

[image: images] Make fake ice cream; for a slightly melted look, drip a bit of melted real ice cream or brush yogurt in the same color onto fake scoop in a few areas.

[image: images] Place several pieces of dry ice in a large cooler and place scoops of ice cream on wax paper or disposable plates; this will freeze the scoops rock-hard, giving you three to four times the camera life.

[image: images] If budget is no object, rent a flash freezer. Ice crystals may accumulate on surface of scoops but they’ll disappear if you blow on them.

Traits of a Good Food Stylist

Food stylists today come from a variety of backgrounds. Not all have culinary experience, but we’ve found that they all love food. Stylists can think about food, talk about it, work with it, look at it, and eat it 24 hours a day. When we’re not working with food we’re taking classes or reading books and magazines to learn more about it. Food is our happy and safe place.

Successful stylists have the ability to look at food with an artist’s eye; to see the beauty (and the photograph) in the food that’s in front of them. They keep an open mind; preconceived notions limit your ability to use food as your artistic medium.

Since this job requires working some strange hours in even stranger locations, the ability to work under any circumstances is necessary. Most shoots last 10 to 12 hours a day, and some productions go into overtime. How well can you tolerate 16-hour days? How well can you tolerate 16 hours bent over, crouched under, or twisted around sets, lights, tables, cables, and props?

Successful food stylists are masters of improvisation. A stylist can solve just about any problem with a little Vaseline, some duct tape, a bamboo skewer, and a cotton ball. Every shoot presents multiple puzzles and challenges. Problem solving is often the highlight of our day.

Being able to do many things at the same time is an absolute must for the food stylist.

A little Attention Deficit Disorder wouldn’t hurt. Neither would a dash of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (Denise has ADD covered; Cindie is all over the OCD).

A food stylist must be able to give their client what they want, not what the stylist thinks is best. It is, after all, the client’s product, invention, or vision, not yours. You can suggest options if you think something could be improved, but it is not normally up to you to make final decisions. A good stylist knows when to speak up and when to keep quiet. You learn how to pick your battles or you will exhaust yourself and everyone you work with. We frequently hear horror stories from new clients who had fights with previous food stylists. Don’t fight with your client; it’s a bad career move.

[image: images]

A good stylist also knows how to stay focused on the message being sold. Is it the lobster? Or is it the lobster pot? Is it the crackers? Or is it the cheese? Or is it an editorial piece touting the health benefits of the spring water being served with the lobster? Know what you are selling.

A good stylist knows where to put the effort. She/he doesn’t waste time on the back of a cake if no one is going to see it. Or on fine details of a garnish that is going to be quickly panned over in video. Spend your time and energy where it counts; this will be different for every job.
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Food Stylist Personality Profile

Answer the questions below and see if you have the skill set and personality for a food styling career.

1. Have you been to culinary school?

Yes __ No __

2. Do you have cooking experience outside the home?

Yes __ No __

3. Do you have an unnatural attachment to food?

Yes __ No __

4. Do you have experience in photography, art, or design?

Yes __ No __

5. Can you think ahead and anticipate problems?

Yes __ No __

6. Do you work well under stress?

Yes __ No __

7. Do you mind being smelly for hours on end?

Yes __ No __

8. Can you solve problems quickly?

Yes __ No __

9. Can you work long hours?

Yes __ No __

10. Can you do six things at once?

Yes __ No __

11. Are you good at taking directions from others?

Yes __ No __

12. Are you a good manager or leader when necessity or a situation presents itself?

Yes __ No __

If you answered yes to ten or more of these questions then you have the right personality for a career in the exciting world of food styling!





[image: images]

Sponges support the bok choy from underneath (left) so it looks lively in the final photo (right).

And last but possibly most important is the ability to anticipate every problem that could arise at every step in the process. When you begin planning a shoot you should be thinking of all the things you’ll need to get the job done. When you write up your shopping list you should be anticipating all possible scenarios. When you prep, you can prep extra in a variety of shapes and sizes. Have a cleanup and exit strategy. Anticipating is something you’ll be able to do the more experience you have. See sidebar on the next page for more information.

The Importance of a Culinary Background

Since a food stylist works with food, everything they know about food is a plus. Completion of a comprehensive culinary course at a cooking school is the fastest way to gain this knowledge. Experience working in restaurants or catering also provides a good background. Home cooking and entertaining are not excluded but, by themselves, do not give the amount of preparation needed.

