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Rory Lewis has shot
many of the biggest
stars of the stage and
screen, yet his latest
project is a homage to
medieval religious art.
Keith Wilson discovers
how the works of
Renaissance painters
influenced Rory’s
award-winning style...

IKE MANY of us, Canon
professional photographer
Rory Lewis was expecting
to spend a few days at The
Photography Show at the
NEC in Birmingham in
March, but COVID-19
changed all that... “I was
supposed to do a workshop
for 18 people, fully booked,
so people were asking, ‘is it going
ahead, are we moving the date?’”
Well, currently, the world is staying
indoors as we unite to overcome the
pandemic, yet Rory seems well prepared
when we both take a breath and settle
down to have a talk: “I've just done a
massive shop on Waitrose, got that
delivered, and just done a massive shop
on Amazon, so I don’t have to go out for
anything. I've got tons to do, I want to
work on my website and I'm publishing
a book, so I need to put that together.”
The lockdown meant Rory’s latest
exhibition Selah, scheduled for an April
opening in London, was also postponed
to later this year. ‘Selah’ is a Hebrew word
for taking a pause after a major event or
incident, so it is strangely ironic with the
current times — there’s never been a more
appropriate time to understand its full

@ cIARAN HINDS
The veteran Shakespearean star of stage

and screen strikes a suitably pensive pose
Lens Canon EF 85mm /1.2L USM
Exposure  1/100 sec, f/7.1,1S0100
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meaning. Rory’s collection of
classically-lit portraits feature a cast of
actors who were asked to interpret the
meaning of selah, when applied to
varying situations. Together, these are
the meditative faces of reflection, lit in a
Renaissance style, made more powerful
by the shadows of recent events...

Why did you choose the word
‘selah’ as the idea?

It comes from the artist, Jusepe de
Ribera. He created a body of Counter-
Reformation portraits. Most artists of the
early 17th Century were commissioned
by the catholic church to create these
heroic bible stories. They were paying the
wages for those artists because, at the
time, the church was under attack by the
Protestants, the Lutherans. I was looking
through Ribera’s work and you have to
pause to look at it and think about it, so I
was looking for a word that meant pause
religiously. ‘Selah’ is that word.

But how is the word used in a
modern context?

Imagine the twin towers when that
happened in 2001, after that people had
this meditation — this pause over a horrific
event. That’s when this word is used, it’s
this pause after a difficult or great event,
so when I was directing these people it
was about after you come to the end of a
long journey, you're struggling; or
something good is going to happen, so
you're a hero; or on a precipice; so they’re
building up to this event when you're
looking at the pictures.

It’s tailor-made for actors, isn’t it?
Yes, they’re the perfect subjects. Acting
and photography go hand in hand. Video
is one thing, but acting and stills is the
perfect match. You have a photographer
with all these ideas and art, and you have
an actor with all their experience of how
to feel, how to move, how to change.
Acting and photography go hand in hand.
Actors are there to be programmed, the
best actors are the most malleable people.

Patrick Stewart and Judi Dench
are among your sitters for this
project, but so are Ant and Dec...
Ant and Dec were a difficult one. It was
the first sort of serious portrait that
they’ve done. In the portrait they look
like wise guys, they look like two men
who you owe money to... so serious and
non-approachable. They’re not normal
Ant and Dec. I said to them, “don’t be
presenters anymore, you were trained as
actors.” I was playing around with them
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as if they were gangsters, pondering,
pausing in a serious way, so it was an
anti-Ant and Dec picture.

What was your first experience

of Renaissance art? Can you
remember the painting and

how you reacted?

It goes back to when I was at university.

I studied medieval history and medieval
literature — I never studied to be a
photographer, we were studying the late
Renaissance period and the Tudors. I was
looking at artists like Holbein and was
fascinated by some of his works, for
instance Sir Thomas More’s portrait.
Portraiture became a big interest and that
was it. While doing that I was also doing
film history. It was like a side course and
we did a bit of cinema history — the tutor

looked at German Expression cinema
from the 1920s and how that took
inspiration from Caravaggio, and it kind
of linked together for me.

Which university did you go to?

I went to King’s College, London, so I

had plenty of opportunity to go to the
National Portrait Gallery and the National
Gallery - that heightened my inspiration.

