
CINEMA

Robert Capa
Gerda Taro. Dephot. Ingrid Bergman. Magnum Photos. John Steinbeck
Words Chris Sullivan Photographs © Robert Capa © International Center of Photography/Magnum Photos

In 1938, the UK’s Picture Post called 
25-year-old Robert Capa “the greatest 
war photographer in the world”. He 
covered fi ve armed confl icts in 10 
countries, shot 70,000 negatives and 
left behind an extraordinary record 
that told not only of the darkness 
of war but of hope in humanity.

“I worked with Capa a lot,” wrote 
author and former war correspondent 
John Steinbeck. “His work itself is 
the picture of a great heart and an 
overwhelming passion. No one can take 
his place. He could photograph motion 
and gaiety and heartbreak. He could 
photograph thought. He captured a 
world and it was Capa’s world.”

Robert Capa was born Endre Erno" 
Friedmann on 22 October, 1913 on the 
Pest side of Budapest to a middle-class 
Jewish family. His mother, Júlia, owned 
a successful fashion business; his father, 
Dezso", was its head tailor. She was the 
matriarch – shrewd and demanding – 
he was a well-dressed reprobate who 
loved drinking, gambling and women. 
She believed hard work would get you 
everywhere. He believed connections, 
charm and chutzpah were enough.

Shortly after his birth, the fi rst world 
war started and its repercussions would 
haunt him forever. In 1918, Hungary 
was declared an independent republic, 
then transmogrifi ed into a communist 
state. Fascist paramilitants took to the 
streets to beat up and kill communists 
and Jews. Dubbed the White Terror, it 

was an era Capa would never forget. At 
age 17, he briefl y joined demonstrations 
against the right-wing regime and was 
courted by the communists.

“[A Communist Party rep] found 
that I was a fuzzy-headed intellectual 
with fi ve half-digested books and a 
bourgeois father,” he wrote in Slightly 
Out of Focus (1947). “I found his views 
far less radical than I’d hoped. I decided 
not to join the Communist Party.” Early 
the next morning he was woken by “two 
rather big gentleman in bowler hats”. 
They took him to the police station and 
beat him unconscious. “When I awoke,” 
he wrote. “I was lying on the fl oor in a 
cell. A lot of names were penciled on the 
wall; the last two, ‘Sallain’ and ‘Furst’, 
were two young Hungarian communists 
who, after returning from Moscow, had 
been caught and executed.” 

The police chief ’s wife was a 
customer of his parents and his father 
managed to persuade the officer to 
release Capa on condition that he left 
Hungary. Thus, a young Capa arrived 
in Berlin in August, 1931. He studied 
journalism until his parent’s fi nancial aid 
stopped entirely and he was forced to 
leave college. He almost starved, while 
around him the Nazis and their brown-
shirted antagonists created havoc. As a 
foreign leftist Jew, Capa was certainly in 
the wrong place at the wrong time, but 
he persevered in a beleaguered Berlin. 
He found a job at photo agency Dephot, 
first as an errand boy, then a dark-room 

assistant. He didn’t have to wait long 
for his break. “The newspapers carried 
a story that Soviet revolutionary Leon 
Trotsky would speak to students in 
Copenhagen,” he wrote, “but all their 
photographers were covering events 
in Germany, so they sent me.”

His photographs of the event were 
published in Der Welt Spiegel. He was 
19 and, sadly, his good fortune would 
be fl eeting. Hitler was soon Chancellor 
of Germany and, being Jewish, Capa 
was forced to leave. “Berlin seemed 
suddenly very unfriendly,” he wrote.

