
Typography Annual 201238  

 In food photography, there are those who excel at captur ing 

the traditional, glossy plated shot, where seasonal greens, 

decadent tortes and succulent short ribs take center stage. 

And then there is Sara Remington, who makes food part of a 

larger story. She pushes food photography out beyond the 

plate, into our collective memory, where we are invited in, to 

sit at the table and experience not just the meal but to savor 

the conversation and the people around it. Her stories are cine-

matic in nature, sometimes abstract, unfolding in a manner 

that’s casual, real and sumptuous all at once. 

One might assume Remington’s fresh approach is due to her 

bucolic childhood, and her experience assisting food pho tog ra-

phers—which couldn’t be further from the truth. Rather its 

roots took hold around the dinner table in Upstate New York, 

and she’s never worked with a food photographer. 

Home and meals
Remington grew up in Rochester, where her dad is an emer-

gency room doctor and her mom stayed home to raise her and 

her sister. “Dinner was a constant,” she recalls. “I knew it was 

always going to happen at 6:30 every night. You need that in 

your life, to know that that one thing is going to happen. You 

might hate it, but you sit there for an hour and talk with your 

family. It’s just as important as having great food.” While her mom 

is a great cook, Remington says it was more about having a 

well-rounded meal. “As a kid, I thought you could get tomatoes 

year round. I remember the taste was bland and mealy.

 “When I started shooting food, I discovered things, like the most 

incredible cherry tomatoes at the farmer’s market in August. It’s 

been a fun, new adventure that is childlike and playful.” 

by Rebecca Bedrossian

After high school, Remington went to Syracuse University, an 

hour-and-a-half away from home. There she tried com puter 

graphics, but didn’t have the patience. Then she became a film 

major. But after spending night after night in the dark room, 

she changed her major one last time. At 22, fresh out of 

school, she packed her bags, drove to Los Angeles where her 

sister lived and left behind the snow and the accent—a hard, 

nasal “A” which is undetectable now. 

Soaking it up
It wasn’t just warm weather Remington was after when she 

moved west, “My goal was to get as many jobs as I could, to 

explore each one and see which ones I didn’t like.” Her first 

job, working in the archives of a small art gallery, may seem 

boring, but she loved it. “I love organizing. I’m obsessed with 

the Container Store. I wasn’t planning to work my way up in 

the company, but it was great.” This was followed by another 

gallery job; all the while Remington was assisting other pho-

tographers. “It was mainly celebrities,” she recalls. “I had no 

idea about food photography.” 

Remington’s personal work echoed what she had done in 

college—conceptual, fine art. She cites David Lynch, Diane 

Arbus, Mary Ellen Mark and Eastern European stop-motion 

animation as inspiration. “I set out to be a photographer who 

worked for myself.”

In late 2004, Remington headed north to San Francisco, again 

with a specific aim. “I wanted to learn how a studio was run,” 

she recalls. “Running the business was more important to 

me than learning how to work a camera.” Remington got 

what she wanted, working as a studio manager for National 

Right: Banana and Walnut Pancakes with Maple Syrup. “We wanted to make these pancakes look like an architectural piece of gorgeous jewelry, 
complete with the tagline ‘Avalanche of Yum.’” Eric Stein, art director; Witness, ad agency.; Grand Lux Cafe, Cheesecake Factory, client. 

SARA REMINGTON
at the table with
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Geographic travel photogra-

pher Catherine Karnow. 

“The amount of information 

I learned on a day-to-day 

basis was phenomenal—I 

almost felt like I should pay 

her! In school, you don’t 

learn how to deal with a pro-

fessional crew, how to deal 

with clients, how to do 

simple things like invoicing.”

Serendipity
It was quite by happenstance 

that Remington discovered 

food as a subject. “I was dating a chef,” she explains. “At the 

time, I didn’t even know what a food stylist was, but I was 

around the food community and knew what photography 

entailed. I was thrown into it.”

Sparked from her interest in Lynch and her conceptual work 

she created while in school, Remington began shooting food 

still lifes in a funky way. “I hadn’t looked at other food pho tog-

raphers, I didn’t know what I was setting out to do,” she says. 

But it was a turning point. Remington showed the work to  

a friend, which led to an assignment for a start up mag a zine in 

Napa. A cover story on chefs, with a low budget, meant an 

oppor tu nity for this new food photographer.

 “I shot the plated dishes without an assistant or food stylist. It 

wasn’t all about the food, rather the chefs work ing with food 

from their gardens and markets,” she recalls. “I approached 

it as storytelling, the chefs them selves styled the food, and 

the food shots actually ran small.” Things snow balled from 

there. “That small cover story really opened my eyes to what 

direction I should push myself, how I could be challenged. 

Once it became about food and travel, I pushed all of my 

com mer cial work that way.” 

