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Photographer Penny De Los Santos travels the world capturing its 
exuberant foods and cultures - we catch her attention for a chat
words Desiree Koh photos  Penny De Los Santos

“It Was As If I Was 
Finally Being Heard”
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Bella Of The Ball
A Latina teenager gets fitted 
for her debutante dress
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I first met Penny De Los Santos in Rome. It was over a large 

bowl of cacio e pepe, and I could smell, taste and savour 

every twirled forkful of that peppery local pasta. Granted, 

our rendezvous came about within the pages of Saveur, that 

vaunted food publication for which Penny has been a contributing 

photographer since 2005. But to appreciate Penny’s work is to know 

her – she began photographing as a way to understand her own diverse 

cultural background and identity.

Starting from the first photograph she ever took, at 14, of a young 

girl on the street in one of the most dangerous Mexican border towns, 

to a journalism degree at Texas A&M University and a graduate 

programme in visual communications at Ohio University, to four years 

on the San Jose Mercury News photo desk and a National Geographic 

internship, Penny’s portfolio is an honour’s list of publications and 

clients that showcases the juxtaposition of human emotions and spirit, 

cultural diversity and daily life, vibrant colours and visual exuberance. 

They tell the story of a world beyond borders, across picket fences, 

outside of your usual travels or perhaps, something familiar, but from 

the other side of the street.

You wish you could go on assignment with her – a stowaway in 

her gear bag, a human tripod, whatever it takes! – so you can also 

experience huddling with Iraqi refugees in Beirut; gain access into the 

lives of teenage gang members in Texas; eat, make merry and laugh 
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heartily with gigantic Puerto Rican families in San Juan; or 

explore street food in Delhi markets. The next best thing is to 

follow her on Twitter (@pennydelosantos) where she shares 

everything from photography tips and assignment musings 

to recipes and gourmet eureka moments. Or attend one of 

the many food blogger workshops and photography seminars 

where Penny features as a speaker and instructor. Whichever 

way you go, the passion Penny brings to her work is infectious 

and inspiring – after all, this is the photographer who once 

tweeted, “The hardest thing in photography is saying no to 

work, I still have a hard time doing it. Need a chocolate chip 

cookie to wash this down.”

So snuggle up with your favourite camera and cradle your 

go-to lens, and meet Penny De Los Santos, photojournalist, 

documentary photographer, visual food ethnographer and 

most of all, cultural adventurer.

PhotoYou: You took your first picture of a little girl on the 
street with your dad’s old camera. What compelled you 
to take that picture?
Penny De Los Santos: It was on the Mexican border of what was 

once one of the most dangerous cities in the world. She was on 

the street and she was wearing this frilly, beautiful dress, sitting 

in a windowsill. She was with her mother who was panhandling 

The Photographer As Mentor
De Los Santos leading a workshop
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on the street, and it was just a reactive photograph. I saw her 

and I thought, “Wow!” She couldn’t have been more than a few 

years younger than me. I saw something different and unusual 

and there was such a juxtaposition in what she was wearing and 

where she was – it made me want to take a picture. 

You’re a lot more trained and a lot more experienced 
now, but that reaction you just described – would you say 
that is something you still feel when you’re shooting?
Absolutely. I think that instinct is the first thing you have to 

hone in on as a photographer – that’s what you have to listen 

to. Those are the nuances that happen in life that really make 

beautiful pictures. And those are the things we pass everyday 

and sometimes we acknowledge them by looking at them a little 

longer, and sometimes we don’t. I’ve spent a lot of time honing 

that skill of really paying attention to what I was reacting to 

and pausing to think about it, and making a picture.

On your blog, you allude to this, and you give it the name 
of “visual yoga.”
It’s a practice where I exercise or stretch my eyes before I actually 

go out and photograph, and it’s part of the process of taking 

pictures. Basically, you take five or ten minutes, however much 

time you have to spare, stretching your eyes. You’re looking for 
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small things, something that might be interesting, something 

that you react to. And it can be a crack in the sidewalk, a man 

you pass on the street who’s dressed differently – it’s the sort 

of exercise that gets you prepared for making pictures. It puts 

you in that mindset, but at the same time it loosens you up 

to approach people and to be in that space of putting yourself 

out there to get into people’s lives, to get into people’s way and 

make those pictures.  

