
The faces of collateral damage and friendly fire are generally not seen. 
This was not the case with 9-year-old Phan Thi Kim Phuc. On June 8, 
1972, Associated Press photographer Nick Ut was outside Trang Bang, 
about 25 miles northwest of Saigon, when the South Vietnamese air 
force mistakenly dropped a load of napalm on the village. As the 
Vietnamese photographer took pictures of the carnage, he saw a 
group of children and soldiers along with a screaming naked girl 
running up the highway toward him. Ut wondered, Why doesn’t she 
have clothes? He then realized that she had been hit by napalm. “I 
took a lot of water and poured it on her body. She was screaming, 
‘Too hot! Too hot!’” Ut took Kim Phuc to a hospital, where he learned 
that she might not survive the third-degree burns covering 30 percent 
of her body. So with the help of colleagues he got her transferred to 
an American facility for treatment that saved her life. Ut’s photo of 
the raw impact of conflict underscored that the war was doing more 
harm than good. It also sparked newsroom debates about running a 
photo with nudity, pushing many publications, including the New York 
Times, to override their policies. The photo quickly became a cultural 
shorthand for the atrocities of the Vietnam War and joined Malcolm 
Browne’s Burning Monk and Eddie Adams’ Saigon Execution as 
defining images of that brutal conflict. When President Richard Nixon 
wondered if the photo was fake, Ut commented, “The horror of the 
Vietnam War recorded by me did not have to be fixed.” In 1973 the 
Pulitzer committee agreed and awarded him its prize. That same year, 
America’s involvement in the war ended.



Kevin Carter knew the stench of death. As a member of the Bang-
Bang Club, a quartet of brave photographers who chronicled 
apartheid-era South Africa, he had seen more than his share of 
heartbreak. In 1993 he flew to Sudan to photograph the famine 
racking that land. Exhausted after a day of taking pictures in the 
village of Ayod, he headed out into the open bush. There he heard 
whimpering and came across an emaciated toddler who had 
collapsed on the way to a feeding center. As he took the child’s 
picture, a plump vulture landed nearby. Carter had reportedly been 
advised not to touch the victims because of disease, so instead of 
helping, he spent 20 minutes waiting in the hope that the stalking 
bird would open its wings. It did not. Carter scared the creature away 
and watched as the child continued toward the center. He then lit a 
cigarette, talked to God and wept. The New York Times ran the photo, 
and readers were eager to find out what happened to the child—and 
to criticize Carter for not coming to his subject’s aid. His image quickly 
became a wrenching case study in the debate over when 
photographers should intervene. Subsequent research seemed to 
reveal that the child did survive yet died 14 years later from malarial 
fever. Carter won a Pulitzer for his image, but the darkness of that 
bright day never lifted from him. In July 1994 he took his own life, 
writing, “I am haunted by the vivid memories of killings & corpses & 
anger & pain.”



In June 1963, most Americans couldn’t find Vietnam on a 
map. But there was no forgetting that war-torn Southeast 
Asian nation after Associated Press photographer Malcolm 
Browne captured the image of Thich Quang Duc immolating 
himself on a Saigon street. Browne had been given a heads-up 
that something was going to happen to protest the treatment 
of Buddhists by the regime of President Ngo Dinh Diem. Once 
there he watched as two monks doused the seated elderly 
man with gasoline. “I realized at that moment exactly what 
was happening, and began to take pictures a few seconds 
apart,” he wrote soon after. His Pulitzer Prize–winning photo 
of the seemingly serene monk sitting lotus style as he is 
enveloped in flames became the first iconic image to emerge 
from a quagmire that would soon pull in America. Quang 
Duc’s act of martyrdom became a sign of the volatility of his 
nation, and President Kennedy later commented, “No news 
picture in history has generated so much emotion around the 
world as that one.” Browne’s photo forced people to question 
the U.S.’s association with Diem’s government, and soon 
resulted in the Administration’s decision not to interfere with 
a coup that November.