He eventually arrived penniless in 
Paris and soon met fellow photographers 
André Kertész, David ‘Chim’ Seymour 
and Henri Cartier-Bresson. He fell in 
love with German-Jewish photographer 
Gerta Pohorylle and in these tough 
times, the couple realised they’d sell 
more photos as “successful American 
photographer” Robert Capa; Hungarian 
for ‘shark’, ‘Cápa’ had been Friedmann’s 
high-school nickname and sounded not 
unlike director Frank Capra. ‘Robert’ 
is believed to have been inspired by 
Hollywood actor Robert Taylor, who 
Capa bore some resemblance to: dark 
features and hair, and broad shoulders. 
He ultimately took the name while 
Gerta took hers from Japanese artist 
Tarō Okamoto, becoming ‘Gerda Taro’.

In August 1936, they went to cover 
the Spanish Civil War. The Falling 
Soldier, Capa’s photograph that captures 
the moment a loyalist soldier is killed by >
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Capa in Naples, 1943 
photographed by George Roger



photos were published all around the 
world and it was the first time people 
saw what the fascists were doing, and  
so people like me came from all over  

to fight them. The camera was Bob 
Capa’s weapon.”

But Capa toiled with the ethics of 
his role, as highlighted in his journals. 
“Slowly, I am beginning to feel more 
like a hyena. Even if you know the value 

of your work you think everyone thinks 
you are a spy or are trying to make 
money out of their misery,” he wrote.

Many of his Spanish shots tell of 
the consequences of war rather than the 
war itself. Women flee bombs, children 
look forlornly for their parents, a mother 
and daughter look up at the bombers 
overhead. His images underscored the 
human cost of armed conflict.

“Capa knew what to look for and 
where to find it,” wrote John Steinbeck 
in Popular Photography. “He knew, for 
example, that you could not photograph 
war, because it is an emotion. But he did 
photograph that emotion by shooting 
beside it. He could show the horror of  
a whole people in the face of a child. 
His camera caught and held emotion.”  

Capa returned to Paris; it was 1939 
and war in Europe was imminent. The 
French Communist party had a curiously 
pro-Nazi stance and, having previously 
lived in Berlin, Capa knew his situation 
was untenable. His mother and brother 
had moved to New York after his 
father’s death and Capa decided to join 
them. After a marriage of convenience 
to secure US citizenship, Capa went to 
Mexico for Time while waiting for his 
immigration paperwork to be finalised. 

“We chased politics and various 
stories all over Mexico,” recalled Time’s 
Holland McCombs in conversation 
with Capa biographer Richard Whelan. 
“When we were in town we chased the 
nightspots, the cafe society, hangouts 
where the girls were. We ‘dated’ a lot.” 
In August, 1940, Trotsky, who was in 
hiding in Mexico, was assassinated. 
Capa had arrived just in time for the 
exiled Bolshevik leader’s funeral. 

Later that year, Capa went to cover 
the Blitz for Time. He chose to report  
it by focusing on a single family – the 
Gibbs, a working-class family living in 
Lambeth, south London. The work was 
entitled The Battle of Waterloo Road and 
Capa more or less moved in, spending 
all his time with them as they tried to 
carry on regardless as German bombers 
decimated their city around them. ‘You 
didn’t see him taking the pictures,” 
explained Lily Gibb. “You knew he  
was there but he wasn’t up your nose.

He then joined US troops fighting 
the Germans in Tunisia and followed 
onto Sicily for the Allied invasion and 

a bullet, was published around the world 
to huge acclaim. Capa had arrived. 

“I doubt he knew he’d captured  
the moment until he saw it published,” 
reflects John Morris, his editor at Life. 
“I think it was a painful subject for him. 
Who wants to profit from the death of 
another man – a comrade, if you will?” 
Capa himself said, “It’s not easy to stand 
aside, unable to do anything except 
record the sufferings around one.”