I find it really interesting that you always say that you 
make pictures, rather than just taking pictures.
When I pick up my camera, I’m thinking about exposure, 

shutter speed, ISO – those are the tools of a camera. In addition, 

I’m thinking about the moment, whatever it is that I’m looking 

at, the scene in front of me. In that idea, I’m thinking about 

composition, colour, light. It’s not that I’m just walking along 

and just snapping a photograph. I love it when that happens, 

too, and that’s wonderful – it can be that poignant and 

serendipitous. But for the most part, all those other skills that 

I mentioned previously come into play, and so you’re really 

thinking about the scene and you’re thinking about what you’re 

doing, and you’re contemplating what it is you want to say in 

a photograph. I meet so many amateur photographers who 

shoot on automatic or aperture priority or shutter priority, and 

I think you’re letting the camera do half the work for you, not 

all of it. Because composition, colour and light are part of the 

equation, but understanding the functions of the camera and 

what you can get out of it – that is so much of it, too. If you can’t 

understand what the camera can give you, you can’t ever fully 

express yourself. It’s like you’re missing half of the journey.

You’ve said that it’s so difficult to find both subtlety and 
beauty in one shot. Is that something that you have to 
wait to happen or is it something you can set up?
For what I do, I wait for it to happen. I think that organic 

process of a photograph, of a moment happening, is truly 

inspiring. I think it’s very rare when a photographer can make 

that up, and then make a picture out of it. To me, it looks 

contrived, set up, staged. It’s a little more colourful when you 

Au Naturel
Capturing people in a moment of their lives tells a great story, whether 
it’s (top left) exploring in Norway or (bottom left) daily life in an African 
spice market

See Food
(Top right) Food shots don’t always have to be pristine; here, shrimp is 
just as pretty looking the way it was served
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can create that ambience by just stumbling upon it, waiting for 

the moment to happen, waiting for the light to shine critically, 

and that energy to happen in front of that light or colour or 

the right composition. I don’t think you can stage that. There’s 

a wonderful surprise that happens when you come upon 

photographic moments like that, and when people stage those, 

it’s not the same thing. 

Is there a way to be in the right place at the right time 
so that you’re finding yourself in these situations more 
often than not?
I’m always on the move when taking photographs. I’m never 

standing still. I’m shooting up, I’m shooting low, I’m shooting 

through things – I’m really exploring the space, I’m not at the 

same perspective. I think it’s important to do that and that’s 

part of visual yoga – you’re really moving around your subject 

and you’re stretching, you’re really getting to know that subject. 

You’re so honed in on what’s going on in that space that when 

something happens, you’re ready. 

Is that the same for non-people shots? Is it the same 
approach when you’re shooting food, for example? 
With food, it’s a subject that’s not moving. In the same sense, 

I’m exploring the subject. I’m thinking about the various angles 

Documenting The World
A little dancer, part of a 
photo essay on women 
and children in a Mexican 
border prison
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that I can take and I’m always taking more than one shot or one 

variation of a shot. I may have my main image, but I’m still 

working the situation and exploring it – looking for spills and 

looking for an empty plate or a dirty spoon or something that 

communicates even more about the image.

If you were an amateur without a press pass  and couldn’t 
get close enough to a subject, how would you shoot without 
trespassing on someone’s personal space?
You have to encroach on people’s personal space and do it in 

a very non-threatening way. It’s all about body language and 

connecting with people. I can tell when I look at a photographer’s 

portfolio. They may have amazing photographs, but the minute 

I look at their portfolio and they show me people, it falls off 

quick. The reason is because they’re not comfortable working 

with people. They’ve never done it, and they’re trying to use 

the same skills as shooting food when taking photographs of 

people, and it’s a completely different skill set. 

In January, I was in Pittsburgh (USA) and there was a Steelers  

(American football) game. We took pictures of all this pre-game 

debauchery where people were having their tailgate parties. We 

didn’t have a press pass or anything. To me, that was so much 

more interesting culturally than being at the game – that was 

what I was more interested in. It’s the fringes of any situation, 
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event where the moments are waiting to be captured. I don’t 

think you have to be a part of the action at all. You should still 

be able to make great pictures without exclusive access.

What about if you’re in a country where people tend to be 
more conservative, and often they might not like having 
their pictures taken or they might feel uncomfortable?
It depends on the situation. I’ve done it such that I’d take a 

picture and asked for permission later. It depends on the person. 

You’re reading someone’s body language and if they see you 

have a camera and they react immediately to the fact that you 

have a camera and you’re close to them, you might want to talk 

to them ahead of time. But, if you’re doing your own thing and 

they know you’re there and they’re completely ignoring you, 

and you smile at them and there’s this unthreatening energy 

there, then I think it’s OK to proceed. It’s all in the way that 

you present yourself. And honestly, if someone is unhappy with 

you taking pictures, just move on. Making great photographs 

is about connecting with whatever is happening in front of the 

camera. It really is about making a positive experience.