It’s the most perilous yet playful lunch break ever captured: 11 men 
casually eating, chatting and sneaking a smoke as if they weren’t 840 
feet above Manhattan with nothing but a thin beam keeping them 
aloft. That comfort is real; the men are among the construction 
workers who helped build Rockefeller Center. But the picture, taken 
on the 69th floor of the flagship RCA Building (now the GE Building), 
was staged as part of a promotional campaign for the massive 
skyscraper complex. While the photographer and the identities of 
most of the subjects remain a mystery—the photographers Charles C. 
Ebbets, Thomas Kelley and William Leftwich were all present that 
day, and it’s not known which one took it—there isn’t an ironworker 
in New York City who doesn’t see the picture as a badge of their bold 
tribe. In that way they are not alone. By thumbing its nose at both 
danger and the Depression, Lunch Atop a Skyscraper came to 
symbolize American resilience and ambition at a time when both 
were desperately needed. It has since become an iconic emblem of 
the city in which it was taken, affirming the romantic belief that New 
York is a place unafraid to tackle projects that would cow less brazen 
cities. And like all symbols in a city built on hustle, Lunch Atop a 
Skyscraper has spawned its own economy. It is the Corbis photo 
agency’s most reproduced image. And good luck walking through 
Times Square without someone hawking it on a mug, magnet or T-
shirt.



The war in Syria had been going on for more than four years when Alan Kurdi’s
parents lifted the 3-year-old boy and his 5-year-old brother into an inflatable 
boat and set off from the Turkish coast for the Greek island of Kos, just three 
miles away. Within minutes of pushing off, a wave capsized the vessel, and the 
mother and both sons drowned. On the shore near the coastal town of Bodrum
a few hours later, Nilufer Demir of the Dogan News Agency, came upon Alan, 
his face turned to one side and bottom elevated as if he were just asleep. 
“There was nothing left to do for him. There was nothing left to bring him back 
to life,” she said. So Demir raised her camera. "I thought, This is the only way I 
can express the scream of his silent body." The resulting image became the 
defining photograph of an ongoing war that, by the time Demir pressed her 
shutter, had killed some 220,000 people. It was taken not in Syria, a country 
the world preferred to ignore, but on the doorstep of Europe, where its 
refugees were heading. Dressed for travel, the child lay between one world and 
another: waves had washed away any chalky brown dust that might locate him 
in a place foreign to Westerners’ experience. It was an experience the Kurdis
sought for themselves, joining a migration fueled as much by aspiration as 
desperation. The family had already escaped bloodshed by making it across the 
land border to Turkey; the sea journey was in search of a better life, one that 
would now become — at least for a few months — far more accessible for the 
hundreds of thousands traveling behind them. Demir’s image whipped around 
social media within hours, accumulating potency with every share. News 
organizations were compelled to publish it—or publicly defend their decision 
not to. And European governments were suddenly compelled to open closed 
frontiers. Within a week, trainloads of Syrians were arriving in Germany to 
cheers, as a war lamented but not felt suddenly brimmed with emotions 
unlocked by a picture of one small, still form.



Few remember Biafra, the tiny western African nation that 
split off from southern Nigeria in 1967 and was retaken less 
than three years later. Much of the world learned of the 
enormity of that brief struggle through images of the mass 
starvation and disease that took the lives of possibly millions. 
None proved as powerful as British war photographer Don 
McCullin’s picture of a 9-year-old albino child. “To be a 
starving Biafran orphan was to be in a most pitiable situation, 
but to be a starving albino Biafran was to be in a position 
beyond description,” McCullin wrote. “Dying of starvation, he 
was still among his peers an object of ostracism, ridicule and 
insult.” This photo profoundly influenced public opinion, 
pressured governments to take action, and led to massive 
airlifts of food, medicine and weapons. McCullin hoped that 
such stark images would be able to “break the hearts and 
spirits of secure people.” While public attention eventually 
shifted, McCullin’s work left a lasting legacy: he and other 
witnesses of the conflict inspired the launch of Doctors 
Without Borders, which delivers emergency medical support 
to those suffering from war, epidemics and disasters.



