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Remember the last time you drooled over that beautiful photograph of chocolate cake with ice cream 

by the side? Three layers of soft cake with rich, dark chocolate icing oozing from between and that 

perfect dollop of cream. Before you can recover from the chocolate cake your eyes reach the vanilla 

ice cream, topped off with glistening chocolate sauce that seems to have trickled onto the plate on one 

side but is still rolling down on the other side.  

Remember the last time you craved it, and swore you would give anything to have it?  

Yet, when you finally buy it, have you ever found yourself wondering how come it doesn’t look as 

gorgeous as it did in the photograph? 

Occasionally, you hear someone talking about tricks in photography and perfect lighting, but is it 

really possible to convert the not-so-exciting item you are trying to eat into the dream-like perfection 

you see in the photograph? Maybe, it’s because what you see in the photograph isn’t the real thing in 

the first place!  

How does the soft spongy chocolate cake manage to survive that five hour shoot in a room with 

hardly any air circulation and hot lights focused on it all through? Hair spray! The gift of the cosmetic 

industry, and a boon to food stylists. This prevents the cake from shrinking in the heat and getting 

soggy because of the icing. Of course, that isn’t the only measure taken to keep the cake from getting 

soggy. Lift a layer of cake slightly and voila! A piece of Styrofoam, quarter inch thick, hidden by a 

thin line of chocolate icing applied with a syringe. And that perfect dollop of cream? Shaving cream! 

Moving on, to that beautiful scoop of vanilla ice cream. What you are looking at is really potato mash 

rolled into a perfect ball. Rich, dark, sinful chocolate sauce surviving a five-hour shoot? You have got 

to be kidding me! Motor oil to the rescue! How did they manage the little bit of sauce that still hasn’t 

reached the plate you ask. Motor oil would have to trickle down sometime. Because that bit isn’t 

motor oil anymore! It’s a small piece of soft wax coated with motor oil. Food stylists call it the ‘mid 

drip’ shot. 

Usually only large advertisement firms are able to afford food stylists. In India, it still is a relatively 

new concept and as there are few stylists even an amateur can earn up to Rs.20, 000 for a single shoot. 

Professionals on the other hand make around a lakh a month working for food magazine layouts, 

recipe books, print advertisements etc.  

Steve Barns, a successful food stylist from New York, says food styling is not as bad as it sounds. 

Since so much has been bought, everyone gets to go home with something at the end of the shoot, 

though only the edible things of course. He laughingly adds in one of his interviews, “That is the good 

part. Though I remember once having to call the editor saying ‘Don’t eat those, they have pins in 

them!” 

I would like to end here with a word of caution. Food stylists hate the term ‘tricks’ and like to use the 

word ‘technique’.  



So the next time you look at potato mash and motor oil, or painted French fries, and have a 

conversation about it, remember to use the polite term. 

 

 


