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“The primary function of my
photographs,” explained
James Nachtwey recently, “is
to be in mass-circulation pub-
lications—during the time
that the events are happening.
| want them to become part

of people’s daily dialogue and
create public awareness, pub-
lic opinion, that can help bring
pressure for change. That’s
the first and most important
use of my work. A secondary
use is to become an archive,
entered into our collective
memory, so that these events
are never forgotten.”

Born in Syracuse, New York, in
1948, Nachtwey has pho-
tographed violence around the
world—most recently in Kosovo,
Chechnya, Afghanistan, and
Iragq. He has published a
number of collections of pho-
tographs. He has received
countless honors, including
five Robert Capa Gold Medals
and three International Center
of Photography Infinity Awards.
War Photographer, a docu-
mentary on his life, was nom-
inated for an Oscar in 2001.

Despite an impressive list of
photojournalism accolades,
Nachtwey would like his view-
ers to focus on the subjects of
his images rather than the
photographer behind them. “I
don’t want people to be con-
cerned about me. | want them
to be concerned about the
people in the pictures....|
want the first impact, and by
far the most powerful impact,
to be about an emotional, in-
tellectual, and moral reaction
to what is happening to these
people. | want my presence to
be transparent.” This eyewit-
ness photograph and essay
appeared in American Photo
1310,

SEEING

1. James Nachtwey is a vet-
eran photographer who has
documented wars in several
parts of the world. What simi-
larities and differences does
he establish between his
wartime experiences and his
photographing the collapse of
the World Trade Center? In
paragraph 8 Nachtwey ex-
plains that “the place was
filled with firemen and rescue
workers and police, and | was
not needed to play that role. |
realized that very clearly and
therefore went about doing
my job.” What do you think
the role of a photographer
should be during a time of war
or in a crisis situation?

2. In paragraph 17 Nachtwey
tells us that “there is power in
the still image that doesn’t
exist in other forms. | think
that there even is a necessity
for it, because that many
people wouldn’t be looking at
still pictures unless they
needed to do that.” Compare
the power of Nachtwey’s prose
narrative of the events of
September 11 to Crushed Car,
one of the photographs he
took that day (p. 304). This
image is part of a photo essay
(you can see that essay at
www.time.com/photoessays/
shattered). Which do you find
more articulate—Nachtwey’s
prose or his visual essay?
Why? To what extent is the
power of each a reflection of
its medium?

308 CAPTURING MEMORABLE MOMENTS

WRITING

1. The code of ethics of the
National Press Photographers
Association notes that “many
publications and stations have
conduct codes or ethics codes
requiring photojournalists to
report truthfully, honestly and
objectively. Their codes might
include statements such as
‘photojournalists should at all
times maintain the highest
standards of ethical conduct
in serving the public interest’
or ‘a member shall present
himself, his work, his services,
and his premises in such a
manner as will uphold and dig-
nify his professional status
and the reputation of the sta-
tion.”” Using samples from
Nachtwey’s photojournalism,
write an expository essay in
which you apply these stan-
dards to combat photography.

2. In paragraph 17, Nachtwey
announces that he found it
“very gratifying” to know that
there were 600,000 visits to
his photo essay on the Time
web site. “The fact that peo-
ple are turning to the Internet
instead of television is signifi-
cant. This is sort of a test
case of mass appeal.” Write
an argumentative essay in
which you support—or chal-
lenge—the assertion that the
events of September 11
caused a shift in the ways we
receive information and the
sources of that information.
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try to keep us away from anything. | think that it's
just the nature of the relationship, unfortunately.
But there was so much chaos at the beginning
that it was easy to elude the police, and once you
were with the rescue workers, they didn't
seem to mind at all

| didn't see the dead. They were underneath, 1s
and it wasn't clear how many were under there
at that moment. | didn't witness people suffering,
because they were invisible. | didn't feel it as
strongly as when | witnessed people starving
to death or whenT‘ve seen innocent people cut
down by sniper fire. | haven't completely
processed this event

For me personally, the worst moment was
when | was underneath the second tower as it fell
and this tidal wave of deadly debris was about
to fall on me. When | saw Ground Zero | was in a
state of disbelief. It was disturbing to see this
massive destruction in my own city, in my own
country. | was in Grozny when it was being pul-
verized by Russian artillery and aircratft. | spent
a couple of years in Beirut during various sieges
and bombardments. But now it was literally in my
own backyard, and | think one thing Americans
are learning from this is that now we are a part of
the world in a way we never have been before.

The first day that Time.com had my essay
on their web site, at least 600,000 people had a
look at it. To me, as a communicator, that's very
gratifying. | hope publishers and editors are pay-
ing attention to this. There is power in the still
image that doesn't exist in other forms. | think that
there even is a necessity for it, because that many
people wouldn't be looking at still pictures unless
they needed to do that. | know that 600,000 peo-
ple looking at a web site is small compared to a

typical TV audience, but it is [nonetheless]

a sizable number of people, and the fact that
people are turning to the Internet instead of
television is significant. This is sort of a test case
of mass appeal.

To me it’s quite obvious that a tremendous
crime against humanity—a barbaric act—has
been perpetrated on innocent civilians. There’s
nothing that can justify that act.

Many years ago, | felt that | had seen too
much [violence], that | didn’t want to see any more
tragedies in this world. But unfortunately history
continues to produce tragedies, and it is very im-
portant that they be documented with compassion
and in a compelling way. | feel a responsibility to
continue. But believe me when | say that | would
much rather these things never happen [so that]

I could either photograph something entirely
different or not be a photographer at all. But that's
not the way the world is. O
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[image: image3.png]trying to find our way out. | initially thought that
the building had fallen on us and that we were
in a pocket, because it was so dark. We just
continued to crawl, and | began to see small
blinking lights, and | realized that these were the
turn signals of cars that had been destroyed and
the signals were still on. At that point | realized
that we were in the street, although it was just
as black in the street as it was in the hotel lobby,
and that we would be able to find our way out.