The same imperialistic desires festering in Europe in the 1930s had already 
swept into Asia. Yet many Americans remained wary of wading into a conflict 
in what seemed a far-off, alien land. But that opinion began to change as 
Japan’s army of the Rising Sun rolled toward Shanghai in the summer of 1937. 
Fighting started there in August, and the unrelenting shelling and bombing 
caused mass panic and death in the streets. But the rest of the world didn’t 
put a face to the victims until they saw the aftermath of an August 28 attack 
by Japanese bombers. When H.S. Wong, a photographer for Hearst Metrotone
News nicknamed Newsreel, arrived at the destroyed South Station, he recalled 
carnage so fresh “that my shoes were soaked with blood.” In the midst of the 
devastation, Wong saw a wailing Chinese baby whose mother lay dead on 
nearby tracks. He said he quickly shot his remaining film and then ran to carry 
the baby to safety, but not before the boy’s father raced over and ferried him 
away. Wong’s image of the wounded, helpless infant was sent to New York and 
featured in Hearst newsreels, newspapers and life magazine—the widest 
audience a picture could then have. Viewed by more than 136 million people, 
it struck a personal chord that transcended ethnicity and geography. To many, 
the infant’s pain represented the plight of China and the bloodlust of Japan, 
and the photo dubbed Bloody Saturday was transformed into one of the most 
powerful news pictures of all time. Its dissemination reveals the potent force 
of an image to sway official and public opinion. Wong’s picture led the U.S., 
Britain and France to formally protest the attack and helped shift Western 
sentiment in favor of wading into what would become the world’s second 
great war.



In August 1955, Emmett Till, a black teenager from Chicago, was 
visiting relatives in Mississippi when he stopped at Bryant’s Grocery 
and Meat Market. There he encountered Carolyn Bryant, a white 
woman. Whether Till really flirted with Bryant or whistled at her isn’t 
known. But what happened four days later is. Bryant’s husband Roy 
and his half brother, J.W. Milam, seized the 14-year-old from his 
great-uncle’s house. The pair then beat Till, shot him, and strung 
barbed wire and a 75-pound metal fan around his neck and dumped 
the lifeless body in the Tallahatchie River. A white jury quickly 
acquitted the men, with one juror saying it had taken so long only 
because they had to break to drink some pop. When Till’s mother 
Mamie came to identify her son, she told the funeral director, “Let 
the people see what I’ve seen.” She brought him home to Chicago 
and insisted on an open casket. Tens of thousands filed past Till’s 
remains, but it was the publication of the searing funeral image in 
Jet, with a stoic Mamie gazing at her murdered child’s ravaged body, 
that forced the world to reckon with the brutality of American 
racism. For almost a century, African Americans were lynched with 
regularity and impunity. Now, thanks to a mother’s determination to 
expose the barbarousness of the crime, the public could no longer 
pretend to ignore what they couldn’t see.



When the British held Mohandas Gandhi prisoner at Yeravda 
prison in Pune, India, from 1932 to 1933, the nationalist 
leader made his own thread with a charkha, a portable 
spinning wheel. The practice evolved from a source of 
personal comfort during captivity into a touchstone of the 
campaign for independence, with Gandhi encouraging his 
countrymen to make their own homespun cloth instead of 
buying British goods. By the time Margaret Bourke-White 
came to Gandhi’s compound for a life article on India’s 
leaders, spinning was so bound up with Gandhi’s identity that 
his secretary, Pyarelal Nayyar, told Bourke-White that she had 
to learn the craft before photographing the leader. Bourke-
White’s picture of Gandhi reading the news alongside his 
charkha never appeared in the article for which it was taken, 
but less than two years later life featured the photo 
prominently in a tribute published after Gandhi’s 
assassination. It soon became an indelible image, the slain 
civil-disobedience crusader with his most potent symbol, and 
helped solidify the perception of Gandhi outside the 
subcontinent as a saintly man of peace.