And now you have pictures of your
own hanging in the National
Portrait Gallery

I've been doing this for 15 years now and
I've got seven pictures there. So, from
going there as a kid, looking around and
thinking, ‘oh, they’re nice,’ now I've got
pictures in there. It is important to me.
The first thing Nadav Kander will say to
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@ DAME JUDI DENCH
The Oscar-winning actress posed for

Rory’s camera for the first time during
project Selah

Lens Canon EF 50mm f/1.2L USM
Exposure  1/100 sec, f/7.1,1S0100

@ RuFus SEWELL
This 2017 portrait of the award-winning

actor was acquired by the National Portrait
Gallery, London

Lens Canon EF 85mm f/1.2L USM
Exposure  1/100 sec, f/7.1,1S0100

@ SIR PATRICK STEWART

you is, if you want to be a portrait used to have one, which I'd steal if he let The Star Trek star first sat for Rory over
photographer, or any type of me, and I practiced with some friends, adecade ago for the photographer’s
photographer, you have to look at fine art  trying to create portraits, and it became a Northerners project

for inspiration. He’s right. In terms of passing interest. As I came to the end of Lens Canon EF 85mm £/1.2L USM

photography or portraiture, if you don’t my degree I decided I wanted to work

quote the greats — Caravaggio, Titian, with models, people who know what they UL B

Holbein, Ribera — you’re not taken were doing, and just fell into it that way.

seriously. It’s also enjoyable, the beauty of ~ So, it was like a passing interest that

the lighting, creating this chiaroscuro, became a serious hobby, that then ' ' .

especially with these faces. became a serious profession. ACtI ng and

Was photography even a passing Was it immediately portraiture photography gO hand In
interest at university? that you were drawn to?

Not until towards the end of my degree. I did everything. Originally, fashion was ha nd . ACtO I'S are there tO
I was browsing through a photography my first interest. My first few jobs were

magazine that had a portrait on the with hair models, then that developed be programmEd, the

cover and I loved the portrait, because it into fashion, and when I thought I could

reminded me of German Expressionist make some money, I started to do b&St aCtO 'S are the mOSt

cinema and I thought I'd have a go at that. weddings. It was interesting to do, but it

I started off with a Canon AE-1. My dad was never fulfilling. It was only when my ma I I ea b I e peop I e ’ '
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(05} NATALIE DORMER
An enigmatic gaze from one of the

stars of Game of Thrones
Lens Canon EF 85mm f/1.2L USM

Exposure  1/100 sec, /5.6, 1S0100

@ paviD WARNER
Another portrait from Rory's Northerners

series, this became his first photograph
acquired by the National Portrait Galllery

Lens Canon EF 50mm /1.2L USM

Exposure  1/100 sec, /5.6, 1S0100

@ JAMES PUREFOY
A classic example of the Renaissance-style

lighting used for the Selah series in this
study of the English screen actor

Lens Canon EF 85mm /1.2L USM

Exposure  1/100 sec, f/7.1,1S0100

&#& Do projects and find
a compelling face. You're
nothing without a

compelling subject. V7

first actors started coming to me for
headshots that I thought, ‘why don’t you
direct these actors, why don’t we try this
character?’ They became my models and I
tried to make them look like a hero or a
villain, because that’s the essence of an
actor’s headshot. My actors became my
inspiration and that was what propelled
me forward.

Have you done hair or weddings
since then?

Over a period of 15 years I've ditched
everything else; I've ditched the
weddings; I've ditched the models; the
hair work; the family groups. The only
thing I do now is portraits and head shots.

That’s a speedy evolution for
someone who’s still in their 30s...
One of the impetuses in the end was
when I was approaching 30, so this is
eight years ago: I was watching Game

of Thrones, sitting in my pyjamas and I
thought to myself, am I going to be doing
this for the rest of my life? I was still
doing weddings and models, I don’t
want to do this, it’s not fulfilling.

