


74

Narrativity

The nature of still photography often poses narrative questions - what happened

before the shutter was released, what will happen next, what is just outside the

frame, what is the relationship between these people? However, there is a

spectrum or range of narrativity in photography, from highly specific to highly

abstract. On one end, photographs can be highly informational and descriptive,

creating a narrative tightly focused on these particular people, circumstances and

events. Or, farther along the spectrum, they can create more abstract narratives

that transcend the specific moment depicted to impart a message about the larger

world. This creation of narratives that fall on the abstract end of the spectrum is a

significant quality of the Magnum style. Through the use of rhetorical structures

such as paradox, irony, and metaphor - achieved especially through the strategy of

juxtaposing significant elements and implying relationships through framing and

angle of view - Magnum photographs strive to tell big stories about the human

condition.56 While the original purpose of the photographs may have been to

illuminate a particular news event or social issue, the images included in

compilation books of Magnum photographs are made to stand virtually alone with

only a short, often undescriptive, caption. In this space where the emphasis is on

the photograph as an object rather than on its informational content, the images

that are most able to stand alone and thus are most often chosen to represent

Magnum's work, are those that imply a grand narrative about human nature or

society, one that is abstracted from the specific moment being depicted. Magnum

                                        
56 For a fascinating exploration of how rhetorical devices can be used to understand the
meanings in landscape, which inspired my understanding of Magnum's use of narrativity,
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photographs are distinguished from the work of many other photo-commentators

by the frequency with which they fall on the most abstract, grand narrative end of

the spectrum of narrativity.

A photograph by John Vink titled "Displaced South Sudanese. Kosti, Sudan. 1988,"

is a wide angle view of the back of two women in simple cotton dresses, both

carrying children in their arms, as they walk a dusty road towards a line of pointed

thatch-roofed huts on the horizon. (Figure 17) Vink's use of a wide angle lens

enabled him to crouch down and catch one woman's full figure in the background

while also dominating the left side of the photograph with the cropped mid-section

of the other woman. But the most important element, nearly in the center of the

frame, is the feet and too-skinny legs of the child wrapped around the waist of the

woman closest to the lens. The emphasis makes the feet the most significant

element in the photograph, and along with the walking movement of the women,

creates a metaphor for a refugee life: physically moving away from their homes to

the status of displaced persons. The narrative of displacement is abstracted from

these women's daily reality, there is no information about their particular

circumstances, but instead a simple statement about the plight of refugees in

general, achieved through a strategy of selective framing and emphasis.

Using well-organized, simple and clear compositions enables the creation of easily

readable narratives. Vink's photograph of the displaced women is one example of

this. Another example is Burk Uzzle's photograph "Memphis: Plane bearing body of

                                                                                                                                  
see Anne Whiston Spirn, The Language of Landscape (New Haven: Yale University Press,
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Martin Luther King takes off for Atlanta." (1968) Uzzle uses the technique of

juxtaposing opposing elements and meaningful gestures to create a poignant and

tense representation of a conflicted time. (Figure 18) The airplane on the runway,

propeller spinning, is glimpsed through the silhouetted backs of two black men with

fists raised in the black power salute. Between them can be read "merica" - part of

the American Airlines name on the plane. On the far right side of the frame, closest

to the photographer and facing the lens, is a well-armed, helmeted white policeman

holding his shotgun upright as it leans on his hip. By including the policeman with

shotgun in the frame and the gap between his back and the backs of the black

saluters, the narrative is expanded or abstracted from being a farewell to Martin

Luther King to a reference to the tensions between the civil rights and black power

movements and the white establishment. Even the fragment of the word America

on the plane participates in constructing this image as a comment on "America in

Crisis," the title of the Magnum compilation book where this photograph was

published in 1969.

Irony is another rhetorical trope used to convey a sense of narrative. Chris Steele-

Perkins' photograph "Bethlehem" (1987) juxtaposes a soldier on patrol in the Israeli

occupied West Bank with a plywood cutout of Santa Claus ringing a bell and

carrying a sack of presents. (Figure 19) They seem to stride away from each other,

the soldier to the right, Santa to the left. The image tells a story of the disjuncture

between the reality of violence represented by the soldier and the fantasy of peace

and plenty held up by the image of Santa Claus.

                                                                                                                                  
1998).
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Another technique often employed for achieving a sense of narrative in the Magnum

style is that of capturing a revealing gesture or expression. Robert Capa's

photograph "Mothers of Naples lament their sons, Naples, 1943" is often reprinted

as one of his best images. (Figure 20) In this photograph a cluster of women are

depicted with various expressions of grief as they weep. One woman holds a

photograph of her son next to her face in a gesture that photographers ever since

are drawn to capture in conflicts around the world.57 The meaning of the

photograph is carried almost solely in the women's expressions, without them there

is no way to understand what is happening at this moment. By focusing in on their

faces to the exclusion of other descriptive elements, Capa has created an image

that can represent the agony of all mothers who lose children in war. This

movement to the abstract creates an image that does not require the viewer to

know any of the particularities or complexities of these women's lives. The Magnum

style has promoted this abstraction process to the point that Magnum photographs'

documentary value might need re-evaluation.

While the medium of photography lends itself to generating a narrative about what

might be happening outside the frame and outside the split second time of the

exposure, there are non-Magnum styles of photojournalism that suppress the

narrative in favor of aesthetics. A prominent style that favors aesthetics is found in

National Geographic magazine; one example is the photograph by Stephanie Maze

titled "A coat of mud cloaks a gold miner at the federally operated Serra Pelada

                                        
57 The image of a woman holding the photograph of her dead child or husband has become
something of a cliché since Capa's time. For examples see work by Larry Towell in Palestine,
and Susan Meiselas in Kurdistan.
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mine in Pará, in northern Brazil." (1987) (Figure 21) The photograph is a close-up

achieved through the use of a telephoto lens, which compresses and blurs the

background so that no contextual information remains; the viewer would not know

this is a mine if the caption did not say so. This portrait aestheticizes the gold miner

by focusing on the detailed textures of cloth, skin, and mud as well as on his shy

gaze into the lens. The photograph is composed entirely of shades of brown. The

only information a viewer can conclude from this photograph is that working in

mines is muddy work and that the miners seem approachable.58 This impression

differs markedly from that gained from Sebastião Salgado's "Serra Pelada

goldmine, State of Para, Brazil, 1986," which was discussed earlier. (Figure 13)

Salgado's image implies a story about the dignity of workers at the same time that

he includes an impressive amount of contextual information that roots his subject in

that particular mine. While Salgado aestheticizes his subjects, his photographs also

convey abstract narratives.

Certain non-Magnum photographers work with a sense of narrative, neither

abstract nor absent in favor of aesthetics, but one which is on the highly

informational end of the spectrum and that preferences the specific and particular.

Allan Sekula, a scholar of photography as well as a photographer, creates

documentary essays, often about working class life or militarism. His project

"Sketch for a Geography Lesson," (1982) appears in his book Dismal Science:

                                        
58 See Lutz and Collins' work for a critique of the National Geographic style and a discussion
of how gazes into the camera "can also set up at least the illusion of intimacy and
communication…National Geographic photographers commonly view the frontal shot as a
devise for cutting across language barriers and allowing for intercultural communication."
Lutz and Collins, Reading National Geographic.
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Photo Works 1972 - 1996, a compilation of his photographic and written essays. In

ten photographs and an essay Sekula's "Sketch for a Geography Lesson" brings

together documentation of the region around a United States military base in

Germany next to the border with East Germany and an interactive TV war games

program broadcast in Ohio. The photographs are not metaphors for some larger

truth but attempt to evoke the particular reality of one US military base in Germany

and how that is related to US citizens. While the photographs have no captions and

are somewhat cryptic until reading the essay at the end, the images cannot be

taken out of context and assigned some more abstracted narrative. For example,

the photograph of a woman in the snow next to a German border sign warning of

mines and holding up a postcard of people standing at a fence only makes sense

after reading that the border used to be a tourist attraction. (Figure 22) In

Photography Against the Grain, Sekula writes that "The emphasis in these photo

works has consistently been on the ensemble, and not on the formal or semantic

success or failure of the single image. …this seemed the only reasonable way to

counter the tendency to incorporate photography into the museum, the tendency to

produce work designed for judgement and acceptance by that institution."59

                                        
59 Allan Sekula, Dismal Science: Photo Works 1972 - 1996 (Normal, IL: University Galleries
of Illinois State University, 1999).
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Artistic Expression

In 1952 Henri Cartier-Bresson defined what photography meant to him in his

influential book, The Decisive Moment.