James Nachtwey couldn’t get an assignment in 1992 to 
document the spiraling famine in Somalia. Mogadishu had 
become engulfed in armed conflict as food prices soared and 
international assistance failed to keep pace. Yet few in the 
West took much notice, so the American photographer went 
on his own to Somalia, where he received support from the 
International Committee of the Red Cross. Nachtwey brought 
back a cache of haunting images, including this scene of a 
woman waiting to be taken to a feeding center in a 
wheelbarrow. After it was published as part of a cover feature 
in the New York Times Magazine, one reader wrote, “Dare we 
say that it doesn’t get any worse than this?” The world was 
similarly moved. The Red Cross said public support resulted in 
what was then its largest operation since World War II. One 
and a half million people were saved, the ICRC’s Jean-Daniel 
Tauxe told the Times, and “James’ pictures made the 
difference.”



Senkwekwe the silverback mountain gorilla weighed at least 
500 pounds when his carcass was strapped to a makeshift 
stretcher, and it took more than a dozen men to hoist it into 
the air. Brent Stirton captured the scene while in Virunga 
National Park in the Democratic Republic of Congo. -
Senkwekwe and several other gorillas were shot dead as a 
violent conflict engulfed the park, where half the world’s 
critically endangered mountain gorillas live. When Stirton 
photographed residents and park rangers respectfully carrying 
Senkwekwe out of the forest in 2007, the park was under 
siege by people illegally harvesting wood to be used in a 
charcoal industry that grew in the wake of the Rwandan 
genocide. In the photo, Senkwekwe looks huge but vaguely 
human, a reminder that conflict in Central Africa affects more 
than just the humans caught in its cross fire; it also touches 
the region’s environment and animal inhabitants. Three 
months after Stirton’s photograph was published in 
Newsweek, nine African countries—including Congo—signed 
a legally binding treaty to help protect the mountain gorillas 
in Virunga.



Moments before American photojournalist Chris Hondros 
took this picture of Samar Hassan, the little girl was in the 
backseat of her family’s car as they drove home from the 
Iraqi city of Tall ‘Afar. Now Samar was an orphan, her parents 
shot dead by U.S. soldiers who had opened fire because they 
feared the car might be carrying insurgents or a suicide 
bomber. It was January 2005, and the war in Iraq was at its 
most brutal. Such horrific accidents were not rare in that 
chaotic conflict, but they had never been documented in real 
time. Hondros, who worked for Getty Images, was embedded 
with the Army unit when the shooting happened. He 
transmitted his photographs immediately, and by the 
following day they were published around the world. The 
images led the U.S. military to revise its checkpoint 
procedures, but their greater effect was in compelling an 
already skeptical public to ask why American soldiers were 
killing the people they had ostensibly come to liberate and 
protect. Hondros was killed during the civil war in Libya in 
2011.



The act was stunning in its casualness. Associated Press photographer 
Eddie Adams was on the streets of Saigon on February 1, 1968, two 
days after the forces of the People’s Army of Vietnam and the Viet 
Cong set off the Tet offensive and swarmed into dozens of South 
Vietnamese cities. As Adams photographed the turmoil, he came 
upon Brigadier General Nguyen Ngoc Loan, chief of the national 
police, standing alongside Nguyen Van Lem, the captain of a terrorist 
squad who had just killed the family of one of Loan’s friends. Adams 
thought he was watching the interrogation of a bound prisoner. But 
as he looked through his viewfinder, Loan calmly raised his .38-caliber 
pistol and summarily fired a bullet through Lem’s head. After shooting 
the suspect, the general justified the suddenness of his actions by 
saying, “If you hesitate, if you didn’t do your duty, the men won’t 
follow you.” The Tet offensive raged into March. Yet while U.S. forces 
beat back the communists, press reports of the anarchy convinced 
Americans that the war was unwinnable. The freezing of the moment 
of Lem’s death symbolized for many the brutality over there, and the 
picture’s widespread publication helped galvanize growing sentiment 
in America about the futility of the fight. More important, Adams’ 
photo ushered in a more intimate level of war photojournalism. He 
won a Pulitzer Prize for this image, and as he commented three 
decades later about the reach of his work, “Still photographs are the 
most powerful weapon in the world.”