What did you decide to do?
I came up with an idea for my first
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project, which was the Northerners
project, because Game of Thrones was
much about being from the North or the
South. I'm from the North, so I set about
writing letters, because I wanted to do
this project to get recognized, and that’s
how I got Patrick Stewart and Ian
McKellen, I wrote letters and made phone
calls trying to pin people down for a sit.
That brought my career forward because
it was on the BBC, it was in the press.
Calumet sponsored it and put it in their
stores, it went to a gallery exhibition and
some of it was acquired by the National
Portrait Gallery, so by doing a project I
propelled myself forward.

You have become a specialist!
I only offer a simple product. It’s the same

thing I say to people all the time: if you go
to Five Guys for a hamburger, they only
offer one product. Hamburgers. All I offer
my customers is classical portraits.

Okay, so what about your lighting
set-up? Is it all studio lit and
controlled?

It’s all in a controlled environment. I don’t
like unpredictability, so there’s no
window or natural light involved. When I
go into a studio I can position the lights
and control my set-ups. Most of them

are one or two lights, there’s nothing
elaborate. I only use umbrellas, soft
boxes, snoot cones, modifiers.

What about your sitters?
They're all on sitting stools. I use Lastolite
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backdrops. Most of my sittings last a very
short time. If 'm doing a paid sitting for a
client it lasts about an hour, no more than
an hour and a half. If it’s a celebrity you're
looking at 15 or 20 minutes. For Judi
Dench that sitting lasted about 20
minutes. My quickest sitting was William
Shatner, that was five minutes. I flew to
LA for five minutes!

He only gave you five minutes?
Yeah, he was done after five minutes. He
said, ‘Okay, we’re done now.” I shot him a
second time and he gave me ten minutes,
a third time I got 15 minutes, I went to
his ranch. I'm doing his 90th birthday
portrait in September, so maybe he’ll give
me 20 minutes for that!

Do you use the same Canon
camera and lens?

Well, for a Canon camera the perfect
portrait lens is a Canon EF 85mm f/1.2L.
If 'm using Canon, which is 80 per cent
of the time, then I’ll use the 85mm f/1.2
because that’s the most perfect portrait
lens. I picked up one for less than a grand
from WEX. It’s a pure piece of glass, that’s
what I always recommend to clients.
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TORY BEHIND THE SHOT

The $3 stick, an Uber
driver and the LAPD

Buying a prop for a portrait shoot should
be easy, right? Not in LA. ..

When photographing the American actors
Frank Weitzel and Peter Van Norden in LA for
the Selah project, Rory wanted to portray
them as two pilgrims nearing the end of
their long journey. In this photo, Frank is the
pilgrim with the beard, and Peter the main
subject, is grasping a stick. Surprisingly,

the stick proved to be a problematic
procurement as Rory explains: “The actual
stick that Peter is holding is from America’s
version of B&Q, which is Home Depot, and it
cost only $3. | was sitting with my wife the
day before the shoot and | said, ‘We need a
stick, because pilgrims carry a stick. Let’s go
to Home Depot.’ So, we jumped into an Uber
taxi and the driver got pulled over by the
cops. The cop said, ‘Get out of the car!’ This
guy was wanted, so we had to get out of the

taxi somewhere in the middle of Sunset
Boulevard, which wasn’t very nice and get
into another taxi to get the stick. It was a
bit of a crusade, but we got the stick!”

4
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@ CAPTAIN ANNAI ISAAC
An officer in the Royal Lancers, Captain

Isaac was one of more than 270 subjects in

Rory's Soldiery collection
Lens Canon EF 85mm f/1.2L USM

Exposure  1/100 sec, f/8,1S0100

@ wo2 DEBORAH PENNY
This portrait of the first transgender army

officer to serve on the front line in the
British army

Lens Canon EF 85mm f/1.2L USM

Exposure  1/100 sec, f/8,1S0100

@ ANNA PASSEY
The star of Hollyoaks was moved to tears

by Rory’s description of the deed carried
out by Judith in a painting by Caravaggio

Lens Canon EF 50mm /1.2L USM

Exposure 1/100 sec, /6.3, 150100
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Do you stop down or open up?

It’s opened up, I'm shooting f/5.6 or f/7.1.