To me, photography is the simultaneous recognition, in a fraction of a

second, of the significance of an event as well as of a precise

organization of forms which give that event its proper expression. …

For me, content cannot be separated from form. By form, I mean a

rigorous organization of the interplay of surfaces, lines, and values. It

is in this organization alone that our conceptions and emotions become

concrete and communicable.60

As a recognized photographer and artist by the time he helped found Magnum in

1947, Henri Cartier-Bresson has had an important influence on photographers for

several generations. His concept of the "decisive moment" when the photographer

has "instinctively fixed a geometric pattern without which the photograph would

have been both formless and lifeless,"61 is so prevalent in photographic discourse as

to have become a cliché, especially among students. Cartier-Bresson's legacy within

the Magnum style is evident in the effort to combine the artistic and expressive

elements of photographic practice with the reportorial function of photojournalism.

As David Strettell, current Director of Cultural Projects in Magnum's New York

office, has said of the tension between art and documentary in the agency, "this

can be traced back to two most influential figures in Magnum, Henri Cartier Bresson

and Robert Capa. To simplify - HCB's imperative being an aesthetic one and Capa's

a documentary one. This balance has always been a concern within Magnum - the

                                        
60 Henri Cartier-Bresson, The Decisive Moment (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1952).
61 Ibid.
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aesthetic value outweighing the documentary one and visa versa but in my opinion

it is precisely this dynamic that has kept the agency vital."62

There is more than one way to make an artistic photograph, but I argue that the

classic Magnum style predominantly relies on the use of formal, abstract patterns

achieved through compositional arrangement of elements, as described by Cartier-

Bresson's understanding of the decisive moment. The Magnum style's type of

artistic expression is not simply a creation of beauty in the image through

aestheticizing methods such as the highlighting of textures and colors, or the use of

light. While these methods are certainly used in the Magnum style, they are almost

never used divorced from other elements of the style, but are instead used to

enhance narrativity, to create a sense of humanism, or as a complement to formal

patterns. Particular Magnum photographers, most notably Steve McCurry, do

compose photographs based solely on colors and textures. However, his primary

client is National Geographic, which, as has been noted earlier, has a style that

emphasizes beauty in appearances at the expense of narrativity or context.

One aspect of the Magnum style's artistic expression that overlaps with the element

of narrativity is a sense of wit. The photographer Elliott Erwitt often combines wit

and humor with formal patterns. In the photograph "San Juan, Puerto Rico, 1978,"

He captures a row of people clustered together on the beach (watching something

in the ocean outside the frame) seemingly being watched by a cluster of wooden

statues, probably carved for tourists. (Figure 23) Besides the humor of the statues

                                        
62 Correspondence with author by email, April 4, 2002.
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looking at the people instead of the other way around, the photograph is a witty

remark on the dynamics of tourism: tourists become the exotic object of interest to

locals who are concerned with the revenue they bring to the economy.

Henri Cartier-Bresson's photograph "Gymnastics in a refugee camp, Kurukshetra,

Punjab, India, 1948," has more to do with formal qualities of composition than the

life of refugees. (Figure 24) Half the photograph is devoted to a blank sky while in

the lower half a group of about twenty men are in various stages of jumping, arms

thrown to the sky, legs moving in all directions. Their exuberance and smiles seem

at odds with the usual picture of hopeless refugees.

The use of an artistic approach to a staged news event can be seen in Raymond

Depardon's photograph "Richard Nixon" (1968). (Figure 25) Depardon used a wide

angle lens while standing at the bottom of stairs to an airplane door where Richard

Nixon has emerged, arms thrown up in victory. The wide angle allowed Depardon to

include an American flag in the entire right half of the image, towering over Nixon,

and to catch several cameras - one in each bottom corner and even one in the

hands of the pilot - marking this clearly as a moment of publicity.

Martine Franck used techniques of composition to create an arresting photograph

out of mundane subject matter in "Le Brusc, south of France, 1976." (Figure 26)

Three adults lounge in the sun alongside a pool (only a corner of which can be

seen), while two children play in a hammock in the far background. By treating the

people as dark shapes on the white tile grid she creates an abstract pattern of lines,
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circles, and curves. The shadow of the man in the hammock in the immediate

foreground creates a pattern where the white lines above are mirrored by black

shadows below, cradling his floating form.

Magnum photographers, being owner-members of a collective, often choose their

own projects and can represent their subjects relatively free from the daily

demands and expectations of a photo editor. This freedom coupled with the

Magnum emphasis on long-term documentary projects as opposed to daily news,

has allowed the Magnum style to incorporate a whole range of artistic practices that

would not be acceptable for other photojournalists. Those who work for newspapers

or wire service agencies such as Associated Press need to pay primary attention to

depicting news events in the most direct and accessible manner. A photograph like

Chris Steele-Perkins "Edhi Foundation mental hospital, Pakistan, 1997," would not

satisfy a newspaper's need for images that appear to objectively impart clear

information. (Figure 27) In this image, Steele-Perkins has photographed a

courtyard of the mental hospital through the grid of small windows that puncture

the walls all around. Through eight rectangles, various sections of the courtyard

and the people in it can be seen, each one like a tiny photograph. In one window a

torso laying down is complemented by a leg and foot walking past, in another the

whole body of a naked man is resting in the sun. Further windows capture other

body fragments; only one window frames a man's face. What can a viewer conclude

about the mental hospital from this photograph? Through such a fragmented

perspective it's difficult to asses the relationships between people or the conditions

of the hospital. That may be part of Steele-Perkins point, that understanding this
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place through images is impossible. But a newspaper editor would have difficulty

finding a use for it because there is no clear visual informational statement.

A different artistic approach to documentary material can be seen in non-Magnum

photographer Robert Frank's book, The Americans. Frank traveled around the

United States on a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1955/56 taking photographs of

people at funerals, on the street, at drive-in movies, in restaurants, driving cars.

Rather than rely on neat geometrical compositions to create abstract patterns, he

focused on fleeting, contemplative facial expressions or included empty space to

lend his photographs a sense of sad loneliness and of disjuncture between people.

In his photograph "Elevator - Miami Beach" the young elevator girl looks wistfully

off into the distance as her rich-looking patrons blur past her out the door. (Figure

28) It's not possible to know whether it is her sadness the photograph conveys, or

Frank's.

John Szarkowski, writing about the anger that met the 1958 publication of Frank's

book in the United States points out that it wasn't the subject matter that so

enraged people, it was the style:

The more distressing new quality in Frank's pictures was equivocating

indirection, their reluctance to state clearly and simply either their

subject or their moral. …The very design of his pictures seemed

ambivalent and unresolved; he had recognized that the armature of

classic geometry underlying Cartier-Bresson's pictures produced work
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in service to the virtues of harmony and measure, qualities that were

not central to Frank's view of life.63

While the documentary aspect of Frank's work in The Americans is highly

subjective, like much of Magnum's own work, he uses the element of artistic

expression to create a whole different visual style, leading viewers to conclusions

about his subjects at odds with the conclusions drawn from work in the Magnum

style.

                                        
63 John Szarkowski, Photography until Now (New York: Museum of Modern Art / Bulfinch,
1989).





98

Change in the Magnum Style

Early in Magnum’s history until roughly the 1980s the stylistic elements of drama,

documentary realism, narrativity, and artistic expression combined to produce

highly ordered, clearly arranged compositions that emphasized a revealing

moment, expression or gesture that seemed to convey an important understanding

of a given situation. Through the 1980s until September 2001 a new manifestation

of the Magnum style gradually emerged, visually emphasizing fragmentation.

