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Introduction

Workers repair the antenna atop the Empire State Building in 2001.

ISO 200 f/5.6 1/1000 14mm
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I have been given a chance to witness and experience many different lives, occupations, and realities, thanks to the many generous people who’ve allowed me to document them with a camera.

I have hung from the needle of the Empire State Building, nearly 1,500 feet above New York City. I have witnessed the launch of the Second Gulf War from the deck of the USS Abraham Lincoln aircraft carrier. I have seen people uprooted from their lives in Afghanistan, and witnessed Americans devastated by the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans.

I have photographed a U.S. president in the White House in the morning, and, later that very afternoon, a homeless man on the street. I have photographed major sporting events including the Olympics, the Super Bowl, and the World Cup.

But some of my favorite moments in photography—of my career—have been the intimate moments spent with everyday people. Granted, some were Nobel Prize winners, industry titans, or billionaires, but others were fascinating, regular people from small towns or villages who made tremendous contributions to their local community—or sometimes simply to their loved ones.

Most of the time, human beings are extremely complex. I have witnessed some of the very best of humanity with my own eyes, and some of the very worst behavior imaginable, as well.

Photography has given me the opportunity to be in awe of a child reacting to being photographed for the first time. On the other end of the spectrum, I’ve witnessed the joy on someone’s face when they make a great photograph of a flower or of the game-winning touchdown and realize they’ve captured that moment for eternity.

That is the ultimate beauty of photography, as with any art: its ability to make us very happy.

One of the most important photographic lessons I learned came from my father, Bertrand Laforet, who is also a photographer. I was 16 years old, sitting in his office at a magazine in Paris. He walked in and looked at me.

“You know what I love about photography?” he said. “I’ve been doing this for close to 30 years now, and every day I still learn something completely new.”

My father was referring to the endless world out there for photographers—and the endless opportunity to learn, to take chances, to experiment. I never forgot those words. I came to understand what he meant, and did my best to live and practice photography accordingly.

A surfer makes his way into the water at sunrise at San Buenaventura Beach in Ventura, California.

ISO 50 f/100 1/100 500mm
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This book is meant to be a collection of some of my most successful images from my career that has spanned nearly 18 years. On the DVD that accompanies the book, I discuss some of these photographs and others in greater detail in over 60 videos. The book and DVD come at an interesting time for me, as I am starting to focus almost exclusively on being a director.

That being said, my first love will always be the photograph. I find it to be one of the purest artistic pursuits. The artist is always held back by reality in some ways (by what he or she can actually photograph, Photoshop excluded) but is also challenged to produce a work of art and to push creative boundaries to new levels.

One of the things I discuss in the book is technique. I believe that just as a musician must learn her scales before tackling whole works of music, a photographer must master the basic technical aspects of photography in order to create works of art. Technique doesn’t generally lead to great photographs, but poor technique can prevent a photographer from creating great images.

As we all know, it’s far too easy to become frustrated with an out-of-focus image, one that was made a split-second too late or early. As much fun as photography can be, it is by no means easy. We should remember that if we end up missing a photograph, even a historical one we were supposed to capture for a major publication, no one died on the operating table. In other words, the stakes are not as high as they are with a surgeon or a judge making critical decisions that will alter someone’s destiny.

Nevertheless, the right photograph taken at the right moment can change the path of a war by changing people’s perceptions of it. An example is Eddie Adams’ photograph of the Vietcong execution during the Vietnam War. Who knew that the act of focusing a lens and pressing a button could change the course of history?

There is one thing I deeply believe in when it comes to documentary photography: it’s not about you; it’s about the stories of the people you are photographing.

And yet I can honestly say that making a living taking pictures is one of the greatest guilty pleasures any human being can get away with.

If you go back to what my father told me when I was 16, photography is for everyone. You need not aim to be a photojournalist; you need not aim to change the world. All I recommend you do is have fun along the way. And take chances.

An aerial photograph of the devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina.

ISO 250 f/7.1 1/2000 180mm
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While many of you may not yet know what your style or vision is (I certainly didn’t), the best way to discover them is to go out there, take chances, and see what images draw you in—see what errors lead to surprisingly successful images.