My experiences photographing combat
and being in life-threatening situations played a
very important part in my being able to survive
this and continue to work. It was, as | said, all in-
stinct. | was making fast decisions with very little
time to spare. And | guess that | made the right
decisions, because I'm still here. | was lucky, too.
| don't fold up in these situations. I've been in
them enough times to somehow have developed
the capacity to continue to do my job. On my
way out of the smoke and ash, | was actually
photographing searchers coming in. Once | got
clear, | tried to clear my eyes as best | could
and catch my breath. | realized | had to make
my way toward what has now become known
as Ground Zero. It took a while to make my
way there. | spent the day there, photographing
the firemen searching for people who had
been trapped.

If I had been needed to help someone,
| certainly would have done it, as | have many
times in the past. | would have put down my
camera to lend a hand, as | think anyone would
have. The place was filled with firemen and rescue
workers and police, and | was not needed to
play that role. | realized that very clearly and there-
fore went about doing my job.
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When I'm photographing | don't censor
myself, or second-guess myself. | try to be aware
of my own inner voice, my own instincts, as much
as | can, and | try to follow them.

The level of dust and ash in the air was so
intense that it was impossible to protect myself or
my camera or my film. I've never had negatives
that were so scratched and filled with marks as
these. It looks like there are railroad tracks across
my negatives. Every time you opened your
camera back, there was no time even to dust it
off, because more ash would fall in.

I worked all day until night, at which point
| felt that it was time to leave. | was exhausted;
| felt rather sick from all the smoke and as|h
that | had inhaled—not only initially, but all day
long. The scene was burning and filled with
acrid smoke; my lungs had burned all day long.
The next day | was quite sick, almost incapaci-
tated. Feeling dizzy, exhausted. Quite out of it.

After the buildings fell, there wasn't really
any more danger, as long as you watched your
footing. It wasn't as if people were shooting at
us or we were being shelled or there were land
mines there.

The frontline troops in this particular
battle were firemen, and they put themselves in
jeopardy. A lot of them lost their lives. They
were frontline troops [who] didn’t kill anyone; they
were there to save people. That made this
story very different from the wars I've covered.

The rescue workers were generally too busy
to pay us [photographers] much mind. And
because we weren't in the way they didn’t have
to pay us much mind, unless they felt like it, for
whatever personal reason they might have had.
The police were another matter. They instinctively




[image: image4.png]When the attack first started, | was in my own
apartment near the South Street Seaport, directly
across lower Manhattan. | heard a sound that
was out of the ordinary. | was far enough away so
that the sound wasn't alarming, but it was defi-
nitely out of the ordinary.

When | saw the towers burning, my first
reaction was to take a camera, to load it with film,
go up on my roof, where | had a clear view, and
photograph the first tower burning. Then | wanted
to go directly to the site. | went back down
and loaded my gear and went over. It was a ten-
minute walk.

When | got there, people were being evacu-
ated from both towers. In the interim, the plane
had hit the second tower. Medical treatment
centers were being set up on the sidewalks.

It wasn't as chaotic as you might think. On the
street, the people coming out initially were not
seriously wounded. They were frightened, some
were hurt in a minor way. | think that the real
chaos was happening up inside the towers with
the people who were trapped.

When the first tower fell. people ran in panic.
They ran from the falling debris, girders that
were falling down in an avalanche in the thick
smoke and dust. Documenting a crisis situation
that's clearly out of control is always very instinc-
tual. There's no road map. No ground rules. It's
all improvisations. My instinct initially, in this case,
was to photograph the human situation. But once
the tower fell, the people really all disappeared.
They either ran away or were trapped. So my
instinct then was to go to where the tower had
fallen. It seemed to me absolutely unbelievable
that the World Trade Center could be lying in the

street, and [ felt compelled to make an image
of this. I made my way there through the smoke.
The area was virtually deserted. It seemed like

a movie set from a science-fiction film. Very
apocalyptic—sunlight filtering through the dust
and the destroyed wreckage of the buildings
lying in the street.

As | was photographing the destruction of
the first tower, the second tower fell, and | was
standing right under it, literally right under it.
Fortunately for me, and unfortunately for people
on the west side of the building, it listed to the
west. But | was still underneath this avalanche of
falling debris—structural steel and aluminum
siding, glass, just tons of material falling directly
down onto me. | realized that | had a few sec-
onds to find cover or else I'd be killed. | dashed
into the lobby of the Millenium Hilton hotel,
directly across the street from the North Tower,
and | realized instantly that this hotel lobby was
going to be taken out, that the debris would
come flying through the plate glass and there
would be no protection at all. There was no other
place to turn, certainly no more time.

| saw an open elevator and dashed inside.
| put my back against the wall, and about a sec-
ond later the lobby was taken out. There was a
construction worker who dashed inside there with
me just as the debris swept through the lobby.

It instantly became pitch black, just as if you were
in a closet with the light out and a blindfold on.
You could not see anything. It was very difficult
to breathe. My nose, my mouth, my eyes were
filled with ash. | had a hat on, so | put it over
my face and began to breathe through it. And
together, this other man and | crawled, groping,

James Nachtwey, Crushed Car, 2001 (facing page)
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James Nachtwey, Photographer
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