Food styling is not just arranging food on a plate. You need to really understand food and how to make it do what you want it to do. Culinary school gives you a working knowledge of food terms and cooking techniques. Much of the time as a stylist you will be working with recipes supplied by a client; understanding how a recipe works is vital.

This skill is especially useful when the recipe is poorly written. We’ve had a client ask if our perfectly styled cake was made from their recipe. “Yes, of course,” we say and later we hear them say, “Wow! Most of the time that recipe doesn’t work.” Yeah, thanks; we found that out when we made it yesterday and it bombed. Luckily we had a cake mix and were able to fake it. As a stylist, you have to save the shot, whether it’s a photograph or a television segment; your job is to make sure the specified food is ready for its close-up at the scheduled time.

You get recipes from television chefs, food editors, bloggers, and cookbook authors that don’t know how to cook and can’t recognize their own recipes. The wider your food knowledge, the easier it will be for you to alter or correct recipes so they’ll work. Having a culinary background will also help you understand how food reacts under different conditions: how does food react when it’s chilled, when it’s hot, and when it’s at room temperature? You need to know this so you can fix the recipe if something goes terribly wrong. Or know what to substitute if an ingredient is unavailable.

[image: images]

And finally, in today’s marketplace, you are not going to make money as a food stylist unless you can move fast. Moving fast means having good production skills, meaning hands-on training that cooking schools or working in a restaurant will give you. With experience, you’ll develop an intuitive sense of everything going on in the kitchen: what needs to be checked on, what assistant is ready for a new task, and which assistant is falling behind. You’ll learn to anticipate the next shot … and the one after that. And then, in your free time, you’ll style the beautiful, finished food (called the “hero plate”), work the set, and handle the client.
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We find that culinary graduates usually work out best as interns because we can teach them to style but we do not have time to teach them to cook.

Where to Learn Cooking Basics

Schools like the Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, New York, The Institute of Culinary Education in New York, the Art Institute, the Cordon Bleu (many locations), and many more offer complete culinary programs, short courses, and weekend seminars for beginning, intermediate, and advanced students. Learn at home and at your own pace through one of the many online cooking schools like Rouxbe.com or try the free sites like the ones from the BBC or NYTimes.com Look around your neighborhood to see what’s available.

We teach our own classes at our studio classroom in Southern California and, less frequently, in different cities around the globe. We have classes that focus on areas of concern for food stylists, photographers, art directors, chefs, project managers, writers and bloggers, packaging designers, and culinary students. Check our website for information: www.CulinaryEntrepreneurship.com.
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Anticipation: The Most Important Tool in Your Arsenal

The ability to visualize the flow of a project, from the initial planning stages to the cleanup and driving away, is essential to your success and will make your job infinitely easier. You’ll also look like an experienced professional to your clients by pointing out solutions to potential problems before they occur. This is simply the ability to step back and see the big picture, not just your part but all parts that will have an effect on you and the food. There’s no substitute for experience but we’ve put together a list to help you get started.

At each step in the planning there are different types of questions you should be asking yourself and your client. And the questions will depend on what type of job it is. Print shoot at a photo studio? Your own cooking demo on video? Food for an infomercial? All these jobs will have wildly different needs but the questions will be similar.

1. Initial contact from a client (obviously not an issue if it’s for your own project). Get as much information as possible to determine if you need assistants and extra time for shopping and prepping. Video, live TV, or still photography? Will there be a prop stylist? Who is handling props and background for the set?

2. Location. Where is the shoot? Is location equipment in working order and available for you to use? Sometimes a location is a private home and the production company expects you to use the set kitchen. No, no, no. Your prep area has to be fully equipped and separated from the set for noise reasons. Do you have enough room in your car to transport everything? Will there be tables and trash cans for your use? Is there electricity? Lights? Refrigeration?

3. Shopping. What are the food needs? Are there recipe demos? How many takes? Is there a rehearsal? Will the talent be handling the food? Is it live TV (no redoes) or video (retakes an option)? If TV, is there a bumper or tease? If yes, what food action will that involve? Apple color not specified? Buy both red and green as apples are inexpensive and it’ll give clients a choice.