Magnum's latest survey compilation, Magnum˚, of photographs taken after the fall

of the Berlin Wall in 1989, reveals their earlier themes in a new form. The basic

elements of drama, narrative, art, and realism are still present, but often in a new

configuration. Instead of orderly and direct compositions, a new Magnum mode of

representation has evolved to emphasize disorder, chaos, exoticism and lack of

understanding through undecipherable juxtapositions in a framing that appears

random (but is not). Whereas the classic Magnum style branded their work as

photojournalism done artfully, the balance has now shifted to an emphasis on art

and expression, with little promotion of any documentary value.

The development of a new mode of representation out of Magnum's classic style

can be traced first to a broad change in the photographers' focus in the late 1960s,

when Fred Ritchin (writing for Magnum's compilation book, In Our Time) notes that

"there was a significant movement away from the public and newsworthy to the

more personal and intimate as subject matter, often to the fringes of one's own

society."64  One example of this shift in subject matter, Bruce Davidson's work on

                                        
64 Ritchin, "What Is Magnum?" p. 435.
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East 100th Street in New York City in 1966, shows how this new mode was

diverging from the classic style. All his photographs from that several year long

project were taken with a large format camera on a tripod, as opposed to most all

Magnum work which is created with hand-held 35mm cameras. Davidson's

photographs are luminous portraits that radiate a spirit of humanism but which do

not conform to the candid, dramatic, or even narrative aspects of the classic style.

(Figure 29)

Philip Jones-Griffiths project, published as the book Vietnam, Inc. in 1971 also

marked a change towards more explicit expression of both personal beliefs and of

the era's cynicism.65 However, much of Jones-Griffiths searing indictment of

American involvement in Vietnam comes from his text and layout, while the images

themselves largely fit into the classic Magnum style as delineated earlier.

A sharp shift in visual style was ushered in by Gilles Peress' work on Iran in 1980,

published as Telex Iran in 1983. Peress decided to emphasize his inability to

comprehend the complexity of the changes occurring in Iran during the revolution

through both words and photographs, rather than create a falsely definitive

statement. In images such as "Pro-Ayatollah Shariat-madari demonstrations,

Tabriz, Iran, 1980," Peress uses a wide angle lens as if to include details of context

but then fills the frame with obstructions to the view such as tops of heads, corners

of placards, and empty space such as sky or wall. (Figure 30) There is no attempt

in this kind of composition to create a coherent narrative, a dramatic moment, or a
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candid shot of revealing gestures, it's not even obvious where the center of the

event is located and certainly not what that event means. The deliberate

fragmentation of subjects to make a self-conscious point about photography and

knowledge that is seen in Peress' images was influential among students of

photography.66 However, later uses of this technique were often not in the service

of a critical perspective on the limits of photography, but became a style in itself.

The development of this new visual mode beginning in the late 1980s has created a

look that preferences a poetic description of appearances over a message about the

social or political world. A photograph like Harry Gruyaert's "India: Communist

Party Congress, Trivandrum, Kerala, 1989," is collage-like in its refusal to separate

the significant element noted in the caption from the background and foreground

detail. (Figure 31) By reducing distance between objects with the use of a telephoto

lens, it becomes difficult to locate them in three-dimensional space. This flattening

renders the elements of people, bus, and bicycles as artificial looking as the movie

posters plastering the walls of the buildings.

There are several techniques used to achieve this flattening of objects and space

that is common to the new Magnum visual mode. One strategy is to maintain a

deep focus and photograph from a vantage point that does not allow any one

element to dominate the image, but rather allows many diverse details to claim

                                                                                                                                  
65 Thirteen pages of his photographs were included in Magnum's America in Crisis book
project in 1969.
66 For Telex Iran's influence on a new generation of young Danish photojournalists currently
winning international prizes, see Edgar Allen Beem, "Danish Modern," Photo District News,
September 2001.
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equal attention and thus refuse to identify where the viewer's eyes should rest.

Another technique is the use of a telephoto lens to zoom in on a large scene, as in

the Gruyaert photograph analyzed above, rather than the more traditional method

of indicating the most important element by zooming in on it.

A photograph simply titled "Tokyo, 1996," by Gueorgui Pinkhassov exemplifies this

move towards the purely visual. (Figure 32) The focus of the image is the pattern of

sunlight as it streams into a corridor through window blinds. Men in business suits

mill around, out of focus, while one appears to be on a cell phone in the

background. The location might be a hotel or an office, its generic walls and table

lamps give nothing away. If the man on the left side, who is facing the camera, was

in focus then the photograph could be considered a portrait; if the man was well-

known it might even have some news value. However, the pattern of light and

shadow is so strong that it overwhelms the particularity of the men and the room,

there is nothing a viewer can do but contemplate the colors and abstract pattern.

The emergence of a new Magnum visual mode in the late 1970s and early 1980s

marked by fragmentation, chaos, exoticism and irreverence, is fundamentally a

switch from a modernist (the classic style) to a postmodernist understanding of the

world.67 The classic Magnum style delineated in this thesis invokes a belief in the

importance of history and the individual, a belief that truth can be uncovered, that

certain master narratives can explain events, that heroism is possible. The

postmodern mode in Magnum overturns many of these assumptions, suggesting
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that there are many truths rather than one, that the photographer cannot presume

to determine the meaning of the photograph, that individuals are overshadowed by

a world they can't control or understand. While some photographers in Magnum

seem to be embracing a postmodern perspective, others continue to work in the

classic style. However, the balance seems to be tipping towards the visual

description without clear social message that is seen in the postmodern

manifestation of the style.68

Some critics have noticed this change in emphasis from modernist to postmodernist

perspective. Julian Stallabrass, in a critique of Sebastião Salgado, wrote that

The Hayward Gallery exhibition [the 1990 London exhibit "In Our

Time"] tracing the history of Magnum clearly showed how the agency

had declined from the heights of the pre-war and wartime periods,

when its members had produced images of extraordinary political and

aesthetic concentration, into the frivolities and cool eccentricities of

the 1960s and beyond.69

Stallabrass locates Salgado's work firmly in the classic Magnum camp with his

work's "strong formal qualities, its manifest compassion, its concentration on the

graphic qualities of black-and-white pushed to the limits, it was as if the intervening

                                                                                                                                  
67 What I am describing as "postmodernist" is the effect of the visual style, I am not making
any claims about individual photographers personal points of view.
68 For a description of a parallel disruption of perspective, from modernist frameworks to
postmodernist ones, in the field of anthropology, see George E. Marcus and Michael M. J.
Fischer, Anthropology as Cultural Critique: An Experimental Moment in the Human Sciences
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986).
69 Stallabrass, "Sebastião Salgado and Fine Art Photojournalism." p. 134.
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years [since Henri Cartier-Bresson and Robert Capa's era] had vanished without

trace."70

                                        
70 Ibid.
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The Magnum Style after 9/11

On September 10, 2001 Magnum held their annual meeting in New York City. The

next day many members were still in town and photographed the World Trade

Center Towers as they fell and later documented the aftermath. The book New York

September 11, By Magnum Photographers, published a few months later, shows

what could be a renewed interest in promoting the classic Magnum style. The

fragmentation, cynicism, and emphasis on the purely visual in the work of the

1980s and 1990s is nowhere to be seen. Instead there is a sincerity and directness

to the images and a strong sense of empathy with those caught up in the events -

despite the chaos, there is no confusion here.

Magnum member photographer Thomas Hoepker, Magnum's vice-president and

editor of the September 11 compilation of images, writes in the book that:

I strongly believe in documentary photography, in taking pictures of

real life. When I looked at the pictures from our photographers, there

were some that were wonderful or clever compositions, but they

emphasized the artistry in photography rather than telling the story.