Seven billion human beings take up a certain amount of 
space, which is one reason why wilderness—true, untouched 
wilderness—is fast dwindling around the world. Even in 
Africa, where lions and elephants still roam, the space for wild 
animals is shrinking. That’s what makes Michael Nichols’ 
photograph so special. Nichols and the National Geographic 
Society explorer Michael Fay undertook an arduous 2,000-
mile trek from the Congo in central Africa to Gabon on the 
continent’s west coast. That was where Nichols captured a 
photograph of something astonishing—hippopotamuses 
swimming in the midnight blue Atlantic Ocean. It was an 
event few had seen before—while hippos spend most of their 
time in water, their habitat is more likely to be an inland river 
or swamp than the crashing sea. The photograph itself is 
reliably beautiful, the eyes and snout of the hippo peeking 
just above the rippling ocean surface. But its effect was more 
than aesthetic. Gabon President Omar Bongo was inspired by 
Nichols’ pictures to create a system of national parks that now 
cover 11 percent of the country, ensuring that there will be at 
least some space left for the wild.



It can take time for even the most shocking images to have an 
effect. The war in Bosnia had not yet begun when American 
Ron Haviv took this picture of a Serb kicking a Muslim woman 
who had been shot by Serb forces. Haviv had gained access to 
the Tigers, a brutal nationalist militia that had warned him 
not to photograph any killings. But Haviv was determined to 
document the cruelty he was witnessing and, in a split 
second, decided to risk it. TIME published the photo a week 
later, and the image of casual hatred ignited broad debate 
over the international response to the worsening conflict. 
Still, the war continued for more than three years, and -
Haviv—who was put on a hit list by the Tigers’ leader, Zeljko 
Raznatovic, or Arkan—was frustrated by the tepid reaction. 
Almost 100,000 people lost their lives. Before his 
assassination in 2000, Arkan was indicted for crimes against 
humanity. Haviv’s image was used as evidence against him 
and other perpetrators of what became known as ethnic 
cleansing.



It was at Antietam, the blood-churning battle in Sharpsburg, Md., 
where more Americans died in a single day than ever had before, that 
one Union soldier recalled how “the piles of dead ... were frightful.” 
The Scottish-born photographer Alexander Gardner arrived there two 
days after the September 17, 1862, slaughter. He set up his stereo 
wet-plate camera and started taking dozens of images of the body-
strewn countryside, documenting fallen soldiers, burial crews and 
trench graves. Gardner worked for Mathew Brady, and when he 
returned to New York City his employer arranged an exhibition of the 
work. Visitors were greeted with a plain sign reading “The Dead of 
Antietam.” But what they saw was anything but simple. Genteel 
society came upon what are believed to be the first recorded images 
of war casualties. Gardner’s photographs are so sharp that people 
could make out faces. The death was unfiltered, and a war that had 
seemed remote suddenly became harrowingly immediate. Gardner 
helped make Americans realize the significance of the fratricide that 
by 1865 would take more than 600,000 lives. For in the hallowed 
fields fell not faceless strangers but sons, brothers, fathers, cousins 
and friends. And Gardner’s images of Antietam created a lasting 
legacy by establishing a painfully potent visual precedent for the way 
all wars have since been covered.



The Polish-born Dmitri Baltermants had planned to be a math teacher but 
instead fell in love with photography. Just as World War II broke out, he got a 
call from his bosses at the Soviet government paper Izvestia: “Our troops are 
crossing the border tomorrow. Get ready to shoot the annexation of western 
Ukraine!” At the time the Soviet Union considered Nazi Germany its ally. But 
after Adolf Hitler turned on his comrades and invaded the Soviet Union, 
Baltermants’ mission changed too. Covering what then became known as the 
Great Patriotic War, he captured grim images of body-littered roads along with 
those of troops enjoying quiet moments. In January 1942 he was in the newly 
liberated city of Kerch, Crimea, where two months earlier Nazi death squads 
had rounded up the town’s 7,000 Jews. “They drove out whole families—-
women, the elderly, children,” Baltermants recalled years later. “They drove all 
of them to an antitank ditch and shot them.” There Baltermants came upon a 
bleak, corpse-choked field, the outstretched limbs of old and young alike frozen 
in the last moment of pleading. Some of the gathered townspeople wailed, 
their arms wide. Others hunched in paroxysms of grief. Baltermants, who 
witnessed more than his share of death, recorded what he saw. Yet these 
images of mass Nazi murders on Soviet soil were too graphic for his nation’s 
leaders, wary of displaying the suffering of their people. Like many of 
Baltermants’ photos, this one was censored, being shown only decades later as 
liberalism seeped into Russian society in the 1960s. When it finally emerged, 
Baltermants’ picture allowed generations of Russians to form a collective 
memory of their great war. “You do your work the best you can,” he somberly 
observed, “and someday it will surface.”