In 2007, Remington received pdn’s 30 Award and used it to 

skillfully market her food and travel photography; she found 

her niche and went freelance. Today she’s shot over 25 books 

and her client roster includes Chronicle Books, Simon & 

Schuster, Numi Tea, Better Homes & Gardens, Real Simple, 
among many others.

 “I’m glad I’ve never worked with food photographers,” she 

admits. “To know that there’s a traditional way to do things and 

to step out of that is difficult. I approach food as an object, 

study ing the way that light and color interacts with it. It’s not 

just fish on a plate, there’s a painterly quality to it. If you 

treat it like a living being, then it becomes a completely 

different experience.”

Eric Stein, executive creative director at Witness, concurs. 

“We chose Sara to work with us on assignment for one of the 

Cheesecake Factory brands, Grand Lux Cafe. Our concept 

called for shooting the food as if it were a piece of jewelry,” 

Stein explains. “When interviewing photographers, Sara 

stood out clearly as being comfortable taking some risks, as 

this is typically not the most flattering way to approach 

food photography. There were no other props to hide behind— 

just the food (not even a plate). She came back with inspired 

ideas that ultimately led to a wonderfully successful shoot. In 

the end, the food product literally seemed to have ‘facets.’ 

 “In Sara, what I find most inspiring is that she is very much 

about pushing boundaries.” 

Light therapy
Floor-to-ceiling paned windows dramatically frame Remington’s 

Emeryville studio/loft in a former wwii submarine repair 

factory. The windows face north and south, so the studio never 

gets direct light—a boon for Remington, who likes to shoot 

This page: “Florencia Pereyra, my guide for Vino Argentino, shot this image of me in front of a young vineyard against the Andes in Mendoza, Argentina.”

Right: Winemaker in Senigallia, Italy. “This was shot for a book about the famed San Francisco Italian restaurant SPQR, to be published this fall. The 
winemaker, Ampelio Bucci, owner of Villa Bucci, is a highly-respected economist and marketing consultant who also has a passion for and collection of historic 
winemaking and farming tools. He opened his doors to us for a few days while shooting in the Le Marche region of Northeast Italy. We had a quiet 
moment here while he showed me an old communion wafer iron.” Toni Tajima, art director; Jenny Wapner, creative director; Ten Speed Press, publisher.

Old Town of Verbicaro, Italy. “For My Calabria, by Rosetta Costantino, a book about the wine and food of southern Italy. I’m borderline obsessed with 
urban decay, and shooting in these small cobblestone-lined streets fed my insatiable urge to explore what once was. After I took this shot, I went inside the 
vacant apartment on the bottom left and found an empty suitcase, an old pot and some wooden spoons.” WW Norton, publisher.

Winemaker Monk, Italy for The SPQR Cookbook. “Religion, winemaking and food are tightly wound in this monastery run by Capuchin monks in the 
town of Matelica. After we arrived, we had an insanely simple and delicious meal in a room with long wooden tables that felt like a replica of The Last 
Supper. This monk spoke little English, but I was able to communicate and direct him through goofy gestures and humor.” Toni Tajima, art director; 
Jenny Wapner, creative director; Ten Speed Press, publisher.

Dried Farro Pasta, shot for The SPQR Cookbook. “I loved how the pasta mimicked the tentacles of a squid. I find real beauty in the simple and the 
imperfect.” Toni Tajima, art director; Jenny Wapner, creative director; Ten Speed Press, publisher.

Chicken Liver for The SPQR Cookbook. “One of the top five most delicious things I’ve ever eaten, this is chopped chicken livers with wine gelatina, carrot 
marmalata and grilled bread. I usually eat everything I shoot, since I want to know where it comes from, how it’s prepped and, finally, how it tastes. Food 
styling by the wonderful Robyn Valarik and prop styling by the equally wonderful Ethel Brennan.” Toni Tajima, art director; Jenny Wapner, creative director; 
Ten Speed Press, publisher.
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Sara Remington
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Left: Sunny Side Up Eggs. “I wanted to add a nice, drippy egg shot 
to my portfolio, since I love the many ideas that are associ ated with 
eggs: new, comfort, beginning, soft, sexy. Food stylist Erin Quon 
and I spent a day in her kitchen working on perfecting the sunny 
side up.” 

Stack of Crackers. “For a package of sea salt crackers—I love how 
the pile is starting to mimic a little wave, drawing from the idea of 
the sea.” Julia Scannell, creative director; Tulocay & Co., client.

Leafy Greens. “A favorite image from the cookbook Vegan Family 
Meals by Ann Gentry of the vegan restaurant Real Food Daily in 
L.A. We were shooting raw ingredients that are often overlooked 
as being vegan, and aimed to give the typical leafy green veggies 
more depth, life, with a painterly touch. I wanted to make the kale 
the hero of the shot; it has so many intricate little crevasses, veins 
and wrinkles—so much personality.” Jean Lucas, art director; Kirsty 
Melville, creative director; Andrews McMeel, publisher.

