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In 1947 four photographers, Robert Capa, Henri Cartier-Bresson, George Rodger  
and David “Chim” Seymour, toasted the founding of what would become the 
world’s most influential photographers collective over a celebratory magnum  
of champagne in the Museum of Modern Art, New York City. In the past 70 
years, 92 photographers have contributed to the story of Magnum and today,  
49 photographer members continue to chronicle the world, interpreting its 
people, events and issues through visual storytelling.

This year Magnum Photos will celebrate 70 years of contribution to photography 
and world history with a special anniversary programme centred on the three 
themes of community, witnessing history and Magnum Photos Now. In 
partnership with LensCulture, and as an extension of the theme of community, 
we wanted to offer this free guide of advice to our very own community of 
emerging photographers. Inside you will find an expansive collection of tips and 
advice from a selection of Magnum Photographers, ranging from learning your 
craft, to finding your vision, voice and passion, taking risks, and being consistent 
in working towards your goals.

You can find full details of our special anniversary programme on a dedicated  
hub on Magnum’s new storytelling platform magnumphotos.com.

We hope you find this guide useful and look forward to celebrating our 
anniversary with you this year.

Shannon Ghannam
Global Education Manager
Magnum Photos

Introduction

http://www.magnumphotos.com
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“ Give it all you’ve got for at least five  
years and then decide if  you’ve got what 
it takes. Too many great talents give up  
at the very beginning; the great black hole 
looming after the comfortable academy 
or university years is the number one 
killer of  future talent.” 
 
— Carl De Keyzer
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Carl De Keyzer

Left
Ice sculpture for a competition at an ex 
gulag turned prison camp. Project “Zona”. 
Novobirusinsk. Krasnoyarsk region.  
Siberia. Russia. 2002.

Below
Ex gulag turned prison camp at lunch  
time. Project “Zona”. Krasnoyarsk. Siberia. 
Russia. 2000. 

Images © Carl De Keyzer/Magnum Photos
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“ Learn the craft (which is not very hard). 
Carefully study past work of  photographers  
and classic painters. Look and learn from 
movies. See where you can fit in as a 
‘commercial’ photographer – ‘commercial’ 
meaning working for others and delivering  
a product on command. But most of  all keep 
your personal photography as your separate 
hobby. If  you are very good and diligent  
it just may pay off.” 
 
— Elliott Erwitt

“ My advice to photographers is to get out there 
in the field and take photographs. But also, if  
they are students, to finish their course, learn as 
many languages as possible, go to movies, read 
books, visit museums, broaden your mind.” 
 
— Martine Franck

“ Get a good pair of  walking shoes and… 
fall in love.” 
 
— Abbas
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Elliott Erwitt
California. USA. 1955.  
Image © Elliott Erwitt/Magnum Photos
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Abbas
A bronze head of President Saddam Hussein  
is paraded in the streets after US troops 
occupied the capital. Baghdad. Iraq. 2003.  
Image © A. Abbas/Magnum Photos

Martine Franck
Pool designed by Alain Capeilleres.  
Town of Le Brusc. Provence. France. 1976.
Image © Martine Franck/Magnum Photos
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Alex Majoli
A patient and a care worker lie in the sun.  
Leros beach. Leros. Dodecanese islands Greece.  
 1994. Image © Alex Majoli/Magnum Photos

“ I would advise to read a lot of  literature  
and look as little as possible at other 
photographers’ [work]. Work everyday  
even without assignments or money – work, 
work, work to discipline yourself  and not  
for editors or awards. And also collaborate  
with people who are not necessarily 
photographers but people you admire.  
The key word to learn is ‘participation’!” 
 
— Alex Majoli
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“ Try everything. Photojournalism, fashion, portraiture, 
nudes, whatever. You won’t know what kind of  
photographer you are until you try it. During one 
summer vacation (in college) I worked for a born-again 
tabletop photographer. All day long we’d photograph 
socks and listen to Christian radio. That summer  
I learned I was neither a studio photographer nor  
a born-again Christian. Another year I worked for  
a small suburban newspaper chain and was surprised  
to learn that I enjoyed assignment photography.  
Fun is important. You should like the process and  
the subject. If  you are bored or unhappy with your 
subject it will show up in the pictures. If  in your  
heart of  hearts you want to take pictures of  kitties,  
take pictures of  kitties.” 
 
