
 

Visual Analysis of "The Portrait of Afghan Girl" 
by Steve McCurry 

 
"The Portrait of Afghan Girl," captured by Steve McCurry, is a photograph that has become one 
of the most iconic images in the history of modern photography. This photograph, captured in 
1984, portrays a young Afghan refugee girl named SharbatGula. It was first published on the 
cover of National Geographic in June 1985, capturing the world's attention with its compelling 
visual narrative. This essay will explore the various elements contributing to the photograph's 
enduring impact, focusing on composition, color, and the emotional depth conveyed through the 
subject's gaze. 

 

Composition and Framing 
One of the most striking features of "The Portrait of Afghan Girl" is its composition. The 
photograph is a close-up portrait, focusing entirely on the girl's face. The tight framing eliminates 
background distractions, compelling viewers to engage directly with her penetrating gaze. Her 
face is slightly off-center, following the rule of thirds, which enhances visual appeal and draws 
attention to her eyes. This compositional choice creates a powerful, intimate connection 
between the subject and the viewer, emphasizing her presence and the intensity of her 
expression. 

 

Use of Color 
The colors used in this photograph play a crucial role in its emotional impact. The dominant 
colors are the deep greens and reds, which complement each other and create a balanced yet 
striking color palette. The girl's piercing green eyes match the color of her headscarf, creating a 
harmonious link that further emphasizes her gaze. Meanwhile, the red tones in her shawl add 
warmth and contrast, making her features stand out even more against the muted backdrop. 
This vivid color scheme not only captures attention but also conveys a sense of vitality and 
resilience. 

 

Emotional Depth and Expression 
Perhaps the most compelling aspect of this portrait is the emotional depth conveyed through 
SharbatGula's eyes. Her gaze is intense and direct, filled with an enigmatic combination of fear, 
curiosity, and defiance. This complexity invites viewers to ponder her story and the experiences 
that have shaped her life. Her slightly parted lips suggest an unspoken narrative, adding to the 
mystery and intrigue. The photograph captures a moment of raw humanity, inviting empathy and 
introspection from viewers. 

 

Symbolism and Cultural Context 
The photograph is not only a portrait of an individual but also a symbol of the broader human 
condition and the specific plight of Afghan refugees during the Soviet occupation. SharbatGula's 
expression encapsulates the struggles and resilience of those affected by conflict, making the 
image a powerful testament to the human spirit. McCurry's portrait transcends cultural 
boundaries, resonating with audiences worldwide by highlighting universal themes of survival, 
dignity, and hope over adversity. 



 

Conclusion 
Steve McCurry's "The Portrait of Afghan Girl" is a masterpiece of visual storytelling that 
continues to captivate audience’s decades after its initial publication. Through thoughtful 
composition, striking use of color, and profound emotional expression, the photograph offers a 
window into the soul of its subject while reflecting broader socio-political issues. For university 
students studying visual analysis, this photograph serves as an exemplary case of how powerful 
imagery can transcend its immediate context to evoke empathy and inspire global awareness. 
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