If you find that the image you are about to take doesn’t excite you, don’t take it. Doing so will almost guarantee that you will miss a much better photograph. After all, if you waste time making a mediocre image, you will likely run out of time to make the great image that may just be a few steps, or inches, away.

The photograph is a powerful thing. Regardless of the thousands of images and videos that are available to us out there, the still image holds a very important place in the media at large, no matter what anyone says.

As long as you follow your heart, as long as you are true to your subjects, and as long as you strive to make an image that you think captures something special or interesting either to yourself or to others, it is hard to fail.

The twin beams of light rise near the World Trade Center site six months after the 9/11 terrorist attacks.

ISO 200 f/2.8 1/15 70-200mm
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Chapter 1. The Value of an Image

Helicopter rescue following Hurricane Katrina in 2005.

ISO 800 f/6.3 1/2000 300mm
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I was scheduled to cover the U.S. Open in 2005 when I got a call from the New York Times asking if I wanted to cover a hurricane.

I’d covered a few hurricanes before, but they were never really a big deal. They were, frankly, kind of fun and involved driving around in 100-mile-per-hour winds, photographing people being stupid. I accepted the new assignment and caught the last flight from Newark, New Jersey, to Houston, Texas, where I met the reporter, Ralph Blumenthal. This was the night before Hurricane Katrina hit.

When you make images like this overseas, you almost always rationalize it. This would never happen in my country. It’s a very common thing we say as journalists.

On the way to Baton Rouge, Louisiana we heard on the radio that several Texas-based FEMA groups were headed to New Orleans, so we contacted them and met in Baton Rouge. As part of the FEMA convoy, we were some of the first journalists to arrive in the city. This gave us early access to the Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport several days after the storm had hit and the levees had broken.

When we landed in our helicopter, there was a line of helicopters on the tarmac. Their combined sound was thundering. As we walked, the elderly, the sick, and frightened children surrounded us. It’s not every day you come off of a jolly green giant with huge rotor wash onto a scene like this.

I saw people being brought in on luggage carts, holding onto garbage bags filled with their life’s belongings. I understood that they had to find ways to move people around, but it was so degrading to see that happening on our soil. Eventually, we went into the main terminal and started to see that things were really bad.

We went down to the airport luggage carousel for Delta, in the area being used for triage. This was the location for the extremely sick, the dying, or the dead, and they were just packed side to side. I had to continually step over people to get around. The smell of urine and death was overwhelming. I could hardly breathe. I almost lost it a few times.

I saw people lying on cots and an old woman laying weakly on a conveyer belt. I brought the camera to my eye and made photographs of the scene.

Now, when you make images like this overseas, you almost always rationalize it. You say to yourself that they don’t have the infrastructure of America. They are not as modern as we are. This would never happen in my country. It’s a very common thing we say as journalists.

Louis Armstrong Airport, New Orleans, September 2, 2005.

ISO 800 f/4.5 1/60 26mm
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Sun shining through rising smoke in New Orleans (August, 2005).

ISO 50 f/4.5 1/500 32mm
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But as a journalist, you realize that how you feel about it on a personal level comes second to sharing the story with others. I have to admit, though, I was having a very hard time.

I went straight to the highest-ranking person I could find there and did what any photojournalist who wants to get kicked out would do: I said, “Excuse me, I am Vincent Laforet with the New York Times. Am I allowed to be here?” I knew the answer would be “absolutely not.” Basically I was begging for her to kick me out.

The woman I addressed started to cry, which startled me even more, and she said, “You’re not allowed to be here. I’m probably going to lose my job, but I don’t care. I’ve been calling Washington DC for hours now. I’ve got 50 volunteers and 900 people per hour coming in, and no one in DC understands how bad it is. You get your damn pictures, and get them in your damn paper. Go!”

I went back and shot more and more, staying very aware of my deadline. I was soon back on a helicopter, making my calls to the office at the New York Times.