We didn't put those pictures in this book. I don't think they belong in

this book because they do not serve its purpose, which is to bear

witness. In a moment like this you must be very humble.71

In the face of a tragedy that hit Magnum and Magnum's audience close to home,

and through a venue (book memorials to 9/11) that would be certain to reach a

massive American audience, Magnum chose to present itself through the classic

                                        
71 Magnum Photos, New York September 11, by Magnum Photographers (New York:
powerHouse Books, 2001). p. 67.
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style.72 Hoepker's comments emphasize the different functions of the two dominant

modes in Magnum, the classic modernist attempt to sincerely "bear witness" and

the "clever compositions" of the newer postmodernist aesthetic of irony and

disjuncture. As has been described in this chapter, the classic style has been

constructed to convey an appearance of reality and thus it was the proper choice

for a book project publicized as strictly documentary.

One of Magnum photographer Bruce Gilden's subjects is New Yorkers as seen on

the street. His work in the Magnum° compilation book, published in 2000, includes

five of these portraits. (Figure 33) All use a strong flash and close cropping or

blurring of backgrounds to highlight the subjects who are caught with a strange or

ugly expression. The result is sensational rather than realistic and either critical of

New Yorkers or simply reveling in their weird appearances. However, a Gilden

portrait of New Yorkers after the events of September 11 suggests a change in

attitude, if only temporarily, that is in keeping with a turn towards the classic

Magnum style. In his photograph, titled "Sunday, September 23, there was a

memorial prayer service inside Yankee Stadium. The feeling outside the stadium

was clear: We're going to beat this.", a young girl holds up a handmade sign that

says "Support our Troops!!" while a hand from outside the frame holds out a

panoramic poster of New York, with the World Trade Center towers prominent.

(Figure 34) Several other young children stand around with flags and signs and two

women walk by in the background. In this sort of treatment - using a wide angle

                                        
72 New York September 11, by Magnum Photographers was out on store shelves 66 days
after September 11 and sold well, reaching the New York Times bestseller list. See Jack
Rosenberger, "Teaming to Pay Tribute," Graphic Arts Monthly, January 2002.
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lens to include some context, relying on natural light rather than flash, catching

somber expressions - Gilden dignifies his subjects with a kind of normalcy in a way

that he did not do in his earlier work. Even in two other post-September 11

photographs where Gilden does use flash and either obscure or blurred

backgrounds, as in his earlier work, the slightly odd expressions of the Wall Street

employees going back to work are justified and humanized by the context provided

by the book and the caption, "It seemed to make some people go deep inside

themselves; others were guarded, cautious." (Figure 35)

The choice to publish classic style images is a sudden disruption of the rising

dominance of the postmodernist mode in Magnum publications. It is still too early

to determine whether the new found desire for definitive explanations of world

events and the much-heralded predictions for an end to irony will have any lasting

effect on Magnum's approach to representing the world. However, there is a

possibility that the events of September 11 have created a new relevance for the

humanist, documentary realism of Magnum's classic visual style.
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Chapter Three

Magnum's Markets and Branding

A combination of factors has led to the current situation where Magnum

photographs are seen more frequently in books, exhibits and mass culture items

like postcards, than in traditional photojournalism venues such as magazines and

newspapers. As the classic picture magazines declined in circulation and popularity

in the late 1960s, postmodernism was on the rise in the arts, as was an overtly

personal, subjective approach to photojournalism. This era of changing markets and

altered paradigms coincided with the slow emergence of a new mode of

postmodernist photography in Magnum at odds with their classic black-and-white

modernism.

Rather than attempt to set up a cause and effect model of how the changing

markets for photography affected Magnum's style, this chapter will explore how

Magnum has strategically used the marketplace over time to both promote their

classic visual style (even as a new visual mode emerged alongside it) and to

continually reassert their distinctive brand of principled, serious, and cutting-edge

photo-commentary.
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The Magnum Discourse on "Keeping Our Principles"

One strategy for maintaining difference is found in Magnum's discourse about their

relationship to markets. In discussing James Nachtwey's unhappiness with Magnum

and threats to quit in 1999, Magnum vice president Thomas Hoepker "suggests the

problems wouldn't exist if only Magnum had more money and resources. That

would require the agency to admit photographers who can earn more money, such

as celebrity and advertising shooters. `But we have an image and a tradition to

maintain,' Hoepker says. `It's a conflict between keeping our principles and being

adaptive to the market.'"73  Hoepker's message is that Magnum has difficulty

making money because of their principled dedication to a type of photography that

is not easily marketable. Maintaining this distinction between photography that is

marketable (i.e. commercial) and their photography which is not, enables Magnum

to situate themselves and their work on moral and aesthetic high ground, above

other agencies and other styles.

The Magnum discourse on principles has been used internally in an attempt to keep

the Magnum cooperative on a certain consistent path, adhering to the original

founders' vision of a humanist documentation of the world's realities. These

warnings have been issued in a language that suggests a fear of commercialization,

but they also appear to be an attempt to discourage members from changing the

visual style for marketing purposes. For example, George Rodger wrote to Cornell

Capa in 1959 that "surely the spirit of the old Magnum should not die, and our

precepts, founded so long ago…should not be lost sight of…I feel we are losing sight

                                        
73 Hamilton, "Magnum Opus."
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of them now. I feel that money is all that matters now. … Can't we curb

this…almost fanatical striving after kudos and power - and just become, once again,

a less flamboyant service organisation concerned mainly with the sales and

promotion of pictures that members like, and are most fitted to take?"74  Echoing

his sentiments, Henri Cartier-Bresson distributed a note to members at the annual

general meeting later that year to say that "We have to be very careful in the

development of our operation and not accept jobs … just for the sake of money,

because this will kill our sensitivity and integrity."75

Henri Cartier-Bresson wrote to members again in 1962:

I wish to remind everyone that Magnum was created to allow us, and

in fact to oblige us, to bring testimony on our world and

contemporaries according to our own abilities and interpretations. …I

feel a hard touch of sclerosis descending upon us. …one must stay

photographically in contact with the realities taking place in front of

our lenses and not hesitate to sacrifice material comfort and security.

This return to our sources would keep our heads and lenses above the

artificial life which so often surrounds us. I am shocked to see to what

extent so many of us are conditioned - almost exclusively by the

desires of the clients.76

What can be concluded about this sort of rhetoric about markets and its function

within the institution of Magnum? In this cooperative organization managed by all

its photographer members (currently numbering forty-six), the insistent re-

articulation of their desired self-image as non-commercial and serious may work as

                                        
74 Miller, Magnum: Fifty Years at the Front Line of History. p. 170.
75 Ibid. p. 175.
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a kind of internal branding. At the 2002 Corporate Image Conference, the message

to companies was that "The new approach to branding is a holistic one - the brand

shows up not just in contact with a customer, but in internal communications,

employee relations, even in the company's mission statement."77 Magnum needs to

maintain a common internal understanding of its goals and principles in order to

keep the expression of the Magnum brand consistent and unique in the eyes of

their markets - magazines, corporations, and consumers.

In addition to the internal discourse, there is also the discourse produced by

Magnum for external use, which emphasizes their high principles and non-

commercial goals. In the introduction to Magnum's 40th anniversary book, In Our

Time: The World as Seen by Magnum Photographers, the historian William

Manchester wrote that "readers living in a society harried by the hawkers of

dubious products and unimaginative pictures may be unaware of Magnum and its

high seriousness. … In Our Time is a tribute to their genius, their versatility, and

their devotion to their profession."78

In the introduction to their 50th anniversary book, Magnum°, Michael Ignatieff even

more explicitly situated Magnum photographers above other photojournalists. He

argued that agency photographers for Associated Press, Reuters, and Agence

France Presse had, by the 1960s, largely taken over the depiction of war and

                                                                                                                                  
76 Ritchin, "What Is Magnum?." p. 434.
77 "2002 Corporate Image Conference Offers Valuable Branding Lessons," PR News, January
28, 2002.
78 Willam Manchester, "Images: A Wide Angle," in Magnum Photos et al., In Our Time: The
World as Seen by Magnum Photographers. p. 18 - 19.