Rose and Currant Meringue. “This is from Plum Gorgeous by writer 
and stylist Nani Steele. It was, to this date, my favorite book to shoot 
because it was just myself and Nani conversing and collaborating on 
location. We were free to be as creative with the photos as if each 
one were a painting, and we had the luxury of a wonderful client, 
Andrews McMeel Publishing, that put complete trust in our abilities 
to deliver a visual poem for seasonal orchard fruit. It was a very 
rare, cathartic experience.” Jean Lucas, art director; Kirsty Melville, 
creative director; Andrews McMeel, publisher.

This page: Sardines, Greece. “These sardines were on the tiniest 
grill in the tiniest kitchen in an underground restaurant in Athens, 
Greece. I was walking by the door, on my way to another location, 
when the little kitchen and the jovial man running it caught my eye. 
I went inside and asked if I could shoot, and he immediately was 
open, friendly and curious. This shot was for The Kokkari 
Cookbook.” Pamela Geismar, creative director; Chronicle Books, 
publisher.

Red Bird on Bark, personal work. “I was at a friend’s studio when 
I found this dead bird. I sourced some tree bark and dried leaves 
with the intent to bring these things—bird, leaf, tree—back from 
the dead. I was inspired by the Quay Brothers short animation, This 
Unnameable Little Broom, in which a bird-like creature becomes fas-
cinated by a painting, not realizing it’s a bait to lure him into a trap.” 

with natural light of which there’s no shortage. The 

pristine kitchen in stainless steel and avocado green 

opens into the sparsely furnished space that, as needed, 

promptly fills with people, props and culinary delights. 

Remington lives in the loft above, which she admits 

provides little escape when she’s shoot ing 30 dishes for 

a book—6 each day for a week trans lates to 5 days 

without leaving the studio except for checking the mail. 

 “When you’re on set, there are clients, then food stylists 

and prop stylists. There are so many people, and 

everybody’s collaborating. You have to be on your feet. 

Always be in a good mood. Having people trust you.” 

Lisa Matthews, art producer for Team One, who 

worked with Remington for Häagen Dazs, remembers, 

“Sara was extremely professional, very accommodating 

and, most importantly, always had a smile. She made 

a scoop of ice cream become a piece of art.”

It’s challenging, and Remington loves it. Especially 

when the chemistry is good. And it is good with prop 

Sara Remington
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Left: French Goat Cheese, Paris. “This image is for the book that I’m 
writing with Ethel Brennan, titled Paris to Provence, scheduled to be 
released in the spring of 2013. The entire book will be shot from the 
viewpoint of a child with surreal memories of food, time and place in 
France. I have and will continue to shoot with more esoteric intentions, 
throwing perfection and traditional stay-in-the-box ideals of food pho tog-
ra phy out the window. I’m going back to my roots and shooting with 
older film cameras: Rolleiflex, Mamiya C330, Plaubel Makina 67 and 
the Leica M6, combining this with digital.” Andrews McMeel, publisher.

Frozen Lemons, Paris. “Another image for Paris to Provence. This is 
a traditional refreshing French dessert: frozen lemons filled with lemon 
sorbet. I love the sound my spoon makes while I scrape the last bit of 
sorbet from the sides of the lemon.” Andrews McMeel, publisher.

The Aftermath, Provence. “Ethel Brennan, my co-author on Paris to 
Provence, and I had just finished a big dinner on the patio of a friend’s 
house near Nice. As I was about to clear the table, I noticed how 
perfect everything felt; the glasses and bottles had this impeccably 
messy flow that married with the table and made me smile.” 
Andrews McMeel, publisher.

This page: Gaucho, Argentina. “This was taken on my first day of a two 
week shoot for a book about winemaking in Argentina. This gaucho 
worked at a vineyard that belonged to the author’s family, and he had 
a quiet intensity that I was so completely drawn to. The most attractive 
and effective people to photograph are the ones with a story behind 
their eyes, the ones that make you want to turn the page and learn why 
they lived the lives they did.” Vanessa Dina/Suzanne LaGasa, creative 
directors; Chronicle Books, publisher.

Pig, Argentina. “Another image for Vino Argentino. I was at a vineyard 
in the middle of nowhere in Salta, a province in northwest Argentina. 
The owner had built a small town around the vineyard, complete with 
a school, a church, a medical center and a farm with horses and pigs.” 
Chronicle Books, publisher.

stylist, and friend, Ethel Brennan. They have worked 

together on several cookbooks, most recently The Blue 
Chair Jam Cookbook that was nominated for a James Beard 

Award for pho tography. As a team, they’re in sync, a bit 

freeform, less art directed.