I don’t really want shallow depth of field
—it’s all about the detail for me. I don’t
want the ears out of focus, I want
everything in focus, so I'm toggling
between f/5.6 and {/7.1. Predominantly,
I'm using either the EOS 5D Mark IV or
5D Mark III. Because I do so much, this
month alone I'll be doing about 60 to 80
sittings, I know my Canons are not going
to survive six months by the time I'm
finished with them. I've already been
through one this year, so I carry two
bodies with me all the time. The lens

is where the quality is, so as long it’s
full-frame and it’s Canon I'll use it.

For Selah, did you have certain
actors in mind for particular
scenes before approaching them?

I've had the luck of doing six projects
before this, so I'd already met many of
these people. For this project, I was able
to pick and choose. James Purefoy, for
instance, is a client who’s sat for me
previously; Ciaran Hinds, Mark Margolis,
they’ve all sat for me before, so I
approached them about this idea. Judi
Dench was quite a difficult one — I've tried
her many times before. My wife, who
does all the PR and marketing, she wrote
the letter and she shot back and agreed
on this occasion.

Why choose Anna Passey? She’s
crying, what did you say to her?
My wife is a big fan of Hollyoaks and we
live in Liverpool — Hollyoaks is filmed just
outside of Liverpool — so we’ve got all
these really nice actors on our doorstep.
Anna plays this twisted role in Hollyoaks
and we wanted to reflect on that a bit.
What she was trying to portray was based
on Judith from the Caravaggio portrait
and she’s a hero who has had to do this
horrible deed - she’s crying because of
that, but retaining strength in her face.

This is the moment after Judith
beheads Holofernes?

Yes, the moment after, she’s reflecting on
this horrible deed, it’s like the pause after
it: ‘U've done this horrible thing, but I had
to.” I was pleased when she started crying,
because I was describing the whole scene
and then I kept my mouth shut and just
clicked away. It was a powerful photo.

Yes, it is. Do you do much post
production work?

Only a bit. My post-production is to bring
out the detail and colour correct. If there’s
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an odd hair I’ll remove the that, but it’s all
about keeping the detail.

Which of your shots would you like
to see in the National Gallery next?
Judi Dench, definitely. I think that will go
into the gallery, because they haven’t had
a picture of her for 20 years. I also think
this will be her last portrait. 'm a
pessimist, but I think it will be her final
portrait. It’s quite special and we captured

&#& The CanonEF
85mm f/1.2L is the most
perfect portrait lens,

it's a pure piece of
glass. That's what |
always recommend

to clients o0
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her in a similar heroic style, so it’s going
to be quite a powerful image.

What lesson would you hand down
to someone who is now where you
were 20 years ago, thinking their
future lies in photography?

If I could talk to myself 20 years ago it'd
be to say, ‘Projects, I didn’t do projects!’

I didn’t do projects until ten years in, I
never bothered to think about it, so to
photographers now I would say do
projects. The other thing I would say is,
tell a story — Grab people’s attention. In
the beginning, I struggled photographing
all these beautiful models, but there was
no story. Everyone was doing the same
thing. I had a young lady come to The
Photography Show last year and asked,
‘can you look at my work?’ It was good,
but it was the same thing that everyone
else is doing, that same generic style.

I said to her, ‘try and develop something
new and different.” Do projects and find
a compelling face. You’re nothing without
a compelling subject. €
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Rory Lewis

Specialist portrait photographer

While studying medieval history and
medieval art at King’s College, London,
Rory Lewis found his inspiration in the
Renaissance collections at famous

the National Portrait Gallery and
National Gallery. Now renowned as

a master of classic portraiture, Rory
has photographed many of the world’s
leading actors from the screen adn

the stage including: Sir lan McKellen,
Natalie Dormer, Ciaran Hinds, Rufus
Sewell, Patrick Stewart and Dame Judi
Dench. He is a three-time winner of the
Portrait of Britain and the author of
Portraits: 2014-19.

In 2016-17, he embarked upon
amajor project called Soldiery, an
exhibition and book featuring over
270 portraits of British Army officers
and soldiers. The collection is now
housed at the National Army Museum
in London. Seven of his portraits have
been acquired by the National Portrait
Gallery, including actors Rufus Sewell
and David Warner, and WO2 Deborah
Penny, Britain’s first transgender soldier
to serve on the frontline. Rory devotes
most his working time between the UK
and Los Angeles.

www.rorylewis.studio
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