“I have these images,” I said. “They are startling. They are disturbing. I’m not sure you can even publish them, but I think you have to publish them. Make sure that the editors wait for them.”

We landed and I transmitted the photographs. The reaction on the other side was very quiet. There wasn’t much said. The next day, they showed up on the front page of the New York Times.

When you do something like that, there is zero pride in terms of your ego, at least for me. You don’t stand up and say that is your image. You say, I did something and I hope it helped people. It’s not about you and your experiences as a photojournalist; it’s about the photographs you make. It’s about the people whose stories need to be told. And that was reinforced more than ever in Katrina.

But as a journalist, you realize that how you feel about it on a personal level comes second to sharing the story with others.

Near Lancaster, Pennsylvania, the Amish and Mennonite horse-drawn buggies share the road with modern vehicles (2008).

ISO 100 f/4 1/250 90mm
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Beginnings

Even in the days before I ever picked up a camera, I recognized the value of an image.

My father was a photojournalist. He worked for an agency called Gamma in Paris, and I grew up looking at the work of the top photojournalists in the world at the time. I was also surrounded by photo books by the likes of Henri Cartier-Bresson, Robert Capa, Raymond Depardon, Brassaï, Helmut Newton, and James Nachtwey. I was surrounded by these images.

And it was many of those classic images that made me wonder what it felt like to be alive that day, to wear those clothes, to walk those streets, to live in those edifices, to drive those first cars, to ride around on bicycles or on horseback. I would just get lost in them.

I would delve into an image and look at it for a few minutes or hours and then come back to it, and I would know intrinsically that the photograph on a very basic level freezes time and immortalizes the moment. Even when there is nothing exceptional happening within it, the record of the moment can become extremely valuable because for the most part, it’s true and it’s untainted.

I loved and was fascinated by photographs created 30, 50, and 100 years ago. I instinctively understood how Cartier-Bresson’s photograph of a family having lunch by the side of a river might be a scene no one at the time would have found remarkable; but with time, that image, and so many like it, would take on an incredible significance.

For me, the photograph was as close as we as human beings could get to an empirical document, and I had a tremendous fascination with that. I have always felt a very close connection to that idea. But a photograph has the potential to be so much more.

Even when there is nothing exceptional happening within a photograph, the record of the moment can become extremely valuable because for the most part, it’s true and it’s untainted.

Firefighters battle the Zaca Lake wildfire burning north of Santa Barbara, CA, on August 11-12, 2007. The fire burned nearly 250,000 acres, and was California’s second-largest fire in recorded history.

ISO 200 f/5.6 1/1000 70mm
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The magic of photography is that every photograph, every piece of art, means something different to someone else, and everyone connects to it differently.

Photography for Others

A photograph need not always be historic. I consider a photograph of a young girl in her home in upstate New York—with all of her life’s belongings on the ground—to be almost as important, if not just as important, as some of the biggest news elements, because it helps to document our lives and where we are today in a very real manner. And that’s the real beauty of photography—over time, those images gain incredible value.

I’ve never been a guy who’s been very happy with making an amazing image and putting it in a scrapbook that I put in the closet. I think a photograph needs to be shared.

Admittedly, earlier in my career, it was about ego. It was about getting my image out there and saying millions of people saw it. Later in my career, especially as a photojournalist, I came to learn that a photograph has nothing to do with you. It’s about the person being photographed. It’s about their story.

The readers who wrote me letters about my images made me feel I was contributing something worthwhile and that I was doing good work. There is nothing better than receiving a letter from a 70-year-old retiree who took the time to write you about a photograph. And the best letters are often not about your best photographs. The best letters I’ve received were about photographs that I thought were terrible or lacking, and someone wrote me a 10-page letter about it because of how they related to it. You realize that as a photographer, the magic of photography is that every photograph, every piece of art, means something different to someone else, and everyone connects to it differently.

Pakistan refugee (September, 2001).
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Pakistan

Back in 2001 I was in Pakistan, soon after the events of 9/11. I was doing a series of photo essays about just on what I saw. When you are out on the ground, the difficulty is having perspective. I knew the global impact of what was going on, but here I was on the ground, one person documenting normal people in front of me, and it was very hard to understand how to express those global ramifications and the overarching themes with a single photograph.

