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Timeless

Classic

Johan Pretorius defines himself as a portrait, wedding and sports photographer.
PiX asked him about his approach to his work.

While many photographers choose to focus on a variety of photographic genres, it’s
always interesting to get a glimpse of their work behind the scenes, hear their unique
stories on how they got into photography, and how they remain successful.
1 How would you describe your style?
I always try to create a classical portrait of my subjects; and to capture the scene as
I see it, the light, shapes and emotions, so that it can be sold as art to my client. I think
that sums it up.
I am from the old school; I learned my photographic technique shooting on film using
manual focus cameras. Every shot had to count and I had to think about every small
detail before the shutter was pressed. Because of this, I still think before I press the
shutter; I’m not a shooter that “sprays and prays”. I don’t have to shoot thousands of
photos at a wedding to get 300 great final images. I think I’m quite decisive in what I need
to get out of a shoot; I go for the shot and move on the next one.
I love classical portraits by the great master photographers; I believe a good portrait
photo that is well lit, correctly posed and sharp is far more powerful than a badly exposed,
badly posed, un-sharp image “Photoshopped” to death with ‘special effects”…
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2 What gear do you most enjoy
using at the moment and why?
I shoot a lot of people photography
– portraits, weddings, and sports such
as rugby, soccer and cricket. I also do
corporate work where architectural
and aerial photography plays a big
part.
It all depends on the assignment.
However, lens-wise, my Nikon 50mm
f1.4, 85mm f1.4 and 200mm f2 lenses
are my mainstay optics.
When shooting sport, my Nikkor
600mm f4 lens is the go-to lens. The
70-200mm f2.8 zoom lens also plays
an important part. Beware! Once you
use a super-fast fixed length lens like
the Nikon 200mm f2 lens, you will be
hooked!
For my architectural work, Nikon’s
amazing 24mm tilt-shift lens is used
for 90% of the work. I use both the
Nikon D4s and D800 bodies, which
serve me very well for what I do.
For my high-end clients who require
medium format detail, I use a Leaf
digital capture back on the Mamiya
(Phase One) medium format camera
system.
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What was your favorite photo shoot and why?
This is always a difficult question. Normally my answer would
be, ‘the one I will be shooting tomorrow’. But to be honest, all the big
sports gigs like the Rugby World Cup, Soccer World Cup and Cricket
World Cup are right up there. However, I travel less now for sports gigs
because it does not pay as well in South Africa, but I will still shoot
sports gigs close to home. A dream assignment very special to me
was a shoot for the Bank of Mauritius; I spent a week shooting on the
island. The other was a shoot in the Seychelles. The client owns two
expensive charter boats and I had to shoot all aspects of the charter
operations. Both these jobs were rare, special treats for me.
3

Being a self-taught photographer, what has been most valuable
in your learning curve?
I was very fortunate to have a great mentor, Billy Burger, a portrait
photographer based in Bethlehem in the Free State. Sadly he passed
away in August at age 79. He was also my best friend and one of
the best pure portrait photographers I ever known. We met almost 30
years ago on my very first overseas photographic trip and instantly
clicked. He took me under his wing and became a father figure to me.
Most of my skills and understanding of light and posing was from him.
I am forever thankful for his part in my success. Because of his
willingness to help and teach me, I decided two years ago to host
workshops and pass on his and my knowledge, accumulated over
almost 30 years. Being self-taught has brought many lessons but
the most valuable is to always be honest, sincere and kind. If you
constantly deliver high quality work then your plate will always be full.
Finally, always treat people with respect and kindness. In my opinion,
good ‘People’ skills are the most important aspect for success as a
photographer.
4
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5 What other contemporary
photographers influenced your early
work and career?
Two names come to mind immediately.
Steve McCurry and Joe McNally; I was
fortunate enough to meet and have
dinner with Joe.
There are so many good shooters
out there, like Sue Bryce who is very
inspirational; and I love the work of Robert
Seale and Joel Grimes. I am also amazed
by the quality of many photographers in
this country. I see a few rising stars out
there…
6 What satisfies your creativity as a
photographer?
Without a doubt the biggest kick I get
as a fulltime photographer is that fact that
I have thousands of portraits hanging up
in peoples’ homes and offices. Long after
I am gone, my legacy will live on through
my work.
I am so blessed to be paid for
something I love, live, eat, breathe and
love to talk about. I cannot think of any job
that would be as fulfilling as mine.
The biggest honour in my career was
when Nikon approached me to become
their Premium Ambassador. I am very
proud to have a wonderful relationship
with them. Since then, I have become
an ambassador for Elinchrom, Gitzo,
Manfrotto, Lastolite, Pelican Cases and
Lexar.