When you get to an assignment, how do you assess the 
situation and figure out the point of entry? What do you 
start shooting to document what these people are doing?
I always exchange emails and a phone call with anybody I’m 

photographing before I show up. I always prepare them for what 

it looks like and what it’s going to be like. And my approach 

Looking Out
Fjords through a window, on 
assignment in Norway
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Tea Time
Train station workers

taking a break in Delhi

Candlelight Dinner
Iraqi refugees eating

together in Beirut
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is to be a fly on the wall, and take my pictures very quietly. I 

always ask about light in their house, if there is a small space 

where I can set up a small studio, so I can do more still life shots 

for food, but for the most part in terms of my photographing 

them on location, I try to remind them or encourage them not 

to do anything they wouldn’t normally do if I wasn’t there. Of 

course there’s some dialogue and some engaging, because I 

want to have rapport with these people. I also want them to be 

comfortable. It takes a while for people to forget you’re there. 

How do you know when to stop making pictures, when 
you’ve had enough?
If the moment is really wonderful, I work hard at it and once 

I feel like I’ve got something that really works, then I start to 

move around more and try it from different angles. I know I’ve 

finally gotten it when the moment’s gone. It’s moved on. People 

have walked away and the life is gone. The composition’s fallen 

apart. It’s over. Until then, I hold steady in that space until one 

of those things happens. If I’ve already got a good picture, I’m 

not going to let go of it so easily.

For someone who’s just picked up a DSLR, how do they 
get into that groove, and how do they go about finding 
their focus in photography?
It starts with just getting outside and walking around your 

neighbourhood or going to a downtown centre in your city 

and just shooting some photography and seeing what you 

react to. Listen closely to your instincts – are you drawn to 

photographing architecture or you drawn to photographing 

people? Are you more interested in the food you’re eating? 

Border Kids
From a photo essay on 

orphans along the Mexican-
American border in Texas
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Diving In
Young people at a Norwegian lake

Silver Platter
Chai service in India
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It will be pretty apparent to you when you look at your first 

50 photographs to see what it is you’re interested in. The first 

thing is just to go out there and take pictures of everything and 

anything, and point your camera in every direction and see 

where your camera takes you and what you’re engaging in and 

what you’re not engaging it in, and that will be your answer 

right there.

You often give shout-outs to people who have guided 
you along the way. How valuable is mentorship? You’ve 
also served as a mentor to a lot of people through 
workshops, you’re sharing tips on Twitter, and so on.
Mentors are so important. They’re important in any career. 

It should be a priority to have somebody who can be really 

honest with you in an unbiased way about the work that you’re 

doing. Being honest with you, telling you the things that are 

hard to hear, but at the same time, encouraging you. It’s hard 

to find people that are willing to be that with you, but if you 

can find them, they’ll stay with you for your lifetime. That’s 

very important in anything you do, whether it’s art or anything 

else. It’s always important to give back. Life is way too short to 

be selfish and not encourage other people and hopefully, help 

them on their way, too.

You always talk about light and shooting in a natural 
light. How do you find the best light?
The reason I love shooting in natural light is because it pares 

down to three things: me, the camera, and the subject. I’m 

taking it down to the bare bones of what photography is about. 

I love that idea because my approach becomes about making 

great pictures. Any time I walk into a room, it’s second nature 

for me to figure out where the light is coming from. Are there 

windows? Where are those windows? What does the light look 

like in those windows? And what’s around those windows? 

Early in the morning and late in the afternoon are the best light 

in the daytime but good light happens everyday, and you have 

to look for it all the time. One of my mentors used to say that 

there’s no such thing as bad light. Which basically means you 

have to work with whatever you can get. You can figure out ways 

to use light, figure out ways to bounce light. Understanding 

light is a fundamental part of making photographs.

Would you say that sometimes it’s a little bit of luck? 
You have to problem-solve in photography. It’s about 

understanding what light is, and if you’re really resourceful, 

you can always figure out light if you need to.

When you get an assignment, how closely do you work 
with the writer or the editor on what you’re going to 
shoot, and how you’re going to structure the shoot? 
If I’m lucky, I have the story the writer has written, but that 

almost never happens. What I normally have is their framework 

– who they spoke to, where they went. And those are usually my 

parameters. I’ll check out those places, I’ll look for photos in 

those places, but in no way am I restricted to only those places. 

I work with publications that definitely want me to explore 

photography in any location because they know that great 

photographs don’t happen when you want them to. You have 

Makeshift Market
From a photo essay for 

National Geographic
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to look for them and sometimes you can interpret or illustrate 

the story without necessarily photographing the subject. 