It’s easy to ignore the plight of refugees. They are seen as numbers 
more than people, moving from one distant land to the next. But a 
picture can puncture that illusion. The sun hadn’t yet risen on 
Thanksgiving Day in 1977 when Associated Press photographer Eddie 
Adams watched a fishing boat packed with South Vietnamese 
refugees drift toward Thailand. He was on patrol with Thai maritime 
authorities as the unstable vessel carrying about 50 people came to 
shore after days at sea. Thousands of refugees had streamed from 
postwar Vietnam since the American withdrawal more than two 
years earlier, fleeing communism by fanning out across Southeast 
Asia in search of safe harbor. Often they were pushed back into the 
abyss and told to go somewhere else. Adams boarded the packed 
fishing boat and began shooting. He didn’t have long. Eventually Thai 
authorities demanded that he disembark—wary, Adams believed, 
that his presence would create sympathy for the refugees that might 
compel Thailand to open its doors. On that score, they were right. 
Adams transmitted his pictures and wrote a short report, and within 
days they were published widely. The images were presented to 
Congress, helping to open the doors for more than 200,000 refugees 
from Vietnam to enter the U.S. from 1978 to 1981. “The pictures did 
it,” Adams said, “pushed it over.”



Few images are as stark as one of an execution. On August 27, 1979, 
11 men who had been convicted of being “counterrevolutionary” by 
the regime of Iranian ruler Ayatullah Ruhollah Khomeini were lined 
up on a dirt field at Sanandaj Airport and gunned down side by side. 
No international journalists witnessed the killings. They had been 
banned from Iran by Khomeini, which meant it was up to the 
domestic press to chronicle the bloody conflict between the 
theocracy and the local Kurds, who had been denied representation 
in Khomeini’s government. The Iranian photographer Jahangir Razmi 
had been tipped off to the trial, and he shot two rolls of film at the 
executions. One image, with bodies crumpled on the ground and 
another man moments from joining them, was published 
anonymously on the front page of the Iranian daily Ettela’at. Within 
hours, members of the Islamic Revolutionary Council appeared at the 
paper’s office and demanded the photographer’s name. The editor 
refused. Days later, the picture was picked up by the news service UPI 
and trumpeted in papers around the world as evidence of the 
murderous nature of Khomeini’s brand of religious government. The 
following year, Firing Squad in Iran was awarded the Pulitzer Prize—
the only anonymous winner in history. It was not until 2006 that 
Razmi was revealed as the photographer.



By April 2004, some 700 U.S. troops had been killed on the 
battlefield in Iraq, but images of the dead returning home in coffins 
were never seen. The U.S. government had banned news 
organizations from photographing such scenes in 1991, arguing that 
they violated families’ privacy and the dignity of the dead. To critics, 
the policy was simply a way of sanitizing an increasingly bloody 
conflict. As a government contractor working for a cargo company in 
Kuwait, Tami Silicio was moved by the increasingly human freight she 
was loading and felt compelled to share what she was seeing. On 
April 7, Silicio used her Nikon Coolpix to photograph more than 20 
flag-draped coffins as they passed through Kuwait on their way to 
Dover Air Force Base in Delaware. She emailed the picture to a friend 
in the U.S., who forwarded it to a photo editor at the Seattle Times. 
With Silicio’s permission, the Times put the photo on its front page 
on April 18—and immediately set off a firestorm. Within days, Silicio
was fired from her job and a debate raged over the ethics of 
publishing the images. While the government claimed that families 
of troops killed in action agreed with its policy, many felt that the 
pictures should not be censored. In late 2009, during President 
Barack Obama’s first year in office, the Pentagon lifted the ban.