— Alec Soth
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Alec Soth

Left
Sleeping by the Mississippi. Helena. Arkansas. 
USA. 2002.

Above
Joshua, Angola State Prison. Sleeping  
by the Mississippi. Louisiana. USA. 2002. 
 
Images © Alec Soth/Magnum Photos
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— Chris Steele-Perkins

“ Never think photography is easy. It’s like 
poetry in that it’s easy enough to make  
a few rhymes, but that’s not a good poem.”

“ Study photography, see what people 
have achieved, but learn from it, don’t try 
photographically to be one of  those people.”

“ Photograph things you really care about, 
things that really interest you, not things  
you feel you ought to do.”

“ Photograph things in the way you feel is right, 
not the way you think you ought to.”

“ Be open to criticism – it can be really  
helpful – but stick to your core values.”

“ Study and theory is useful but you learn  
most by doing. Take photographs, lots  
of  them, be depressed by them, take more, 
hone your skills and get out there in the  
world and interact.”
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Chris Steele-Perkins
Blackpool. England. 1982.  
Image © Chris Steele-Perkins/ 
Magnum Photos
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“ I got into photography when I was around nine  
or 10 years old because of  a few books my mother 
had on the lower shelves of  her bookcase. Books 
by Dorothea Lange, Chim, Lartigue and also 
The Family of  Man, The Best of  Life (1973) 
and Wisconsin Death Trip [by Michael Lesy]. I 
absorbed them intensely and I know I’ve carried 
those images with me all my life, like ‘imprinting’  
in birds – whatever you put next to them when 
they are born, they will assume forever that it’s  
their mother.  
 
Chims’ photo of  a polish girl – probably the 
same age I was then, who had grown up in a 
concentration camp and her drawing of  home; 
Dorothea Lange’s migrant mother; The Best 
of  Life book had a big effect on me. I vividly 
remember the pleasure I had looking again and 
again at Avedon’s photos of  Marilyn posing as 
different actresses (even though I didn’t know  
who Avedon or Marilyn Monroe were). 
Photographs of  war, especially McCullin’s photos 
of  Vietnam, were imprinted on my brain, without 
knowing the politics yet. There was one page 
of  photographs in the book that I especially 
remember. The first row shows photography  
as a witness to time passing and change.  

The second row shows the effect of  speed on  
a man’s face – making the invisible visible and  
very strange. And the third row was pure fantasy 
and play. I think of  that page as my first lesson  
in photography. Particularly that you’re free with  
a camera – you can describe the world, you can 
invent it, there didn’t seem to be any rules; a picture 
of  a pineapple playing a cello was fine. Wisconsin 
Death Trip was responsible for my first realization 
of  death and it’s inevitability, and my reaction was 
very literal: to photograph everything I cared about 
so it wouldn’t disappear forever and people 100 
years hence would know us. That’s when I asked  
for my first camera.” 
 
— Alessandra Sanguinetti
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Alessandra Sanguinetti
The Necklace. Buenos Aires. Argentina.  
1999. Image © Alessandra Sanguinetti/ 
Magnum Photos
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“ Study the works of  the greatest 
photographers like Henri Cartier-Bresson 
and Andre Kertesz. Try to travel to many 
parts of  the world and understand what  
a diverse world we live in.” 
 
— Hiroji Kubota
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Hiroji Kubota
When I first visited the Kim Chaek Ironworks, 
the largest ironworks in North Korea, in 1986, 
I was told that the works had an annual 
production capacity of 2.5 million tons. There  
is no way of knowing what its capacity is today. 
A huge billboard showing the late president,  
Kim Il Sung, peering into a furnace is erected 
in front of the main gate to the ironworks. 
I was guided to various places inside the 
plant. Coupled with the falling snow, this area 
impressed on me a powerful visual image. 

Chongjin, Hamgyongbuk-do. North Korea. 1986.
Image © Hiroji Kubota/Magnum Photos
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“ Time… It’s all about time. You need  
lots of  it. If  you can afford this most  
cherished commodity, then you will  
be well on your way. Apart from that,  
good shoes, a degree of  empathy,  
optimism and lots of  spare batteries.” 
 
