
48 49

>>Culture<<

Famous for the striking 
‘Afghan Girl’ portrait, 
photographer Steve 

McCurry’s latest 
project has taken him 

to remote coffee-
producing communities 

around the world. 
International journalist 

Marina Chetner reports

Capturing 
a MoMent
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 e all have different levels of adventure, 
but curiosity is central to making good photos,” explains Steve McCurry, the 
award-winning Magnum photographer and intrepid traveler. “It’s about explor-
ing your world: your house, neighbourhood, village, town, city, or whatever 
it happens to be. I happen to enjoy going to new places in the world.”  

 The pursuit of travel to remote lands like Burma, Cuba, and Tibet, as well as 
to those more accessible – Italy, Australia, and India – is the thread that strings 
McCurry’s 40-year strong photo portfolio. His latest project is chronicled in 
the new book, From These Hands: A Journey Along the Coffee Trail, a behind-
the-scenes look at the cultivation of one of the world’s most valuable com-
modities. “I’d been traveling through coffee-producing countries for about 
30 years and photographing these regions and their people. A few years ago I 
started photographing coffee and coffee communities, [their] techniques and 
practices.” The trip had him traversing familiar spots like Honduras, Vietnam 
and Brazil, as well as those previously unvisited like Ethiopia. The result is a 
curated selection of four decades worth of portraits and images taken of cof-
fee growers, their families, and lush landscapes. 

“My purpose was to photograph the cultures of the people, to look at their 
lifestyle,” he says. “It’s always interesting to know what these people look like 
and to know how this (coffee) comes about. It’s not just magic. This book 
puts a face on this group of farmers and gives some insight into how they live, 
work, and play. It’s a way to humanise the coffee industry.” 

While many of McCurry’s images are taken on the go – fleeting moments 
immortalised – there are times when a subject that intrigues him will collab-
orate on a portrait. “We find the right situation. On rare occasions, I may 
come back with the tripod or where the light is better, or meet them at their 
home, but generally the pictures are taken at the time of meeting a person.”

Perhaps the most definitive moments of McCurry’s career happened when 
he went freelance. In 1979, at 29-years-old, he met two mujahideen fighters 
in Pakistan and secretly crossed the border into Afghanistan, intent on cap-
turing photos of the developing civil war. When the images were published, 
they garnered McCurry world-wide attention; subsequent trips back to the 
region earned him a Robert Capa Gold Medal. In spite of this, what drives 
McCurry is the simple love of making pictures. “You have to like to photo-
graph; to have a certain passion, curiosity, and persistence,” he says. 

One of his most poignant works was captured at a refugee camp in Peshawar, 
Pakistan while on assignment for National Geographic. Upon passing a girl’s 
school located a tent, McCurry asked if he could observe and take pictures 
of the class. “I spotted this young girl, whose name I learned years later was 
Sharbat Gula. She had an intense haunted look, a penetrating gaze – and 
yet she was only 12-years-old,” he recalls in his book, Untold: The Stories 
Behind the Photographs (Phaidon). Her striking portrait, taken at the perfect 
moment, ended up on the magazine’s June 1985 cover. This image, better 
known as the ‘Green Eyed Afghan Girl’, has consistently ranked as the most 
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recognisable photo in the world. Recently it has been referenced 
as a modern day Mona Lisa, an assessment McCurry feels is bet-
ter left to art critics and photography experts. “I think it’s a strong 
photograph that clearly resonated with a lot of people around the 
world,” he says. “Some people have been inspired by the picture, 
but I feel a little uncomfortable talking about my picture in rela-
tion to Leonardo da Vinci.” 

 McCurry’s images journey us through the thrilling moments 
of his travels: through a monsoon in Indonesia; into a sand-
storm in Rajasthan, India; hanging outside of a speeding train in 
Pakistan. “Once I started to travel, I just never stopped. I thought 
that it was a great way to live your life; a great learning experience,” 
he says about a passion that developed in his late teens while work-
ing at the global pharmaceutical company, Wyeth Laboratories. 
Later, while studying theatre arts at Penn State, he developed an 
interest in photography at the university newspaper, which led to a 
position at Pennsylvania’s Today’s Post. In 1978, armed with a one-
way ticket and a bag of film, he set off to India and launched his 
freelance career. Despite the technological developments that have 
happened to photography along the way, McCurry seems unfazed. 
“Fundamentally it’s the same,” he says of film versus digital. “It’s 
trying to work with light, finding the right moment, trying to tell a 
story. It’s something that communicates, something which we can 
learn from, something we can be inspired by.”

For McCurry, his recent travels through Ethiopia were a highlight. 
“Ethiopia has a very interesting coffee culture and there are a lot of 
interesting tribes that make up the country.” As for where he’d most 
like to go, his response yields no pause. “Iran,” he says. “It’s a fasci-
nating country that’s continually in the news and a place I’d love to 
visit.” For now, he’s at work in his New York studio before jetting 
off to Rome for his exhibition at Cinecitta Studios. The one con-
stant by his side? A cup of coffee, black. “I’ve been drinking coffee 
since I was 12,” he says. “I don’t think a day has gone by in all those 
years that I haven’t had a cup.”  

From These Hands: A Journey Along the Coffee Trail (Phaidon) is out 
now, phaidon.com 