A conversation during a shoot revealed a surprising simi-

larity between the two—both women grew up spend ing 

their summers in France. In the 1970s, Brennan’s parents 

bought a goat farm in the South of France, so Ethel spent 

sum mers traveling around the country. Remington remem-

bers, “My dad felt it was important to take time off to travel, 

and as an er doctor he could. He had gone to school, and 

still had friends, in France. So the four of us took road trips 

and—not to a fabulous chateau in the South of France—we 

stayed in cheap motels and ate in cafeterias. It was great.

 “Ethel and I discovered we have these childhood experi ences 

that connect with food, being at the table with family in 

France—memories important to our upbring ing. So when 

Ethel said, ‘Let’s write a book!,’ I said ‘ok.’

 “It was casual and made sense; we put a proposal together, 

submitted it to Andrews McMeel Publishing and they came 

back with a ‘yes,’” Remington says with a smile.

Paris to Provence will be photo heavy, and the authors have 

Sara Remington
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strong opinions about it. “It won’t be, here’s a plated dish, 

a recipe and a picture of a little girl holding berries,” explains 

Remington. “Instead it will be an esoteric por trayal of 

a childhood. I am shooting lower to the ground, so things 

appear a little surreal and larger…when you see something as 

a kid and you remember it, it’s so big and beautiful. So it’s a 

dreamy, poetic armchair tour—with recipes.”

Remington, who daydreamed a lot as a kid, says it’s about the 

whole experience. “Eating at a table outside, you don’t 

necessarily remember what you ate, but you remember how 

you looked off to the side and caught the little ruffle of 

a dress blowing in the wind, which mixed with the green 

grass…that’s what we’ll replicate, tiny details of a situation 

that take you back to the food.”

It takes us back in a manner that is playful and powerful at 

once, unfolding into a narrative where food is part of the 

story, but not the whole story. It’s no surprise that this 

energetic, determined 32-year-old is already working on her 

dream job. “To do your art, get paid for it and you call the 

shots. That’s the ultimate.” CA

Sara Remington

This page: Damson Plums and Trio of Jams. “These images are from The 
Blue Chair Jam Cookbook, which was up for the prestigious James Beard 
Award for photography in May 2011. I was extremely proud of this work 
because it was a perfect example of letting us artists do what we do with mini-
mal, somewhat ‘invisible’ art direction. Trust is key: You combine a fan tastic 
client with a strong vision, and they just trust you and let you go. It’s not 
only more creatively fulfilling, but the results, 99 percent of the time, reso-
nate on a much stronger level for a longer period of time.” Jean Lucas/ Kirsty 
Melville, art directors; Ethel Brennan, stylist; Andrews McMeel, publisher.

Right: Beet Soup. “This gorgeous dish is beet soup with the most amazing 
tiny vegetables. James Syhabout is the talented chef at Commis in Oakland, 
Cali fornia, and his plates are quiet, beautiful, inspirational works of art. He 
made my job easy, and this ended up becoming a San Francisco Magazine 
cover. I almost didn’t want to eat it; I felt like I was poking a hole in a Picasso 
paint ing or something.” Ellen Zaslow, design director; San Francisco Maga-
zine, publisher.

Espresso. “Fresh off of my red-eye flight with no sleep on assignment for 
a book about winemaking in Argentina, all I craved was a delicious, strong 
espresso. The clouds were in perfect formation, providing lovely, soft 
morning light in Buenos Aires. I love the architectural quality of this shot—
simple, straightforward, and how I like to start my day.” Vanessa Dina, 
design director; Chronicle Books, publisher.

Friselle. “This is friselle, a classic snack from the Puglia region of Italy. They 
are typi cally prepared by soaking them in water for a couple of seconds (or 
passed through running cold water for two or three seconds), adding fresh 
cherry tomatoes, a drizzle of olive oil, a touch of salt, pepper and oregano. 
They’re a staple food, produced for their long conservation period and a 
valid alternative to bread, especially in those periods when flour was scarce. 
This image was shot for a book titled My Calabria: Rustic Family Cooking From 
Italy’s Undiscovered South by Rosetta Costantino. It was such an eye opening 
experi ence on how to be frugal and resourceful with minimal ingredients.” 
Maria Guarnaschelli, creative director; WW Norton, publisher.

Ravioli. “This was for Quince Restaurant in San Francisco, one of the most 
successful, high-end, Italian- and French-influenced fine dining locations in 
the city. I wanted to create a feeling of getting lost in this one ravioli, and 
push a different angle on a very traditional dish. On the top of the ravioli is 
a small truffle shaving—completely delicious and decadent.” Michael Tusk, 
chef at Quince Restaurant, project manager.
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