118

disaster from other agencies, including Magnum: "these agency photographers

were often courageous and competent, but the magnum ideal had been higher: to

raise documentation to the level of art. the market for magnum's kind of intensely

personal and intensely seen war photography was now shrinking. magnum

photography might have resigned itself to a mannerist future: either as formalist

art or as ironic advertising. yet this did not happen."79

Positioning Magnum as producers of serious high culture is a strategy that is played

out primarily on the level of their discourse, both internal and external, but also

through their choices of clients and other publishing outlets for their work, as will

be seen in the following sections.

Magazine and Corporate Clients

Magnum's early financial well-being as an agency was linked to the popularity of

Life magazine, their most steady client until the 1960s.80  Magazine photo editors,

like Wilson Hicks at Life, may have played a role in shaping the classic Magnum

style through his need for dramatic photographs and photo-essays suitable for big

magazine reproductions.81  In the period from their founding through the 1960s,

                                        
79 No capital letters are used in the original text. Michael Ignatieff, "Introduction," in
Magnum°, ed. Magnum Photos inc (London: Phaidon Press Ltd., 2000). p. 57.
80 While Life magazine didn't cease weekly publication until 1972, it had already begun to
turn away from photojournalism towards lifestyle and celebrity coverage in the 1960s. See
Miller, Magnum: Fifty Years at the Front Line of History. p. 230. For a description of the
relationship between Life and the founding members of Magnum, see Janssens and Kalff,
"Time Incorporated Stink Club: The Influence of Life on the Founding of Magnum Photos."
81 While it is beyond the scope of this thesis, the influence of Life magazine's photographic
needs on Magnum's visual style and vice-versa, the influence of Magnum photographers'
insistence on controlling the meanings conveyed by their work on the way Life used
photographs, would be a profitable direction for further research. It is often argued (for
example in Janssens and Kalff) that Magnum was founded in direct opposition to Life's



119

Magnum's clients were overwhelmingly the glossy magazines: American

publications such as Life, Look, Ladies Home Journal, National Geographic and

Vogue, England's Picture Post, France's Paris Match, Vu, and Regards, and

Germany's Stern. Magnum could survive on magazine work since the institution had

always insisted that the photographer retain copyright over his images, enabling a

photographer to shoot one story and sell it to several magazines. Usually the most

important condition of sale imposed by the magazines was that Magnum not sell

the work to their competitors in the same country. For example, Brian Brake's 1961

color photo essay on the Monsoon season in India was widely published, including

in both Life and Paris Match, pulling in $75,000.82

By the end of the 1960s, with the decline of the first mass circulation picture

magazines, Life, Look, and Picture Post, Magnum turned towards new magazine

clients, corporate work, book projects, and exhibits. But interestingly they did not

turn towards a role as regular supplier of photographs to newspapers, a role filled

by many other press agencies, most notably Associated Press, Reuters, and Agence

France Presse. As early as 1955, Magnum's international executive editor John G.

Morris had suggested that Magnum set up a syndication operation similar to other

press agencies to market their photographs to newspapers around the world. His

suggestion was motivated by a need to overcome constant financial difficulties.

                                                                                                                                  
policies and the style of the photo editor Wilson Hicks, but these accounts are based on
photographers' and editors' personal statements that might hide a more complex reality.
82 Ritchin, "What Is Magnum?." p. 433.
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However, George Rodger and David Seymour, two of the founding members,

strongly objected. Rodger wrote to Morris: "Progress and development is fine, of

course. But it is the direction it is taking that worries me. After all, this syndication

business is a form of commercialisation that is foreign to Magnum."83  This choice to

avoid a certain market niche is significant and has distinguished Magnum as

belonging to a certain type of agency that pursues in-depth photo-commentary

rather than daily news.84  Rodger's rhetoric of a fear of commercialization is part of

Magnum's discourse about themselves as high-minded and non-commercial

photographers, as discussed in the section above. Avoiding the image of catering to

the needs of daily newspapers for merely "competent" photographs (as Ignatieff

called press agency photos) works to Magnum's advantage, branding the group as

working on a level of sophistication above the average press photographer.

The rise of television as a mass medium for information and entertainment affected

the fate of photo-commentary by destroying the financial base of the picture-

magazines. “By the 1960s, advertisers of cars, soap, cereal, tobacco, and other

products could easily reach 100 million American households with a commercial on

The Ed Sullivan Show. Life, even with its record-breaking 8.5 million readers,

couldn’t compete with the audience numbers television offered.”85 As advertisers

defected to television, general magazines like Life (which folded in 1972) and Look

                                        
83 Miller, Magnum: Fifty Years at the Front Line of History. p. 126.
84 Newspapers (most likely in their magazine sections) may occasionally run Magnum
photographs or assign a story to a Magnum photographer, but Magnum does not cater
directly to their daily, front page needs. For example, in 1962, the London Sunday Times
newspaper began publishing their color Sunday Times Magazine, which eventually competed
with other Sunday magazine newspaper supplements for Magnum photographs. (Ibid. p.
198 - 199)
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(published until 1971) suffered the most. Magazines responded by creating niche

markets and turning to special interest audiences.86

Magnum also turned to work on corporate annual reports, a much more lucrative

endeavor than photo-commentary.87 Corporate work or advertising (of which

Magnum has actually done very little) appears to be at odds with their discourse of

principles and the desire to remain non-commercial. Yet, it was justified both by

financial need and by internal reassurances that the Magnum style would not need

to change for these new clients. Pat Hagan at the New York office wrote to the

members in 1952 that "If this market of advertising and industry is to be opened

up, it can only be done by exceptional material, not by Coca-Cola type pictures.

Advertising agencies interested in us expect to see pictures of the kind we publish

in Life, Look, Vogue, Harper's Bazaar, etc."88  The extent to which Magnum's

editorial style is related to their corporate style would be interesting to investigate,

however this is beyond the scope of the thesis since their corporate work is not

readily accessible.

From Magazines to Books: The Discourse of Principles Revisited

In 1987 Andy Grundberg, a photography critic, asked: "why is it that, in the 1980s,

photojournalism is increasingly seen in contexts other than magazines and

                                                                                                                                  
85 Charles P. Daly, Patrick Henry, and Ellen Ryder, The Magazine Publishing Industry
(Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1997). p. 17.
86 Ibid.
87 In 1974 Magnum photographers photographed for fifty-one annual reports. Miller,
Magnum: Fifty Years at the Front Line of History. p. 241.
88 Ritchin, "What Is Magnum?." p. 433.
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newspapers?"89  In 1997 Julian Stallabrass asked a similar question in a review of

Sebastião Salgado's pictures of Brazilian gold mines: "why are they better known in

the world of fine art than in the mass media?"90  These writers go on to suggest

that the answer lies both in the effects of television's mass penetration into society

and in photojournalists' desires to creatively push beyond the limits imposed by the

media.

Grundberg argues that television cameramen are able to broadcast their footage so

immediately that the "image potentials of a subject [are exhausted] long before

photographers get their film back to their offices."91 He suggests that the

photojournalist's function has been usurped and the highly educated photographers

in that field want to create more sophisticated, complex representations that

question their own role as documentarians. Stallabrass argues that the decline of

"straight" documentary photography is more than a result of technological change

(the coming of television), but is instead due to the concentration of Western media

ownership into a few corporate hands, thus giving advertisers more power over the

media than ever before. As a result, Stallabrass writes, magazines are "filling the

pages of even once serious publications with 'features' on food, fashion, cars and

the lives of TV personalities. Obviously, the prospects in this mass media for a

photojournalism which disturbs the contemporary myths of the market are not good

- nor are they for anything which might disrupt the 'buying mood.'"92  Stallabrass

                                        
89 Grundberg, Crisis of the Real: Writings on Photography since 1974. p. 189.
90 Stallabrass, "Sebastião Salgado and Fine Art Photojournalism." p. 133
91 Grundberg, Crisis of the Real: Writings on Photography since 1974. p. 189.
92 Stallabrass, "Sebastião Salgado and Fine Art Photojournalism." p. 133.
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suggests that this has pushed photojournalism to the mediums of books and art

exhibit venues to avoid the restrictions in the mass media on content and approach.