In July 1937, Gerda was crushed to 
death by a tank near Madrid while on 
assignment at the Battle of Brunete. 
Capa’s grief led him to work in China 
before returning to Spain a few months 
later. Picture Post devoted an eight-page 
feature to his coverage of the battles  
of the Segre and Ebro. Milton Wolff,  
of the US volunteer Abraham Lincoln 
Battalion, said of Capa: “You can’t talk 
about the Spanish Civil War until you 
see the photographs of Bob Capa. He’d 
be there with his camera, and the bombs 
would be falling all around him. His 
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‘HE KNEW YOU 
COULD NOT 
PHOTOGRAPH 
WAR BECAUSE 
IT IS AN 
EMOTION’

New immigrants disembarking from the SS Theodor Herzl near Haifa, Israel, 1949–50
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the first wave,” of D-Day troops crossing 
the English Channel to France, the 
successful Allied manoeuvre that meant 
the beginning of the end of the second 
world war and Nazi Germany. Capa was 
the only photographer in the initial 
surge. “The sea was rough and we were 
wet before the barge left the mother 
ship,” he wrote. “In no time, men started 
to puke. But this was a polite – as well as 
a carefully prepared – invasion and little 
bags had been provided for the purpose. 
The water was cold and the beach still 
more than 100 yards away. The men 
from my barge waded in the water…  
I saw them fall back as the bullets hit 
them and I had to push past their dead 
bodies to get by. I made for the nearest 
metal obstacle to hide behind and 
frantically shot frame after frame.” 

Unfortunately, the world never got 
to see most of Capa’s pictures from that 
day: a nervous dark-room assistant 

ruined 95 of his 106 negatives; all the 
salvaged images were published by Life. 
The greatest record of one of history’s 
most remarkable battles was lost forever.

Capa continued with Allied forces 
as they advanced to Paris. Soldier Walter 
Bernstein recalled his encounter with 
the fearless photographer. “Shells were 
dropping all around us and I jumped 
into a ditch and this man jumped in next 
to me. He was very calm and started 
talking about Tolstoy. You’d hear bombs 
exploding and screams but he paid no 
attention. When the shelling stopped he 
said goodbye and left. I never saw him 
again. I asked a soldier who he was  
and he said it was a photographer  
called Robert Capa.”

Capa recalls arriving in a liberated 
Paris. “It was the most unforgettable 
day in the world. Every Parisian was 
out in the street to touch their first 
tank, to kiss the first man, to sing and 

seven gruelling months with the army 
as they struggled for Italy. “I dragged 
myself from mountain to mountain, 
from foxhole to foxhole, shooting mud, 
misery and death,” he wrote. “Every five 
yards a foxhole and, in each, at least one 
dead soldier.” When they finally reached 
Naples, the Allies entered unopposed.

“Taking pictures of victory is like 
taking pictures of a wedding ten minutes 
after the departure of the newlyweds,” 
he said. “I walked along the deserted 
streets, unhappy yet glad I had such a 
good excuse for not taking pictures. The 
narrow street leading to my hotel was 
blocked with a queue of silent people  
in front of a schoolhouse. I entered the 
school and was met by the sweet sickly 
smell of flowers and the dead. In the 
room were 20 primitive coffins, not well 
enough covered with flowers, and too 
small, to hide the dirty little feet of 
children – children old enough to fight 
the Germans and be killed but just a 
little too old to be in children’s coffins. 
These children of Naples had stolen 
rifles and bullets and had fought the 
Germans for 14 days while we’d been 
pinned to the Chiunzi Pass. These 
children’s feet were my real welcome to 
Europe. I pointed the lens at the faces  
of the prostrated women, taking little 
pictures of their dead babies until finally 
the coffins were carried away. Those 
were my truest pictures of victory.”

Back in a London awash with war 
correspondents waiting for the imminent 
invasion of France, Capa holed up at 
the Dorchester where he threw a party 
for Ernest Hemingway, whom he had 
met during the Spanish Civil War. 

“Capa conveyed a sense of inner 
euphoria,” recalled actress Geraldine 
Fitzgerald. “You could not offend him. 
Some didn’t like his wild appearance or 
his self-confidence and tried to put him 
down but, after a few minutes, gave up. 
He always seemed to be having fun and 
people wanted to join in.”

He once gambled away $2,000 
(£40,000 in today’s money) at Sun 
Valley resort in Idaho. “What difference 
does it make?” he asked. “It’s good for 
me. Now I have to work harder.” 