— Matt Stuart
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Matt Stuart
New Bond Street. London. England. 2006.
Image © Matt Stuart/Magnum Photos
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“ My grandad exchanged some loyalty stamps for  
my first camera when I was just eight years old.  
Its first outing was on a school trip through Foxton 
Locks, part of  the extravagant Grand Union Canal 
in Leicestershire, in the English Midlands. My first 
picture was of  my teacher, Miss Allen, in 1967. 
It was not a particularly flattering picture, and 
nor does it suggest the dawn of  any great talent. 
Perhaps choosing Miss Allen as my first subject 
was a cry for help, a pact between the two of   
us that she would look after me. But she didn’t.  
Craig Smalley (the school bully) had spotted the 
camera. All the other pictures were to be of  him, 
and him alone. 
 
I wonder if  he still has those pictures? Of  course  
I had to hand them all over to him after I got them 
back from the local chemist, or wherever it was my 
parents took the film. I told my grandad; I had to 
explain why I had only one picture to show him. 
I assume he later said something to my parents 
because the Smalley threat began to subside. But 
my plan of  recounting the trip aided by twelve 
pictures came to nothing, and felt somehow less 
real because of  it. So photography was immediately 
elusive, precious, challenging and desirable.  

I didn’t take it for granted then, and I haven’t since. 
During a nervous, painfully shy childhood I would 
painstakingly caption and catalogue all my pictures. 
Today I imagine they lie somewhere deep in my 
father’s loft, to be re-discovered in some painful  
but inevitable future. 
 
I vividly remember, in 1980, seeing an exhibition  
by the war photographer Don McCullin at the  
V&A in London. His pictures touched me deeply  
– you’d have to be made of  stern stuff if  they  
didn’t – and they clearly moved others. Some  
people were in tears. At the time I was a third  
year painting student who had, as yet, shown very  
little inclination towards photography. But now,  
to a young man used to working everyday in the  
life room, trying to tease an emotional response  
from a stick of  charcoal, a piece of  cartridge  
paper, and a naked model, McCullin’s work was  
a revelation. I knew Rothko could move people,  
if  you were of  the right frame of  mind and you 
were prepared to give his paintings time, but this  
– these photographs – they were so powerful.  
They really did communicate. I liked this democracy. 
I decided to be a photographer, though I had next 
to no idea how.” 
 
— Mark Power
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Mark Power
Death of Pope John Paul II. Watching  
the Popes funeral on large video screens, 
broadcast live from the Vatican. 

Warsaw. Poland. April 2005.
Image © Mark Power/Magnum Photos
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“ When I was a teenager my older brother who liked photography was 
given a handmade wooden enlarger called an Imperator and a Rolleiflex 
from our uncle. My brother used to take me to a photographic club 
called Les 30×40 (in reference to the size of  prints). Once a month, 
a bunch of  fans of  photography met in Paris to exchange their 
experiences, knowledge and love for photography. There was one guy, 
very old fashioned, who lived alone with his old mother and who was 
an art historian specialised in photography. Every month he prepared  
a lecture on a great photographer.  
 
That’s the way I discovered the big names in photography. Some of  
them were even invited – one day he introduced to us Diane Arbus. 
That might be the first time I had been really excited – even ‘moved’ 
would be more correct – about photography. Later, my brother gave  
up photography – my parents didn’t let him and wanted him to have  
a ‘real’ job – and I fought against them and became a photographer.” 
 
— Patrick Zachmann
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Vision  
 & Voice

 02 Image © Alec Soth/Magnum Photos
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“ You must have something to ‘say’. You must be 
brutally honest with yourself  about this. Think 
about history, politics, science, literature, music, 
film and anthropology. What affect does one 
discipline have over another? What makes humans 
tick? Today, with everyone being able to easily 
make technically perfect photographs with  
a cell phone, you need to be an author. It is all 
about authorship, authorship and authorship.  
Many young photographers come to me and  
tell me their motivation for being a photographer  
is to ‘travel the world’ or to ‘make a name’  
for themselves. Wrong answers in my opinion.  
Those are collateral incidentals or perhaps  
even the disadvantages of  being a photographer. 
Without having tangible ideas, thoughts, feelings 
and something almost literary to contribute  
to the discussion, today’s photographer will 
become lost in the sea of  mediocrity.  
 