For a story exploring the origins of American Indian food, 

I actually flew to Delhi, India, and went to those restaurants 

(in the article), which were fine, but the restaurants in no way 

described the culture of the place. It was about the food, but 

it was really so much more than that. I shot the framework 

that the writer had covered, but I also went to markets and 

I photographed in the street at night when all of these food 

vendors come out, and they actually ended up using that for 

the story, because they liked the trail I had gone on. I’m turning 

over every rock when I’m looking for my pictures. 

Before you went on assignment to Aruba, you said 
that you packed your clothes in seven minutes and 32 
seconds, but you weren’t quite sure if it would be as easy 
as with the gear you were bringing on the trip. How do 
you decide what you’re bringing on the job?
I know exactly what I’m bringing, for the most part. I always 

contemplate different reflectors, what I’m going to bring to 

back up my images. Those are questions that I have to really 

think about and answer. I have my standard set of gear that I 

use and it’s fool-proof for me. Any photographer would have 

her go-to gear – that’s exactly how I operate. 

Do you bring the same gear when you’re going 
somewhere to shoot for pleasure or do you shake it up?
When I’m shooting for myself, I do the same thing. Or I’ll 

take a different kind of camera. I will photograph more off 

the beaten path, and by that I mean more artistic and funky 

and thematically and not necessarily with a story in mind. I’m 

Pink Fiesta
Twin sisters waiting for their 
quinceañera (15th birthday 
celebrations) dates
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Night Market
A fruit stand on the 
outskirts of Lebanon, Beirut

What’s Inside?
An old kitchen 
drawer in Pebla, Mexico
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going to photograph with a phone or use one of those iPhone 

apps and then I’ll cross-process a photo I made with the phone, 

with another app... there are all these cool things you can do 

with photographs now. 

What do different photography media bring to the 
subject and the story you’re trying to tell? 
For me, it’s part of the creative process. And it’s about honing 

in on the moment. So when I’m shooting with my iPhone, I’m 

not trying to tell a story. I’m going back to the basis of just 

good vision, and that is light, colour, composition, moment. 

I’ll actually be standing in line at the grocery store and I’ll see 

something that’s interesting and I’ll record it on the iPhone. 

That’s what’s cool about it, that it’s so immediate and so fast 

– it’s right there. And then there are all these really interesting 

apps you can use now. I just found one where you can do a 

double exposure and then I found another one where you can 

pull that double exposure into another application – you can 

actually adjust images for highlights, shadows. They’re getting 

really advanced with these iPhone apps – it’s pretty cool!

Do you feel that someone might get lazy and rely too 
much on these apps or even Photoshop to get effects 
that would normally take a little more thinking or, as you 
say, problem-solving using a regular camera?
No, I don’t think so. When I’m photographing with an iPhone, 

I’m still waiting for the picture to happen. Definitely not post-

production creating the photograph at all – the photograph is 

happening in front of me. But what’s exciting with the iPhone 

is that it’s a camera that you can get very beautiful results 

with, in the sense that you can get really artistic, interesting 

photographs. But those images are still happening. I’m still 

creating an image that’s not happening in post-production. 

I’m able to adjust the shadows and the highlights a little bit 

now, but I’m still contemplating a moment and thinking about 

my composition. There are people that probably do go heavy-

handed on the processing part, but I don’t. 

I find it interesting that you’ve been associated with a 
number of terms. You’re a photojournalist and you’ve 
been referred to as a documentary photographer as well 
as a cultural food ethnographer. Do you find these terms 
say the same thing?
Maybe they do. They mark the evolution of my photography. I 

started as a photojournalist. Because my personal projects are 

pretty heavy-handed photography, both those worlds collide 

when I shoot food. I want to shoot the culture and so when I 

got into photographing food, I personally wondered if this was 

right for me. But I just knew how I felt when I was in these other 

countries photographing food scenes and cultural settings – I 

was inspired and blown away and it tapped into a completely 

different part of who I was. 

A writer I was working with called me a cultural food 

ethnographer and I just loved it. Probably because that’s 

basically a documentary photographer, really. It’s saying the 

same thing. The one that gets me is when they call me a food 

photographer. I do that, too, but I feel like you’re missing the 

most exciting part of what I do, which is photographing culture 

and people.   

To read the complete interview with Penny De Los Santos, go to 

www.photoyoumag.com
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Visual Yoga
The streets of San Francisco from De 
Los Santos’ personal visual journal, 
where she captures an image a day
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