But gambling was his life. “The war 
correspondent has his stake – his life – 
in his hands,” he wrote. “I am a gambler. 
I decided to go in with Company E in >

Boys discussing the Tour de France, Paris, 1939

On a train between Memphis, Tennessee and Hot Springs, Arkansas, 1940
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alongside Cary Grant in Hitchcock’s 
Notorious; Capa was the on-set stills 
man. He embraced the party lifestyle. 
During the war he’d become friends 
with directors John Huston, George 
Stevens, William Wyler, Billy Wilder, 

and Anatole Litvak, who said, “After 
only two weeks here, Capa is getting 
invited to parties it took me 10 years  
to get invited to.” But all was not well 
in Tinseltown. As friend, screenwriter 
Peter Viertel explained, “He was socially 

acceptable, famous, good-looking and 
single, but he was not happy.”

As Capa attested, “Hollywood was 
the biggest mess I ever stepped into.” 
Bergman was ready to marry him but, as 
he said, he was not the marrying kind. 
“I am a newspaper man. And it is good 
to be lonely and stay in lonely hotels.” 
Bergman claimed Hitchcock based Rear 
Window on her relationship with Capa.

Back in Paris in 1947, Capa, along 
with photographers Cartier-Bresson,  
Chim Seymour, George Rodger and 
William Vandivert, founded Magnum 
Photos, one of the first cooperative 
photography agencies and, today, by far 
the most revered. Cartier-Bresson once 
claimed Capa named them, “because 
whenever we met he would open a 
bottle of champagne”. 

Shot in the leg while covering the 
Arab-Israeli War in 1948, Capa vowed 
never to cover a war again, focusing his 

to cry. Never were there so many people 
so happy so early in the morning.”

Next, he joined the 17th Airborne 
Division as they parachuted into enemy 
territory. He was the second jumper 
behind the regimental commander. At 
10.30am on 23 March, 1945, 600 feet 
above the Rhine, his life flashed before 
his eyes. “The bullets starting hitting  
the plane like pebbles,” James Conboy 
recalls. Scores of helpless soldiers were 
ripped apart by German machine-gun 
fire. “Capa was fearless, even reckless. 
He’d go to any lengths to get the shot. 
Many didn’t make it to the ground alive. 
I couldn’t have done what he did, we 
could shoot back. He had only a camera; 
you can’t defend yourself with a camera.”

In Leipzig, where the last of Hitler’s 
stormtroopers were holed up, Capa took 
one last picture of a young corporal 
firing a machine gun at German snipers. 
“I clicked my shutter – my first picture 
in two weeks, and the last one of the boy. 
He slumped back into the room, his 
face not changed apart from a tiny hole 
between his eyes... I had the picture  
of the last man to die.”

Capa was 32 and the war was over. 
What to do now? He was at the Ritz 
with writer Irwin Shaw when he saw 
actress Ingrid Bergman walk past. He 
sent a note to her room explaining that 
he’d have liked to send her flowers and 
take her to dinner but could not afford 
both. She, of course, could not help but 
be charmed, and a relationship ensued.

Back in Hollywood, Bergman starred 

‘THE CAMERA 
WAS BOB 
CAPA’S 
WEAPON’

Press photographer, Tour de France, 1939

Member of the French Camel Corps, the Meharists, Tunisia, 1943
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should place them while playing pinball, 
a Chesterfield dangling from his mouth 
and a drink by his side. Magnum’s Erich 
Lessing said, “You’d be standing behind 
him and he’d be tilting the pinball, and 
he’d shout, ‘I think you should go to 
Germany and do a story!’ He did this 
many times with me.”

When Pierre Gassmann, whose lab 
processed Magnum’s photos, came for 
payment of an outstanding bill, Capa 
suggested Gassmann bet the money  
on a hot tip he had. Gassman refused. 
But Capa was right and was able to 
settle the bill with his winnings.

Magnum’s reputation was growing 
and photographers such as Ernst Haas, 
Eve Arnold and Elliott Erwitt joined. 