4. Prep. Look at your food needs and see if there is anywhere you can cook items ahead of time. Can you chop all veggies? Can you sauté veggies too? Where can you save time buying already made things like pizza dough, pesto, etc.? Is there something on your list that is incredibly time consuming? Be realistic with your clients about the time and money it will take to make that twelve-layer cake—they may want to remove it from their list when it costs them too much money. Every client has a budget whether they tell you or not.

5. Shoot day. Where is your prep area? Is there a table near the set for you to use? Do you have all food prepped and organized? All demo ingredients in bowls? All cooking equipment for on camera organized?

6. Breakdown and cleanup. Who is responsible for removing trash? Who do you send your invoice to? Who buys off your petty cash receipts?
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We use our site to advertise our services and educate potential clients about what it is we do …

Who Hires a Food Stylist?

People from all different industries need the services of food stylists. Some will contact you directly, usually off the Internet. We have found that our presence on the Internet gets a lot of attention from potential clients. New clients often ask us to recommend photographers. This is a relatively new development, but it helps us justify the amount of money spent on our website upkeep. We use our site not only to advertise our services but also to educate potential clients about what it is we do and the importance of the food stylist for a variety of different jobs. (A chapter on marketing begins on page 100.) Potential clients that contact you will have wildly varying needs. We have organized a list to give you some idea of what to expect if you are contacted by one of the following:

Photographers

Often a client will hire a photographer, expecting the photographer to hire a food stylist. The photography can be for cookbooks, magazines, ads, editorials, product packaging, brochures, point-of-purchase materials, and just about anywhere an image with food is needed.

Public Relations Firms and Advertising Agencies

PR firms and ad agencies will often assemble a team to produce photos or a commercial for a client. For example, a PR firm representing the California Avocado Board hired us to style a commercial for the holidays and photos for their website. Another PR firm representing a national turkey packager sponsored a satellite media tour featuring Dr. Steven Pratt, author of SuperFoods Rx. Not only did we make and bring all the food, we were also responsible for bringing all the props and for decorating the set. A PR firm representing Kahlúa and San Pellegrino hired Denise to appear on a satellite media tour, using her background as a Hollywood caterer, cookbook author, and stylist to show people across the country how to use these products to enhance their parties.

Authors and Publishers

An author or publisher might contact you about styling food for a cookbook. As you will be making dishes based on the author’s recipes, you’ll be in a good position to offer your services as a recipe tester, too. Authors often have cooking demonstrations booked on local television shows, as well as satellite media tours and public appearances where they need food and samples prepared for them. We provided food for Dr. Howard Shapiro when his book Picture Perfect Weight Loss was published. His publisher arranged with us to bring and set up food for Dr. Shapiro at local morning shows, at the LA Times Book Faire, and on a cable TV book show. A book tour can produce several jobs for one stylist. A sign of the times: more and more publishers are requiring authors to pay for their own photography, making authors responsible for hiring a food stylist or photographer directly. Make sure you give every author or publisher you come into contact with your card; maybe you’ll get hired for the next project.
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Product and Appliance Manufacturers

Anything that has to do with food, even in a roundabout way, can require a food stylist’s services. A product manufacturer might hire you to work with a spokesperson or talent on television shows, commercials, infomercials, or satellite media tours; a photographer for ads, packaging, or the Internet. Recently, Richard Simmons had a product developed for him by Salton Inc. (maker of the George Foreman Grill, among many other nationally known brands) called the “Steam Heat” Steamer. Richard referred us to his manufacturer, who hired us to provide the food for his many television appearances, product photography, photos in the accompanying cookbook, and for developing additional recipes for the website. Thermador hired us to make gorgeous food to put in and on their stoves and ovens for product photography. Bradshaw International, Inc., a huge maker of kitchenware, hired us to suggest, make, and style the food that appears on the product packaging and labels.

Package Designers

Package designers can be either a company employee or an independent contractor. They help to bring a new product to market or to improve the packaging or sales material for an existing product. Generally, designers have a good idea of what the client wants and will have an example or template of the packaging to use as a guide. Some of the companies we’ve shot packaging for are Ventera Ranch, Trader Joe’s, and many products in the refrigerator and freezer cases at Costco, Walmart, Sam’s Club, and Nutrisystem. We style photos for the actual products the consumer gets when they buy them in the store. Not a lot of room for tricks. Our job is to make the products look as great to the camera as possible. Experience teaches every stylist how to influence the camera’s eye.