John Szarkowski, an historian and former curator of photography at the Museum of

Modern Art in New York, locates the initial decline of magazine work for

photographers in the decade of the 1960s. He argues that while the magazines at

that time were paying photographers more than ever and still maintained high

circulation, "the photographer's faith in [the magazines] usefulness to his own

ambitions was failing. The magazines had seemed to promise the opportunity to

reshape the world a little, but after a short generation that promise had faded."93

Like Grundberg and Stallabrass, Szarkowski sees not only a decline in the market

for photo-commentary but also a disillusionment in photographers hopes for

genuine communication of important social issues through that market. The result,

these three authors suggest, is a turn towards other modes of expression such as

book projects and exhibits (where the photographer has control over content and

layout), as well as the development of new styles. Szarkowski cites Robert Frank as

one of the most influential of a number of photographers who "had become bored

or outraged by their own work as it appeared in the magazines [and] revenged

themselves by adapting advanced photojournalistic style to the needs of their own

anger."94

Missing in the discussions, like those mentioned above, of photographers turning

away from the magazine market is any clear articulation of which photographers

                                        
93 Szarkowski, Photography until Now.
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are moving in new directions. Clearly there are still many magazine photographers

who serve this large market, from the 1960s through the foreseeable future. The

photographers who chose to leave the magazine market are differentiated from

those who stayed and are variously described as "advanced photographers" or

"photographers of ambition and high talent" (Szarkowski), and "today's most

stimulating photojournalists" (Grundberg). 95 Certainly there have also been

numerous articles in the popular and photographic press criticizing photo-

commentators for moving into non-mass media venues. 96  However, the more

usual discourse both inside and outside of Magnum asserts that the eventual turn

away from magazines at a time when they were seen to be commercializing is a

principled choice that reflects a photographer's high morals and creative spirit. Fred

Ritchin participates in this discourse when he writes that:

As many of Magnum's photographers have chosen to emphasize their

own personal vision, working at greater length and complexity, they

have had to not only look for forms of presentation other than the

magazine, but to develop and refine skills that go beyond the

traditional parameters of the photojournalist as producer of images. …

Many have become, to a considerably larger extent, the authors of

their own work, able themselves to direct the meanings of their

photographs, to preserve ambiguities when wanted, to place the

images in contexts which amplify, rather than redirect or constrict,

their meanings. In this sense they continue to extend the Magnum

                                                                                                                                  
94 Ibid. Frank's book, The Americans, appeared in 1958.
95 Ibid. and Grundberg, Crisis of the Real: Writings on Photography since 1974. p. 186.
96 For examples of criticism of Magnum's work on war and suffering that, despite the
subject-matter, is often displayed outside the mass media, see Ingrid Sischy, "Good
Intentions," The New Yorker, September 9, 1991. Richard B. Woodward, "To Hell and Back,"
The Village Voice, June 13, 2000. Susie Linfield, "Beyond the Sorrow and the Pity," Dissent
(2001). Susie Linfield, "Capture the Moment: On the Uses and Misuses of Photojournalism,"
Boston Review, April/May 2001.
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tradition of independence. …almost everyone seems to be working on

a personal project, usually a book or exhibition.97

The effect of this discourse is to yet again place Magnum at the top of their field

and differentiate the cooperative from other photo-commentators. The fact that

since the end of the 1960s Magnum doesn't publish primarily in mass-circulation

magazines reaffirms their status as independent, moral, and talented. Their renown

was previously based on their ability to work with the mass-circulation magazines

while maintaining their independent visual style and photographer's rights. But as

markets changed and magazines had less money to spend on photography, leaving

the magazines behind as major clients began to look like the best choice for

Magnum both financially and as a strategy to maintain difference and remain on the

cutting-edge of photo-commentary.

The Role of Color

Before the 1960s color photography was associated with advertisements, while

black and white was the norm for serious work such as photo-commentary.98 Max

Kozloff, writing in Art Forum in 1975 suggests that "Much of this began to change in

the '60s, the era of Pop art, standard color movies, and color television."99

Szarkowski notes that "By 1970 younger photographers were beginning to see color

not as a decorative gloss on the facts - the beauty part - but as content."100  Some

Magnum photographers, like Susan Meiseles, were part of that younger generation

                                        
97 Ritchin, "What Is Magnum?." p. 441.
98 Black and white, being an abstraction of the way the world is normally perceived, is an
important tool for photographers who wish to convey an abstract message about the
"human condition."
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that embraced color in photo-commentary work. Her book Nicaragua, published in

1981, received both condemnation and praise for her choice to photograph a civil

war with color film.101

By 1986 the exhibit "On the Line: The New Color Photojournalism" showcased

twelve photo-commentators working in color, six of whom were Magnum members.

One of these six was Harry Gruyaert, whom a critic writing about the "On the Line"

exhibit describes as someone "who consistently sacrifices the newsworthy aspect of

a given scene in the interests of a certain tone or mood. … Gruyaert's subject

matter…is to a large extent Gruyaert himself."102 As shown in Chapter Two,

Gruyaert's work is part of the emerging postmodernist mode in Magnum, in which

color is an important element of expression. By the 1990s color work had been

integrated into Magnum's style, both in the modernist and postmodernist modes, as

it has been in the work of photo-commentators in general.

Targeting Individual Consumers: Book Projects and Exhibits

"'I don't think there is any other agency in the world,' Martine Franck points out

with some pride, 'whose members have published so many books and organised so

many exhibitions.'"103  As Magnum members pulled away from the magazine

market they began to more actively use book projects and exhibits to promote their

visual style and maintain their distinction as a unique group, especially after 1979.

                                                                                                                                  
99 Max Kozloff, "Photography: The Coming to Age of Color," Art Forum, January 1975. p. 33.
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Eye: Essays on Photography (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1987).
102 Nancy Roth, "The Elements of Style," Afterimage vol. 14, no. 3 (October 1986). p. 6.
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These projects directly appeal to a whole new market, the individual consumer,

rather than Magnum's business clients in the magazine and corporate worlds.

Magnum has had numerous group exhibitions in the years after the famous "Family

of Man" exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1955, to which they

contributed 14% of the photographs on display.104 Four Magnum group exhibits

were held between 1956 and 1962, then there was a gap of 14 years before the

next exhibit in 1976. Between 1979 and 1982 Magnum had a group exhibition each

year. There was also a gap between 1969 and 1979 in their publishing of

compilation books, but since then Magnum has achieved a regular schedule of

producing at least one group book every year or two.

The books published by Magnum have not all been undertaken in the same spirit.

There has been a shift, most pronounced since the late 1990s, from Magnum books

that purport to document a moment in history to books that celebrate the artistry in

a collection of individual images. This shift can be seen in the subjects covered by

the books as well as in the discourse surrounding the different projects. In the book

The World as Seen by Magnum Photographers (1960) that accompanied the

exhibition of the same name, Edward Steichen wrote "This unique association of

freelance photographers is continually and persistently following the course of

events wherever they happen on this globe. Today they are among the ranking

contributors in the reporting and documenting of the human aspect of timely world

events, which, tomorrow, become timeless visual affirmations of history."105 The
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104 Ibid. p. 127.
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book Creative America, published in 1962, featured text written by John F.