Robert Frank, whose work documented 
everyday life in America, was keen to 
join too, but Capa thought him difficult 
and lacking in humour. “He wouldn’t 
work well with us here,” was his retort.

By the 1950s, Capa was tiring of the 
“superficial” world he operated in. As he 
once said, his life consisted of “none of 
the good things, just the material ones”. 
Likewise, the mental scars of war were 
starting to show. His friend Irwin Shaw 
wrote at this time, “Only in the morning 
does Capa show that the tragedy and 
sorrow through which he has passed 
have left their marks on him. Then he 
drinks down a strong bubbling draft, 
puts on his afternoon smile and sets out 
carefully, light-headed, to these places 
where this homeless man is at home.”

In 1954, he received an invitation to 
show his work in Japan. “He took many 
photographs of children when he was in 
Japan,” recalls Magnum photographer 
Hiroji Kubota. “And these images really 
struck a chord with me as they were all 
taken from the eye level of the children, 
so he’d had to kneel down to take the 
shots. This explains enough about  
Capa as a human being.”

While there, Life asked him to cover 
the First Indochina War in Vietnam. “I 
called him and told him he didn’t have 

lens on the likes of Henri Matisse and 
Pablo Picasso. Françoise Gilot, Picasso’s 
wife recalls, “He’d come and stay for two 
weeks and spend all day with you and let 
you get on with what you were doing. 
He didn’t seem like a photographer. 
Nothing was posed. He would entertain 
you and it was fun to be with him.”

Back in Paris his gambling reached 
new heights. He spent all of his time at 
the races. He borrowed Magnum money 
for his bets and, when he won, refunded 
the office. But he was rarely there. He 
popped in to make calls and pinch the 
bottoms of the attractive young gals who 
kept the office running. He conducted 
business in the cafe downstairs. He’d 
discuss big stories and where Magnum >

Local politicians returning home after  
a visit to Mexico City, 1940

Ava Gardner on the set of The Barefoot Contessa, Tivoli, Italy, 1954

 153



pictures aren’t good enough, you aren’t 
close enough.” This for him was a moral 
sanction: if you’re going to photograph 

people dying, you share their danger.
An hour later he stepped on a land 

mine. He was 40 years old. He was 
offered a military funeral at Arlington 

but his mother declined, saying, “He 
was not a soldier but a man of peace.” 
Capa was buried in a Quaker Cemetery 
just outside of New York City. At his 
memorial service, photographer Edward 
Steichen stood up and said a few words. 
“He understood life,” he said. “He loved 
life intensely. He gave richly of what he 
had to give to life... [He] lived valiantly, 
vigorously, with a rare integrity.” 

Two films about Capa are in production
Close Enough, directed by Paul Andrew 
Williams and Waiting for Robert Capa, 
based on Susana Fortes’ novel, directed by 
Michael Mann
A book, Capa in Colour, is out now
prestel.com

to go,” said John Morris, Magnum’s 
executive director. “This isn’t our war.” 

His family was distraught, but he 
needed the money and was worried  
that David Douglas Duncan, already 
covering the conflict, was eclipsing him 
as the world’s greatest war photographer. 
He arrived in Hanoi on 9 May just after 
Dien Bien Phu had fallen to the Viet 
Minh. Two weeks later, he leapt off the 
jeep he was travelling in with French 
troops to get some photographs of the 
advance. “For a long, indecisive minute, 
he crouched behind the protective bulk 
of our jeep,” wrote Scripps-Howard 
correspondent Jim Lucas. “He was  
ready to leap back or spring ahead, as  
if testing the temper of the Viet Minh 
fire. He decided he would risk it.”

Capa’s famous dictum was, “If your 

‘IT IS GOOD  
TO BE LONELY 
AND STAY IN 
LONELY 
HOTELS’

Chinese watching a battle between Japanese bombers and Chinese fighter planes, 1938
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Lapp family, Norway, 1951
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