TV Show Producers

A production company (often with no food show experience) may be hired to film an entire season of a cooking show. The producers need somebody to run the backstage kitchen and to act as a liaison between the backstage kitchen, the set, and the talent. They might need someone to block out the recipes and segments (also called “stepping out the food”). They may need someone to teach the talent how to look like they know what they’re doing. They often need someone to tell them how much and what kind of food and equipment they will need. Whether they call you a food stylist or a culinary producer, this is a big job—also time-consuming, exciting, and career-building. We’ve spent many months in different cities working on television shows for various networks. As long as the talent is willing, it can be a very rewarding and lucrative experience. We give more detailed information on what TV productions are like later on in this book.

Prop Masters

Whether for movies or television, a prop master will call you if he has a scene or segment that requires food. It could be a large wedding buffet for a movie scene, food for street vendors on a TV show, or producing the demonstration food for the guest chef on a talk show. We have styled food for many television shows over the years, like Access Hollywood, Entertainment Tonight, Extra, Good Day Live, and The Ellen DeGeneres Show. Whenever there is a cooking guest scheduled, the prop master calls us and goes over what he needs for the segment. Shows with decent budgets, like The Ellen DeGeneres Show, ask us to bring enough food to make the recipes several times because they always start with a rehearsal. On a show like this, the food segment often changes minutes before going on air. They expect the stylist to deal with it. The single most important thing for the stylist to remember is that this is not a food show: it is The Ellen DeGeneres Show. The guest chef and the food are props for Ellen. As long as the pans on the set are hot and the food sizzles when it goes in, that’s all they care about. The segment, actually the entire show, is Ellen’s opportunity to make the audience laugh. (Finding out that the segment is all about Ellen is often a surprise to her guest chef.)
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Chefs and Owners of Culinary Businesses

Often, the owner of a culinary business like a bakery or restaurant will hire a stylist because they are unhappy with the way their product looks in their advertising or on the menu. Natalee Thai Restaurant had never had professional photos of their food before, and they had been in business for twenty years in Los Angeles. They found us from a photographer who in turn was found by a designer. After years of success, the owner wanted to improve the appearance of his menu. We helped him do that, and he even ended up using the photos as art on his walls. A national restaurant chain with fifty locations hired us to photograph its new line of frozen foods based on the restaurant’s most popular menu items. We worked right in the busy restaurant kitchen, next to the hot line, doing our prep. The owners were so happy with the results that they referred us to another restaurant chain. Repeat and referral business from successful campaigns can become your best accounts.

Later in this book we break down exactly what you can expect on different types of jobs, the equipment you will need, the product and disposables you will need, and what should be in your styling kit. We also give you equipment lists for different types of shoots and other information you might not know, but we know you need to know.

How to Get Started: Beg, Call, and Beg Some More

Different cities will require different methods of finding your first styling jobs. Big markets like New York and Los Angeles have hundreds if not thousands of food manufacturers, businesses, photographers, and PR firms. Smaller markets are much more limited, making it necessary to get creative, possibly expanding your definition of what you consider “local.” Below we describe different ways to go about reaching people who could hire you.

Test Shots

A test shot is when a photographer or stylist needs a certain type of shot, possibly to show to a potential client. One contacts the other to take some practice shots with the understanding that they will hire each other if they get the work. The photographer takes care of all his expenses and supplies you with a digital file of the photographs. The stylist purchases the food and styles it. Or a new stylist and a new food photographer help each other out by shooting some test photos for their respective portfolios. We’ve always thought of this as a way to “test” each other to see how you get along. Working in a studio with someone you don’t get along with makes for a really long day.

Above are some test shots we took with photographer Martin Mann. Johnnie Rockets had suggested to Martin that he submit some tests. They supplied us with their product and we went to work. No job came of this test, but it was fun and we had great burgers for lunch from the extra product.

Unless you go out and work as a stylist on test shots and see what it means to be the lead stylist, you are never going to understand the entire job. Each of us brings our own personality and style to any photo we work on, so it is important that you do the work to develop your own style. We encourage our assistants to test with photographers so they can better learn their craft.