Photography is now clearly a language. As with 
any language, knowing how to spell and write 
a grammatically correct sentence is, of  course, 
necessary. But, more importantly, today’s emerging 
photographers now must be visual wordsmiths  
with either a clear didactic or an esoteric imperative. 
Be a poet, not a technical writer. Perhaps more 
simply put, find a heartfelt personal project. Give 
yourself  the assignment you dream someone would 
give you. Please remember, you and only you will 
control your destiny. Believe it, know it, say it.” 
 
— David Alan Harvey
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David Alan Harvey
Berlin Wall. Hanover. Germany. 1989. 
Image © David Alan Harvey/Magnum Photos. 
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“ My favorite pictures have always been complex 
ones, pictures which ask questions and pose 
problems but leave the answers and solutions 
to the viewers. These are images with a long 
and evolving life, in which the photograph may 
transcend the subject and become the subject. 
Central to the strength of  these images is 
photography’s most precious and unique quality, 
believability: that the moment preserved on paper 
is true and unaltered, that it really happened and 
will never happen again. 
 
In my search for photographs I have come to 
realize that the best pictures are surprises, images 
I subconsciously seek but do not recognize until 
they suddenly appear. These are thrilling moments 
in a kind of  photography that can be frustrating 
and unpredictable, with the picture often spoiled 
by something so minor as the momentary  
glance of  a subject at the camera. In approaching 
people I prefer to be the observer rather than  
the observed and value the human presence,  
even a human shadow, as the most important 
element in my pictures. 
 

The flow of  people in a setting, their changing 
relationships to each other and their environment, 
and their constantly changing expressions and 
movements all provide the photographer with 
unlimited choices of  when to push the button.  
By choosing a precise intersection between the 
subject and the moment, he may transform the 
ordinary into the extraordinary and the real into  
the surreal.” 
 
— Constantine Manos
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Constantine Manos 
Florida. USA. 1997. Image ©  
Constantine Manos/Magnum Photos
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Constantine Manos 
Playing in the square. Elounta. Crete.  
Greece. 1964. Image © Constantine Manos/
Magnum Photos.
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“ I didn’t get truly excited about photography until  
my sophomore year of  high school (although  
I actually learned photographic technique from  
my father much earlier). I had played around with 
making little (extremely bad) movies, using friends 
and family as actors, and rapidly realized that I did 
not want to work with lots of  other people. I wanted 
to work alone. I began photographing in the streets 
of  Brattleboro, Vermont, near the school that  
I attended, and in Boston, where my family lived. 
I discovered photographing in the street. I’ve been 
doing it ever since.” 
 
— Alex Webb
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Alex Webb
Jumping. Boquillas (Border). MEXICO. 1979. 
Image © Alex Webb/Magnum Photos. 
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Larry Towell
An Arab child and Israeli soldier after  
a demonstration by Israeli settlers who  
marched through the Arab quarter of  
East Jerusalem. They were protesting the 
September 1993 signing of the Israeli-Palestinian 
peace accords.East Jerusalem. Israel. 1993. 
Image © Larry Towell/Magnum Photos

“ Be yourself  and look  
outside of  yourself.” 
 
— Larry Towell
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“ Never stop enjoying it. Try not to ‘look’ for 
pictures but always keep yourself  open and allow 
yourself  to be stimulated by whatever hits you. 
Work towards a goal – book, exhibition – but more 
importantly work towards finding your own voice, 
your subject and your application. Accept that your 
work is more about you than what you represent, 
try to bridge that balance, without resorting  
to photographing your feet! In other words, try  
to translate personal experience into a collective 
one – it is very possible and I think the key quest  
of  any art form. 
 
Study the book Waffenruhe by Michael Schmidt. 
Study all the great photographers and love doing 
it. Start at the beginning, look at early American, 
and German, then French, then take a close look 
at artists using photography in the sixties, Ruscha 
etc. Don’t get bogged down in theory, but respect 
it, read Robert Adams on Photography, in fact 
embrace Robert Adams generally and you will 
learn a lot. Read literature, especially early Russian, 
French and modern American (and Irish, Joyce).

The journey literature has taken as an art form,  
in terms of  description and representation, is very 
similar to photography. Don’t rely on style for the 
sake of  it, if  you have your own subject, you can 
adopt other people’s styles if  it helps, and vice versa, 
if  you photograph something every one has, then 
adopt a style, execution, that can only be yours. 
Eventually you will achieve both, your own voice  
will come through, but it can take time. Study the 
book How You Look at It with important essays  
that will help you. 
 