This was my first foreign assignment in a war zone. I was having a very hard time making sense of where the world was going: It was scary back then and felt like everything had crumbled.

I went back to my roots as a street photographer for the New York Times and began photographing Pakistan in the same way I would create images for the newspaper’s Metro section. I just took it day by day, story by story, example by example, whatever caught my eye, whatever I saw that was relevant to what I was feeling and thinking.

One day we were in a refugee camp, and as soon as the people, especially the children, saw this Caucasian man with a camera, we were swarmed. It was impossible to make a photograph. But at one moment, a shock of electricity went through me when I saw this young girl by herself. She was standing quietly, barefoot, in front of a mud wall. As soon as she and I made eye contact, everything stopped, and I walked up to her and made a few images. She wasn’t participating in all this hoopla. This was not a happy event for her. I never got to engage in a conversation with her, but through her eyes, I felt the confusion and the pain of being uprooted from Afghanistan and ending up in a foreign land, living barefoot in a home made of mud walls. I felt that loss. I felt that confusion.

That photograph is the image that represents the Pulitzer Prize for 2001 for feature photography. I was very flattered that this photograph was chosen to represent that series. I think the value of the image is that it shows, while President Bush was saying, “We’ll smoke them out,” that there were people who were not the Taliban, who were not Al-Qaeda, who were being affected. These photographs were a reminder that there were real people who were losing their lives and identities when they were referred to as nothing more than “collateral damage.”

And that’s an important part of the story. It’s to remind people that there are always two sides to the story if not many more, and while you can get very gung-ho about chasing the Taliban, you have to understand that there will be unnamed victims who have nothing to do with this, who will be torn apart. The image speaks to that and reminds me that the world is not black and white.

Striving for the Best

The photograph of Chad Hedrick winning the Olympic gold medal in speed skating in 2006 is the antithesis of Katrina and Pakistan. The Olympics are an organized event that is highly publicized, on television, broadcast across the world. You’ve got 200 photographers to your left and right, trying to make an image. You are basically rolling the dice as to where and how long it’s going to take the speed skater to react to his win.

If it’s a short race, he’s going to react immediately after he’s crossed the finish line. But if it’s a 1-kilometer or longer race, he is going to be exhausted and maybe fall down, because he is completely out of breath, and then rise up and celebrate once he’s recovered. But you have to anticipate and hope that luck is on your side. There are no lives at stake here, but it’s nevertheless important for the public to witness people striving to be their best.

The Olympic Games are about athletes dedicating their lives to breaking the world record, against the best of the best from all over the world. When you win a gold medal, you are the best at your sport at that time in history.

It’s the ultimate dedication of an athlete to say, I’m going to train for four years for that one race, which lasts less than 10 seconds. And if I breathe at the wrong time, or trip for a millisecond, or someone cuts me off by mistake, my dreams are gone. So you have to respect that will to be the best, to be the fastest person alive, to be the best man or woman on the ice. One mental mistake for a split second can make him go from hero to zero, just like that. From a name in the record books forever to someone no one ever heard of.

For me, great photographers demand that level of commitment. Like most arts, photography is a craft. It needs to be practiced. Before you can skate at the Olympics, you have to learn the basics of how to skate on ice straight, how to brake, how to turn. In photography, you have to learn the basics of what aperture is, what shutter speed is, what exposure is, and what each and every different lens does. You have to respect the technique before you can accomplish what you are aiming for.

Chad Hedrick wins the gold medal in speed skating in the 2006 Winter Olympics.
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Chapter 2. A Story in a Single Image

Maria Sharapova defeats Justine Henin 6-4, 6-4 to win the U.S. Open women’s finals match in Arthur Ashe Stadium on September 9, 2006.

ISO 320 f/2.8 1/500 45mm
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When I was 18 years old, in my first year of college, I managed to get an appointment at the offices of Newsday.