My usual kit for portraits and
weddings is two Nikon D4s or a D800.
My compulsory Nikon lens trio is the
14-24 f2.8, 24-70 f2.8 and 70-200 f2.8.
These three lenses let me do almost
everything. But I always have my 16mm,
35mm, 50mm and 85mm lenses with me.
I carry four Nikon SB910 flashes with
Pocket Wizards for a quick, small, offcamera setup. Naturally, I always go out
with at least one of my Elinchrom battery
pack lights. They are my lifesavers when I
need light.
For basic items like a solid tripod,
I take a carbon fibre Gitzo, as well as
stands, reflectors and scrims. Other small
necessities include a knife, small tree
trimmer, water and even a veil that I often
use.

8 Is there a trend, a piece of gear, an
innovation or a company that gets
you excited about the future of
photography?
When film was the only medium, we
made more money because we had to
be professionals to do the job. Digital
has simplified the trade of photography
and enabled millions of people to become
“photographers”. These people would
never have made it in the days of film
because of the additional skills and craft
involved. All the technology out there has
changed the landscape and made it very
easy to produce images. But you can’t fight
the digital age so let’s join it and embrace
what is available on the market. I have a
growing interest in Drone photography
and I’m investigating.

7 Let’s talk about gear for a minute.
What does your usual kit look like,
and what item can you absolutely not
live without?
I always tell my workshop people
I would be rich if I wasn’t so deeply into
equipment. I love technology, gadgets and
electronics so the cameras and lenses
stash comes naturally. If I spoke about
this in depth, this PiX issue would be ten
pages thicker! To summarise, I love my
prime lenses!
But the single most important part of
kit that makes my work look so good is my
Elinchrom 400 Quadra and 1100 Ranger
flash packs. They let me shoot when
available light is bad, or non-existent. I
can’t go anywhere without them.
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9 How do you post-process your photos?
I do all the sorting and processing myself using three
software programmes. The first is Photo Mechanic 5 for
capture, sorting and tagging images. Then I import the
files into Lightroom where 99% of all the post work gets
done. Lightroom is a game changer for photographers; if
you understand it and use it correctly, it can save many
hours in post processing. Lastly I use Photoshop to fix bad
skin or remove blemishes I can’t fix in Lightroom. Many of
my images never see Photoshop.
It is very important to get your exposures and white
balance spot on. I also use a colour checker to make my
own camera profiles. All the tools are out there so use
them. I do all my printing in-house and have a very good
understanding of the colour and profile process.
10 What is your next goal in photography?
To keep doing what I do, stay happy and thankful,
and share everything with the youngsters. I plan
to make more time to host workshops in 2015.
Readers that wish to attend my next workshop
during February in Johannesburg can email me:
info@johanpretorius.co.za . I also would like to do a few
trips around South Africa to shoot a few good landscapes
just for myself.
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11 What are you looking forward to
purchasing next?
A Drone for my aerial work and a
new Mac Pro.
12 If you could give one piece of
advice to photographers just
starting out, what would it be?
• Shoot every job as if it is your
dream shoot.
• Read a lot and learn all you can.
Attend workshops by experienced
photographers whose work you
admire.
• Most importantly … don’t ever
forget to have FUN!

JOHAN PRETORIUS PHOTOGRAPHY
 www.johanpretorius.co.za
 +27 82 652 3666
 info@johanpretorius.co.za
 johanpretoriusphotography
 @johanphotos
 johan.pretorius1966
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