Always try to be honest with yourself. For example, 
is the idea of  being a photographer more exciting 
to you than photography itself? If  this is true think 
about becoming an actor. If  you genuinely love 
photography don’t give it up. Understand and enjoy 
the fact that photography is a unique medium. 
Respect and work within photography’s limitations 
and you will go much further.” 
 
— Donovan Wylie
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Donovan Wylie
Sterile, Phase 1. The Maze Prison.  
Northern Ireland. 2003. Image  
© Donovan Wylie/Magnum Photos.
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“ Be yourself, get up early and don’t try too hard, 
as whatever is trying to come out will come 
eventually without any effort. Learn to trust 
your instincts and don’t worry about what 
others will think or about the process too much. 
Work hard but enjoy it.” 
 
— Peter Marlow

“ I believe photography – like many other  
things one does in life – is the exact expression 
of  who you are at a given moment. Every time  
you compose and release the shutter, you give 
voice to your thoughts and opinions of  the 
world around you. So other than the obvious 
patience (photography is a complex medium, 
a voice which requires time to develop), 
perseverance and the necessary humility  
when dealing with others, I would recommend 
working to become a more developed and 
informed individual, a more knowledgeable  
and engaged citizen. This will translate into  
a deeper more complex understanding  
of  the world around you, and ultimately into 
richer and more meaningful photography.” 
 
— Paolo Pellegrin“ Always be critical, question the 

conventions of  the medium, and reflect  
on your own position and intentions  
as an artist.” 
 
— Max Pinckers
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Peter Marlow
Shingu-Koza-Kamikura bonfire festival,  
2000 men run down a mountain with flaming 
torches and dresses in white, in a celebration 
of “manhood”, no women are allowed on the 
mountain. Prefecture of Wakayama. Japan. 
1998. Image © Peter Marlow/Magnum Photos.
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“ To photograph what is closest to you 
and the things that you enjoy and have an 
interest in. Make the whole process as fun 
and as least difficult as possible.” 
 
— Trent Parke
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Trent Parke
A man stands huddled under awnings on the 
corner of George & Market st. His tie thrown 
over his shoulder after running through a  
Sydney thunderstorm. Summer rain. From 
Dream/Life series. Sydney. Australia. 1998.
Image © Trent Parke/Magnum Photos
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“ Forget about the profession of  being a photographer. 
First be a photographer and maybe the profession will 
come after. Don’t be in a rush to pay your rent with your 
camera. Jimi Hendrix didn’t decide on the career of  
professional musician when he learned to play guitar.  
No, he loved playing music and created something 
beautiful and that then became a profession. Larry Towell, 
for instance, was not a ‘professional’ photographer 
until he was already a ‘famous’ photographer. Make the 
pictures you feel compelled to make and perhaps that will 
lead to a career. But if  you try to make the career first, you  
will just make shitty pictures that you don’t care about.” 
 
— Christopher Anderson
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Christopher Anderson
Reflection in window in Altamira.  
Caracas. Venezuela. 2006. Image ©  
Christopher Anderson/Magnum Photos.
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“ Be yourself. Don’t copy anybody.” 
 
— Harry Gruyaert
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Harry Gruyaert
Bay of the Somme river. Somme departement. 
Fort Mahon. Picardie region. France. 1991. 
Image © Harry Gruyaert/Magnum Photos.
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Passion
 03

Image © A. Abbas/Magnum Photos
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“ Try to live something intense – at home, 
abroad, it does not matter. It has to be 
passionate. And once you know the basics 
forget about photography.” 
 
— Thomas Dworzak
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Thomas Dworzak
Girl with balloons. Destruction in the city center. 
Nothing has been rebuilt since the two wars. 
Grozny, Chechnya. RUSSIA. March 2002.  
Image © Thomas Dworzak/Magnum Photos.
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“ Find something you are passionate about 
and shoot your way through this obsession 
with elegance and you will have a potentially 
great project.” 
 
— Martin Parr
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Martin Parr

Left
From ‘Common Sense’.  
Benidorm. Spain. 1997.

Above
From ‘Common Sense’.  
The Netherlands. 1997. 