With a combination of persistence and naïveté, I charmed the secretary of the assistant editor of photography. She was a notoriously cool gatekeeper and no one could get past her, but somehow I did.

I walked into the offices of a man named Kenneth Irby prepared to show him my work. Even before he opened my book, he looked at me and said, “How did you get in here?”

You are ultimately trying to get an idea or an emotion or the story itself out, all the while trying to balance that with the aesthetic of the photo.

It hadn’t been easy; to keep the appointment, I had to convince a friend to drive me from Manhattan to Long Island through a tremendous snowstorm.

I sat there as he looked through my portfolio, which at the time included images of sunsets and my sister. They were pretty pictures, and I had worked for hours in the lab crafting the best fine-art prints I was capable of making.

“I don’t know how you managed to get in here,” he said, closing my portfolio. “You’re no photojournalist. This is not the type of work we do at this newspaper or any newspaper, for that matter.”

It was not what I expected to hear.

“You know what, kid, you might have some promise, but get out of here,” he said, but then added, “If you are really serious about this, send me some clips in a month. Maybe we’ll talk again.”

I was sent flying out of his office, feeling angry and destroyed. And now I was left to ride back home through a snowstorm.

I was still angry three months later when I sent Kenneth Irby some clips from my work at Northwestern University’s college newspaper. I think I stuffed a foot’s worth of prints and clippings into an envelope with a little note, which might not have been as friendly as it should have been.

He wrote me back and we met. My persistence paid off and he became one of my most important mentors.

It also marked the beginning of my understanding of the role of story in photographs.

The garden behind 1 Sutton Place South, atop FDR Drive, between East 56th and 57th Streets in New York City.

ISO 400 f/5.6 1/1000 70-200mm
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The Importance of Story

As a photographer, whether a photojournalist or a wedding photographer, your goal is to tell the story of the moment, sometimes the entire event in just one image. It’s that one image that a newspaper or magazine is going to use to open the section that communicates what the article is about. It’s the ultimate challenge for a photographer.

The ability to tell a story applies to almost everything, whether it’s for a newspaper, a commercial job, or a journal, or if you are taking photos of your own family. Even if you’re a portrait photographer, story helps to set up everything and touches everything you do.

You are ultimately trying to get an idea or an emotion or the story itself out, all the while trying to balance that with the aesthetic of the photo.

It was explained to me, and I saw it reflected in the photographs that got published at the newspaper: the images that were able to take that 600-, 800-, or 900-word article and visualize it found a home on the page.

The challenge was that you couldn’t just veer off and go astray and photograph random stuff. What you took had to be relevant to the event. It comes from the cold fact that there is a limited amount of space on the page, and the photograph either serves the story or it doesn’t.

When you are making photographs, the reality is that there are hundreds of images out there. So which is the one image that really captures the essence of the event that day? Which shot expresses the mood, the feeling, and the significance of the moment?

“What’s the news value?” is the question you have to ask yourself. What makes this relevant? What makes this worthy of being spoken about or written about, let alone published as a photograph in newspapers around the world? And you have to be mentally on your toes to know that. You can’t just passively float through and take random pictures and hope to capture those moments.

That’s a real challenge, because it doesn’t happen randomly. You’ve got to be connected emotionally and intellectually to what you are covering. And you need a tremendous sense of perspective. The reality is that usually while an event is happening, most people don’t know what the relevance of it is until they’ve had the opportunity to digest it, but by then it’s over.

Aerial photograph of the 2004 New York City Marathon.

ISO 400 f/6.3 1/2000 250mm
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4-year-old Clara Anisha Brown grasped onto volunteer Chad Meaux as they made their way through the flooded streets of New Orleans after she and her family were rescued from St. Bernard, Louisiana, after 3 days without food and water (August, 2005).

ISO 400 f/4.5 1/250 24mm
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The reality is that usually while an event is happening, most people don’t know what the relevance of it is until they’ve had the opportunity to digest it, but by then it’s over.

As the photographer, you are live on the scene, and it’s very difficult to anticipate what this is going to mean ten years from now or even on a simpler level, in tomorrow’s newspaper.