Kennedy, while the book Peace on Earth (1964) illustrated Pope John XXIII's yearly

encyclical letter with images of daily life around the world. America in Crisis (1969)

documented American social issues of violence, poverty, civil rights, the Vietnam

war, and presidential politics throughout the year 1968. In the foreword, the editors

state that "America in Crisis is an effort to examine the dream and the reality. In

text and pictures it seeks to identify the events, the trends, and the feelings

involved in this crucial period of the American experience."106

In all these books Magnum's photographs are viewed as contributing to a process of

close examination of some aspect of life in the world. Later books retain the

rhetoric about recording history, but the topics become much more generalized. On

the dust jacket for Heroes and Anti-Heroes (1991), a collection of portraits from

Robert Capa's 1932 Leon Trotsky to Stuart Franklin's 1989 man stopping tanks in

Tienanmen Square, it is proclaimed that "Magnum photographers have been

documenting history as it happens, and, inevitably, the most notable figures of our

time." These books are essentially vehicles to publish a wide range of Magnum

photos from the archive, partially designed to pull in much needed revenue, rather

than projects that are set up to investigate or document a current social issue or

event. (The photographs in the archive are not necessarily old, as the word may

seem to imply, but are simply Magnum's files of images made for various purposes

other than for these books.) Their 40th anniversary book, In Our Time: The World

as Seen by Magnum Photographers (1989), is also a compilation of individual

                                        
106 Magnum Photos and Mitchel Levitas, America in Crisis (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
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images from the archive loosely organized by (un-acknowledged) themes such as

politics, the Middle East, and humor. This trend only becomes more pronounced as

the 1990s go by: Magnum Cinema (1995), Magnum Landscape (1996), Magnum

Photos (1997), Israel: 50 Years as Seen by Magnum (1998), a series of ten books

published in France on themes such as Desert, Birth, Trees, Night, Struggle, and

Film Stars (all 1998), Magna Brava: Magnum's Women Photographers (1999), and

their 50th anniversary book, Magnum° (2000). Their most recent publication breaks

from this mold of archival photos published in theme books only because world

events finally crashed in on them at home: New York September 11, By Magnum

Photographers (2001).

These recent books that draw solely from the archive serve as reminders to the

public of Magnum's role in the visual representation of the world, all the way down

to how our walls look (see the book Walls, in the French series published by Terrail

Photo). The presentation of especially the themed books, such as Magnum

Landscape, Walls or Magna Brava: Magnum's Women Photographers, is that of the

now familiar glossy art book geared towards an audience interested in images,

rather than in photo-commentary. Magnum is taking photographs originally made

as part of long-term photo-commentary projects such as Larry Towell's work on the

Mennonites and repackaging them for greater consumer audience appeal.107

Introducing consumers, who may not follow work done in photo-commentary, to

the work of Magnum through the less political, more aesthetic medium of theme
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107 Larry Towell's photographs of the Mennonites are now seen fragmented from each other
in the Magnum Landscape book.



130

books, seems to be a strategy by Magnum to produce a new market. As Rosemary

Coombe explains in The Cultural Life of Intellectual Properties,

The value of a product…lies in the exchange value of its brand name,

advertising image, or status connotations: the ‘distinction’ that it has,

or will acquire, in the market. Monopoly of this trademark or

commodity/sign and its meaning is crucial to corporate capital. For

today it is no longer the production of goods but the production of

consumers to produce demand that is fundamental to profit expansion

and a strategic site for corporate investment.108

Branding glossy, aesthetically appealing, and easily digestible photography books

with the name Magnum is producing consumers who will learn to look to Magnum

for visual pleasure, rather than the social knowledge that is promoted in photo-

commentary.

In a review of Magnum's 50th anniversary exhibit and book (Magnum˚) Peter

Hamilton writes that,

it [the book] is over-designed, too trendy for its purpose. A triumph of

form over content, this publication symbolises the trend away from the

mission to inform which was once at the heart of the Magnum project.

…The old markets (magazines such as Life, Time, Stern, National

Geographic, etc.) have gone overboard for lifestyle features, changed

their focus, cut back their photographic budgets or collapsed

altogether. …At the same time a new cultural field has emerged, a

cross-over domain that includes the glossy press, book publishing, TV,

commercial galleries, advertising agencies, plus the subsidised art
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sector etc. This is a new environment that prizes work made by a more

creative and less editorial approach.109

It is this "new cultural field" that is being exploited by Magnum with projects such

as the themed books, the current 2002 exhibition "Magnum Cinema: Photographs

from 50 Years of Movie-Making" based on their 1995 book of the same name, and

the creation of a computer screen-saver of Magnum photographs, available for free

download from their website.110  It is now also possible to buy collector's prints of

Magnum photographs online at artnet.com. The most commercial, least

"journalistic" item in this trend is a box of Magnum postcards. Published by Phaidon

Press, the box of fifty postcards for $20 are reproduced from the recent Magnum°

book. The Phaidon website quotes a "review" by the popular American Photo

magazine: "Another price-is-right item from Phaidon...the cards range from Martin

Parr's whimsically garish English close-ups to photojournalist James Nachtwey's

austere black-and-whites. They come in a cute little tin that's worth saving."111 Two

of the biggest names in Magnum have also turned their photographs into Phaidon

Press postcards and greeting cards that tie-in with recently published Phaidon

books: Steve McCurry's colorful National Geographic work on Southeast Asia, and

Elliott Erwit's humorous photographs of dogs.112

                                        
109 Hamilton, "Magnum Opus."
110 http://www.magnumphotos.com
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112 While book projects have been taken on by individual Magnum photographers since the
late 1960s and are an important element in Magnum's image, there is not space in this
thesis, which chose a focus on the group, to analyze how individual projects articulate with
the larger group brand.
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The production of themed books and exhibits has made it easy for Magnum to

incorporate both the modernist and postmodernist modes of their style into their

products. The nature of these recent endeavors is to emphasize the visual artistry

of the photographs over their documentary value, thus allowing for a greater range

of visual styles that might in other presentations clash and distract from the

subject.  Perhaps, if Magnum continues to promote the group through visual

themes rather than social issues, the importance of maintaining their classic style

for conveying their brand will diminish.
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Conclusion

The thesis' contribution to the study of photography is to make a case for the

careful and detailed study of visual style in photojournalism. It is crucial to consider

both the content and form of photojournalism, in its historical and social context, in

order to effectively analyze the specific iterations of the genre and their influence

on viewers' understanding of world events and of history. By first analyzing a body

of visual work in the context of the institution that produces it, we can then go on

to explore a photographic archive's ideological content and how it is mobilized

within particular discourses. Without an understanding of how photographs, and

photography as a medium, have been constructed through practice (both

institutional and individual) and through discourse, it becomes impossible to grasp

how they influence viewers perceptions.

This thesis has shown how Magnum Photos Inc., the most prestigious international

agency for photojournalists, has developed a particular visual style of

representation since its founding in 1947. As delineated in this thesis, the classic

Magnum style has created an aesthetics that uses the elements of drama,

documentary realism, narrativity, and artistic expression to create highly ordered,

clearly arranged compositions emphasizing a revealing moment, expression or

gesture that implies an important understanding of a given situation. This has been

demonstrated with examples of how Magnum photographs use specific stylistic
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choices in framing, use of light, depth of focus, angle of view, choice of lens,

composition, and treatment of space. It has also been shown how the classic

Magnum style of representation includes an emphasis on a photographer-author

persona who is heroic, yet humanist, both through visual techniques and through

discourse.

As a hypothesis that needs further study, I suggest that Magnum's influence within

the field of photojournalism has led this classic visual style to become the standard

aspired to by most photojournalists (as well as by some photo-commentators who

work in the documentary genre). I propose that the Magnum style has become the

definition of "good" photojournalism, limiting the representational options for

photo-commentators hoping to have their work published widely. As more

photojournalists have followed in the Magnum style, the prospect of becoming a

generic brand has slowly forced the institution of Magnum to look in new directions

in order to maintain their distinction and their markets. This may be part of the

reason that the classic visual style gradually lost prominence within Magnum itself

to a new postmodernist visual mode during the 1980s and 1990s. As Coombe

explains, "In a rule often referred to among lawyers as genericide, it is established

that if a trademark becomes the generic name for the thing itself - if everyone

routinely asks for a Kleenex to blow their nose, for example - then the trademark

no longer serves the function of distinguishing the product in the market."113  If

Magnum loses its distinction because its classic visual style has become so

widespread, then Magnum will need to create a new trademark look.
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The new postmodernist mode that has gradually emerged within Magnum uses the

same elements of drama, realism, narrativity, and artistic expression that appeared

in the classic style, but now in a new configuration to emphasize disorder, chaos,

and the lack of an ability to understand the situation. Whereas the classic Magnum

style branded their work as photojournalism done artfully, the balance has now

shifted to an emphasis on art and expression, with little promotion of any

documentary value. I argue that this change in style was influenced by particular

market pressures and specific Magnum strategies for creating distinction from other

photojournalistic work. The postmodernist visual mode not only sets Magnum apart

from other photography agencies, but is also particularly well suited to

contemporary market niches such as glossy picture books, gift items like postcards,

and the interests of art dealers and curators looking for cutting-edge work. The

discourse within Magnum of the endless clash between those who lean towards art

and those who are dedicated to journalism allows Magnum to strategically situate

itself within both the world of photo-commentary and the world of art, exploiting

markets all across these fields. The Magnum discourse that shuns commercialism

and promotes their principled dedication to documenting world events, mutes any

suspicions that Magnum is not the uniquely heroic band of intrepid adventurers

they still appear to be.