Working as an Intern

The best way to start is to find established stylists already working in the field and ask to intern. Since many stylists are protective of their clients, they might not want to introduce you into their arena, where you could be a threat to their future income. This was truer in the past, when most stylists didn’t have a culinary background and were defensive about their lack of knowledge. They liked to think that their styling secrets really were secret and not something anyone with culinary experience and a little imagination could come up with on their own. While this makes interning problematic, it isn’t impossible. Be polite and assertive.

It is much easier to find intern opportunities in a major metropolitan area that has a big food photography business. This way you can find several stylists to work with, as most might not have enough work to support themselves, let alone a new assistant. The key to getting asked to assist is to be persistent but not needy, extremely helpful but not a nuisance. How’s that for walking a fine line? Once you find someone willing to take you on, here are suggestions for making the best possible impression:

Tips on Having a Successful Internship

[image: images] Always show up to jobs on time or a few minutes early.

[image: images] Be precise and meticulous when shopping. Read the list and ask questions before going to the store.

[image: images] Always dress appropriately for the job.

[image: images] Behave in a professional manner.

[image: images] Always do what you’re told by the lead stylist. It is very important that you follow the chain of command. If someone on the production team asks you to do something for them, talk to the lead stylist first; your job is to assist the food stylist, not to do the production team favors.

[image: images] Be prepared for long working days standing on your feet.

[image: images] Don’t complain.

[image: images] Work quickly and efficiently.

[image: images] If the lead stylist needs anything, drop what you’re doing and assist.

[image: images] Be prepared for (and get used to) an ever changing schedule and for working in strange places.

[image: images] Be organized.

[image: images] Never throw anything away unless told to by the lead stylist.

[image: images] Always ask questions; if you’re confused about shopping, prep, etc., always ask the lead stylist instead of plowing ahead and possibly doing it wrong. Mistakes cost money, time, and labor.

[image: images] Keep your car clean and empty; you’ll be loading it and unloading it with a number of different items … over and over and over again.

[image: images] Take care of yourself; with the amount of physical work that goes into this job, it’s a good idea to stretch and exercise your back and legs.

[image: images] Don’t take things personally; it’s good to have thick skin.
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We have so many people contact us about interning with us that we posted this information about interning on our website. It may sound harsh and a bit scary, but it saves us time and energy by weeding out the faint-of-heart.

Denise Vivaldo Group Info for Prospective Interns

• What are the prerequisites for an intern-/externship?

[image: images] A credit card. You will be doing a lot of shopping. It is not unusual to purchase $1000 or more of groceries in a day. You will be reimbursed that same day, but you must have the credit necessary to make the purchases in the first place.

[image: images] A car in good running condition. We will be relying on you to be on time and to complete errands.

[image: images] A cell phone. We’ll often need to add items to your shopping list after you have already left for the store.

[image: images] A local place to stay. We are located in the western part of the city of Los Angeles, south of West Hollywood and north of Culver City. Your residence needs to be no more than a 30-minute drive from our studio. We have had interns/externs from farther away and it does not work. Our studio classroom is about 20 miles east of Los Angeles. If you are staging with us only for a class, we will give you lodging suggestions.

[image: images] Money to live on. Even though this is a paid intern-/externship, it does not pay much. Anyone considering this career needs to have money saved or another source of income. It takes five to seven years to build a client list large enough to support yourself. This is assuming you aggressively market yourself. Most new stylists have some other work or income that they rely on.
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• What can I expect to get out of an intern-/externship at the Denise Vivaldo Group?

Interning/externing with us will give you a chance to see exactly what goes into keeping a small culinary business afloat. While you are with us you may have the opportunity to work on photo shoots, commercials, and TV shows. Your time with us might coincide with a cookbook we’re developing. You might be assisting us when we teach food styling classes. For someone who wants exposure to alternative culinary careers this is an excellent intern-/externship.

• What kind of hours can I expect to work during my intern-/externship?

It is quite possible that one week you will work only 20 hours and the next week you will work 40 hours in three days. Some days you might work from 10:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m.; other days work might start at 2:00 a.m. and end at 3:00 p.m. This is not a misprint, the hours can and do vary widely. We need interns/externs that can accommodate a chaotic schedule.

• Will I work weekends?

Most weekends you will not work, but there is a chance that a particular client will book us to work over a Saturday and/or Sunday.

• Is there a possibility of full-time employment after my intern-/externship?
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