The photograph on the facing page of a volunteer helping rescue a mother and daughter during Katrina helps to illustrate a side of the story of how the disaster helped people overcome, if just for a short period, issues of race.

New Orleans and Louisiana have always been places that have had issues with racism. There has never been a secret about that. If you have ever flown over New Orleans, it’s not uncommon to see the Confederate flag on people’s roofs. And you hear it in the words people say from both sides.

But here you have this little black girl clinging to this white man in a flooded New Orleans. What you don’t see in that shot is that below the waterline are the roofs of this community. This family’s neighborhood, their world, no longer existed. The photograph succeeds in telling an important part of the story of this disaster and the people’s whose lives were changed by it in dramatic and unexpected ways.

There’s a reason why they say that an image is worth a thousand words. It’s actually worth a lot more.

Maria Sharapova defeats Justine Henin 6-4, 6-4 to win the U.S. Open women’s finals match in Arthur Ashe Stadium on September 9, 2006.

ISO 320 f/2.8 1/500 45mm
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Story with Context

One of the first things I ever photographed in my teens was the U.S. Open. I found an entrance to sneak into the main court at the time, and I would photograph from the cheap seats. I would stare down at the newspaper photographers and dream of being down there with them.

A decade later, in 2006, I found myself in those very seats, on the ground level, surrounded by the best in sports photography. From that level, it’s great to capture a very tight moment that shows the incredible emotion of a historic win. While that’s an important image to capture, such a photograph can start to look like thousands of other images. Sometimes it’s better to see the overall picture.

To achieve this image of Maria Sharapova, I positioned myself at the top level of the stadium where I had shot from as a teenager, and showed the view from the perspective of the spectator.

I was using a 45mm tilt-shift lens, which allowed me to produce something aesthetically different. It shows Sharapova in focus and her opponent, Justine Henin, out of focus. The image tells the story of her victory from the context of the thousands of people who had witnessed the moment. This perspective gives you an appreciation for the scale of the event that you don’t necessarily get with a long telephoto lens, where the background is completely blurred out.

This image was a gamble because there was no telling where and when the match was going to end. And predicting which direction she would look when she did win was a combination of experience and luck. I had to make a very big bet that she would turn around and look at the box where her family was sitting. Had she been on the other side of the court, there would be no image with that lens.

On a mental level you are conscious of what the chances are that she’ll be on the wrong side of the court, but also how she’s going to react and where she’s going to point to. And the fact is that you have only one chance to get it. There will be no repeats here. And if you don’t get it, no one cares if your battery died or your camera wasn’t formatted correctly, or you were soft or out of focus. It’s irrelevant.

The other risk I took was with respect to focusing. I was focusing manually, and if you look closely, the top of the racket and the sneakers are out of focus. So you can appreciate how razor-sharp you have to be on the focus during a live and evolving moment.

Despite those challenges, the photograph conveys the story of how Sharapova at this particular moment is at the center of the world, especially at the center of the tennis world, and that Henin is completely irrelevant and out of focus. The front page goes to the winner. The one who loses either never makes the paper or gets buried in history.

Story of a Moment

This image of a gymnast on the vault is another way to tell the story of sports—in this case, during the 2008 Summer Olympics in Beijing, China.

The practical reality is that there were dozens of cameras in this venue, and the backgrounds I had to choose from were terribly distracting. But after some searching, I finally found one spot, one into which I could barely fit myself to get a decent angle to shoot the event with a 300mm lens wide open at f/2.8.

I chose this angle because the background contained the Olympic colors. It’s completely out of focus, but there are no distracting lines. Most important, there are no television cameras in the background, which was the real distraction.

Unlike Sharapova at the U.S. Open, this athlete was not the darling of the Olympics. Few in the crowds knew his name, especially because they were mostly Chinese and there to support their own team. So the choice to photograph the moment tight, without the faces of the crowds, was an editorial as well as an aesthetic decision.