Images © Martin Parr/ 
Magnum Photos.
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“ I first got excited by photography the first day  
I picked up a camera. However this was not  
until I was 20 years of  age. I suddenly realized 
that I had an excuse to be anywhere and gaze  
in wonderment; the camera gave me something 
to hide my shyness behind. The act of  pointing 
a camera at another human being is daunting. 
However, clarifying what is unfolding in front  
of  one can give one immense pleasure. I have  
had a blissful life.” 
 
— David Hurn
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David Hurn
The Beatles in the Abbey Road Studios,  
where many of their most famous records  
were made, examining the script of the film  
‘A Hard Days Night’. London. England. 1964. 
Image © David Hurn/Magnum Photos.
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“ In 1966, when I printed my first  
picture and I saw it coming out,  
I got really hooked on photography.  
It was a picture of  a cute little squirrel!” 
 
— Bruce Gilden

Bruce Gilden
Woman walking on Fifth Avenue.  
New York City. USA. 1992. Image  
© Bruce Gilden/Magnum Photos.
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Susan Meiselas
Sandinistas at the walls of the Esteli National 
Guard headquarters. Esteli. Nicaragua. 1979. 
Image © Susan Meiselas/Magnum Photos.

“ Dig in, follow your 
instincts and trust  
your curiosity.” 
 
— Susan Meiselas
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Consistency
04

Image © Matt Stuart/Magnum Photos



“ If  you want to be a photographer,  
you have to photograph. If  you look at 
photographers’ work you admire, you will 
see that they have found a particular place 
or subject and then have dug deep into  
it and carved out something that is special. 
That takes a lot of  dedication, passion  
and work.” 
 
— Steve McCurry
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Steve McCurry 

Left
Peshawar. Pakistan. 2002. 

Right
Monk at the Jokhang Temple.  
Lhasa. Tibet. 2000. 

Images © Steve McCurry/Magnum Photos
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“ Stick to one project for a long time.  
And keep working on it through many 
stages of  learning, even if  it might feel 
finished. It’s the only way to break through 
what I think are some vital lessons that  
need to be learnt about story telling and 
how to combine images.” 
 
— Mikhael Subotzky
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Mikhael Subotzky

Above
Beaufort West rubbish dump. Beaufort West. 
South Africa. 2006.

Right
Samuel, Beaufort West rubbish dump.  
Beaufort West. South Africa. 2006.

Opposite
The entire Mallies family survive off Michelle’s 
sex work and her fathers disability grant. 
Beaufort West. South Africa. 2006.

Images © Mikhael Subotzky/Magnum Photos
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Image © Carolyn Drake/Magnum Photos



“ Throw yourself  off a cliff, figuratively 
speaking. Photography is a language. Think 
about what you want to use it to talk about. 
What are you interested in? What questions 
do you want to ask? Then go for it, and 
throw yourself  into talking about that topic, 
using photography. Make a body of  work 
about that.” 
 
— Jonas Bendiksen
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Jonas Bendiksen
Villagers collecting scrap from a crashed 
spacecraft, surrounded by thousands  
of white butterflies. Environmentalists  
fear for the region’s future due to the toxic 
rocket fuel. Altai Territory. Russia. 2000.  
Image © Jonas Bendiksen/Magnum Photos.
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“ Make your own mistakes. You need  
to have your own experience and nobody 
else can really tell you what to do.” 
 
— Sohrab Hura
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Sohrab Hura
Stormy night. Laos. 2011. 
Image © Sohrab Hura/Magnum Photos
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Magnum Photography Awards

Magnum Photos’ new photography competition  
in partnership with LensCulture opened last year  
and generated an overwhelming response – attracting 
excellent submissions from photographers in 127 
countries. 44 photographers earned their spots as  
some of the best of the best in 2016 and we couldn’t  
be more excited to announce that a 2nd edition  
of the awards will be launching this year! 

Stay tuned for news on the opening of the Magnum 
Photography Awards 2017 and in the mean time,  
take a look at last year’s winners.
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https://www.lensculture.com/2016-magnum-photography-award-winners


Magnum Education

Magnum Photos continues its commitment to  
the next generation of independent visual storytellers 
around the globe by adding a new Education content  
hub to its online publishing platform. 

Visit magnumphotos.com/magnum-education for  
a range of practical and theoretical resources to aid  
the development of photographers of all abilities. 

Magnum Photos Online Education coming soon!
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https://www.magnumphotos.com/magnum-education/
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