The on-line photography book seller, Photo-Eye, describes Magnum's latest book

Magnum°, as "An awe-inspiring collection… These are not the images by the fabled

                                                                                                                                  
113 Coombe, The Cultural Life of Intellectual Properties: Authorship, Appropriation and the
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creators of Magnum; instead this is superb visual poetry, at times hard-hitting,

created by a whole new generation of image-makers."114 This seems to be exactly

how Magnum needs to be viewed in the early 21st century in order to keep

audiences and markets interested, as an agency supported by a "fabled" past, but

newly rejuvenated by a younger generation creating dramatic, un-sentimental

"visual poetry" in tune with what are perceived to be the harsh realities of our

times.

This thesis also explores how, in response to September 11, 2001, there was a

renewed interest within Magnum in promoting their classic style, as evidenced in

the book New York September 11, By Magnum Photographers. It may be that the

mood in the West, and in particular in the United States, for easy explanations of

globally significant social issues (such as the phenomenon of terrorism) calls for a

style of visual representation in photojournalism, such as Magnum's classic mode,

that offers a belief in the importance of history and the individual, that truth can be

uncovered, that certain master narratives can explain events, and that heroism is

possible. These are assumptions that had been gradually overturned by Magnum's

postmodernist mode. While it is still too early to tell, it is possible that the classic

style might be attaining a new relevance after the sudden realization among

Americans and Europeans that we are vulnerable to forces previously thought only

to afflict others.

                                                                                                                                  
Law. p. 79.
114 http://www.photoeye.com
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The reaction in Magnum to shift back to the classic style in their public presentation

as an agency after the events of September 11 illuminates just how closely aligned

Magnum's mode of representation is to a Western, bourgeois perspective. Why did

catastrophic events in other regions of the world, from large-scale natural disasters

to political "ethnic cleansing," not prompt Magnum, as an institution, to publish in-

depth, classic documentary coverage like that in New York September 11?

Certainly part of the answer lies in the lack of a significant market for photography

books about suffering in foreign countries; Magnum must survive as a business

despite all their rhetoric about high principles. But it is still crucial to question what

Magnum, the world's most prestigious photography agency, chooses as worthy of

representation. How has Magnum's choice to cover certain world events and not

others influenced viewers notions of what (and who) is important? How are these

decisions made, what are the implications, and what does this suggest about

Magnum's target audience? Will Magnum, as an international agency, choose to

extend its new found enthusiasm for documentary work in the classic style to other

social and political issues outside the United States?

New Questions and Future Directions

The process of researching and writing this thesis has made it possible to answer

some questions about Magnum's visual style and strategies of differentiation, while

at the same time it has prompted the emergence of new questions. I bring up these

new questions here as suggestions of future directions for researchers in

photojournalism.
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Due to time constraints I was not able to seek access to Magnum archives.

However, it would be worthwhile to carefully analyze Magnum photographers

contact sheets in order to compare the visual style of those photographs that were

chosen to be reproduced versus those that were not. Was the development of the

classic style done in the editing or in the shooting stage? Do the Magnum book

projects construct a group style out of diverse individual styles or do the individuals

in Magnum share a similar style regardless of what is chosen to be reproduced in

the compilation books?

A further productive direction to take this research would be to investigate the

correspondences and influences between photojournalism and other media, such as

cinema. The rise of photojournalism as a profession and the establishment of

Magnum coincided with the documentary film movement towards a cinema verité

style. A comparative media approach analyzing the correlations in the post-war

period between the social practice and style of photojournalism, cinema, television

news, and maybe radio news, could provide valuable insights towards

understanding how mainstream Western media has framed world events. In a

similar vein, the rise of Magnum's postmodernist mode coincides with the "crisis of

representation" in anthropology and other human sciences.115 This movement

within anthropology encouraged a reflexive practice that takes the personal role of

the anthropologist into consideration and influenced anthropological writing as well

as ethnographic filmmaking and photography. Situating photojournalism in the

                                        
115 See Marcus and Fischer, Anthropology as Cultural Critique: An Experimental Moment in
the Human Sciences.
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context of larger cultural practices and movements would be particularly insightful

and valuable.

While many photography critics endlessly debate the ethics of combining aesthetics

with photojournalism,116 I suggest that a new critique should be undertaken around

the question of the effectiveness of different visual styles of photojournalism in

illuminating (or obscuring) social and political realities; not all styles of

photojournalism convey information in the same way. The classic Magnum style

promotes a tendency to create generalized, abstracted narratives about the "human

condition" instead of depicting a specificity of events.117 Rather than informing the

viewer about the particular causes and implications of events in a locatable time

and place, Magnum photographs often aspire to the iconic status of images used to

represent supposedly universal themes about humanity. As Philip Jones Griffiths,

who objected to admitting Harry Gruyaert into Magnum has said: "I thought

accepting Harry Gruyaert [in 1981] was a turning point in Magnum's history. …his

work had nothing to do with what made Magnum Magnum; that is, he made no

pretence of capturing the human condition."118 This abstracting mode of

representation often limits what viewers of these images can learn about the world

to bland statements about human dignity and suffering, the brutality of war, and

the photographer's courage in witnessing. The question of what can be learned

from photographs is still important almost thirty years after Susan Sontag wrote in

                                        
116 For examples of this debate see: Linfield, "Beyond the Sorrow and the Pity." Sischy,
"Good Intentions." Woodward, "To Hell and Back."
117 Griffin, "The Great War Photographs: Constructing Myths of History and
Photojournalism." p. 140.
118 Miller, Magnum: Fifty Years at the Front Line of History. p. 257.
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her famous essays On Photography, that "Strictly speaking, one never understands

anything from a photograph. …The knowledge gained through still photographs will

always be some kind of sentimentalism, whether cynical or humanist. It will be a

knowledge at bargain prices-a semblance of knowledge, a semblance of wisdom."119

I would argue that while her statements are too sweeping and polemical, they

nevertheless may aptly describe the extreme end of certain types of photograph

produced in Magnum's classic style.120

Lastly I would suggest that more attention be paid to how photojournalists operate

in the field and how conditions of work influence the representations they produce.

I would encourage an ethnographic study of the social practices of photojournalists

at work and an analysis of their discourse about themselves and what they do. How

is photojournalism constructed by particular practices? Who are photojournalists

and how are they taught to produce photographs? What are the hierarchies and

rivalries among photojournalists and what are the implications of this for the

photographs they create? What is the structure of relations photojournalists are

enmeshed in with editors, other photographers, clients, and their audiences?

Each of these questions makes clear the need for an analysis of how

photojournalism is constructed, which has been made even more urgent by the

current charged political atmosphere post-September 11, 2001. As we have been

                                        
119 Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1977). p. 23-24.
120 For a discussion of the limitations of photography to impart knowledge and a convincing
claim that Gilles Peress' photographs are a model of work that effectively negotiates
between relativism and positivism, see Linfield, "Capture the Moment: On the Uses and
Misuses of Photojournalism."
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watching images flow in from Ground Zero in New York City, Afghanistan, Pakistan,

and Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories, it's crucial that we learn how to

de-code what confronts us daily in the news.
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