This photograph becomes the story of an individual’s pursuit. It’s him against the world. It is all about that athlete and his performance. You have enough information to let you know that this is the Olympics, but the moment is all about him. Some events are about individual pursuits, whereas others are more symbolic of what they mean to the country. Those are the kinds of decisions you have to make.

Alexander Artemev of the USA team competes during the Men’s individual all-around final at the National Indoor Stadium during the 2008 Olympics.

ISO 1250 f/2.8 1/1250 300mm
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Department of Transportation bridge painters threw up a wrench to Cesar Pazmino as they rose the flag from half-staff to full-staff on the Brooklyn tower of the Brooklyn Bridge following the 9/11 memorial (April 2002).

ISO 200 f/18 1/250 14mm
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Symbolism As Story

Nine months after the 9/11 attacks I was on top of the Brooklyn Bridge, witnessing the flag being raised from half-mast back to full-mast as a sign saying, “Hey, we’re back,” or at least we’re no longer in mourning. We were still mourning, but at least we were moving back toward a normal life.

The reason I chose the wide-angle lens was a practical one. It’s a very small physical area on top of the Brooklyn Bridge on the stanchion. You can’t back up or you’ll fall right off. So you can’t use a telephoto lens.

If you made that same shot tighter, you would lose the top of the flag and the skyline of the city. It’s not an image about a guy catching a wrench. It’s really irrelevant, but it’s the element that helps make the moment decisive. It’s not about the guys beneath him. There is no context to that. It’s not just about a flag. But if you conjoin all these elements—the flag, the men helping him, and the skyline with that one little wrench being thrown up—you have a story that speaks to what happened that day. It becomes a symbol of a city restoring itself.

And though the wrench is not the story, it’s the telling gesture, the decisive moment that helps complete the image, because without it there would be something missing.

I remember feeling frustrated making this picture, because the scene itself wasn’t particularly dynamic. I chose a shutter speed, which was 1/250 second. 1/125 tends to blur, and 1/500 tends to freeze movement, but at 1/250, the edge of the flag has a little bit of movement to it.

And then you are just waiting, and you have a sense that this is downtown Manhattan at the lower left of the image and the now-empty skyline where the towers once stood. The flag is dead center, and that wrench solidifies this historical moment of New York’s history.

What separates a good image from a masterpiece is often found in the details. One inch to the left or to the right can differentiate a great image from a terrible image. The gesture here solidifies it. It’s also important that the flag stands above all, and that it appears to be larger than the human being. There is some intrinsic symbolism of the flag representing America, and here it is flying over the city and in many ways carrying it up.

Inclusion and Exclusion

When you are in the midst of a news story and you are seeing all hell break loose, or you are in a protest surrounded by hundreds of people, you have to exclude everything that is irrelevant to what you think the story is, because if you are busy photographing ancillary stuff or irrelevant stuff, you miss what’s important. You almost have to have blinders on to stay focused.

You have to stay focused on what that target is at all times, and it is constantly evolving during a breaking news story. And you have to constantly ask yourself, Am I photographing what’s important? Am I at the right place? Am I focusing on the right thing? Am I interpreting this correctly? The challenge becomes finding your target. Just because you know what you need to show, it doesn’t mean you can get there or that it will happen. It may have happened 5 minutes ago and you missed it.

You might think the story is clear in this image of the effigy being burned in Pakistan, but if you look carefully, you’ll see the man in the center is smiling. This event happened after Friday prayers, where someone decided to put a Yankees T-shirt on an effigy and the crowds decided to play for the cameras.

If you take a careful look at that image, the symbolism of what they are doing is unmistakable, but if you look at a lot of these guys’ faces, they are having fun. These are not passionate, rabid, crazy people. Choosing to include those smiling faces helps to tell a part of the story. Excluding it transforms the image into something completely different.

Two weeks after 9/11 I am at a rally surrounded by a mullah’s security detail. They are definitely not my friends. The mullah is speaking into a microphone and repeatedly shouting, “Kill America. Kill Bush.” And tens of thousands of people are repeating the words after him. And here I am making images literally at his feet, visible to all those people.

I am staring directly at his security detail. This image on page 33 reflects a 30- or 40-second exchange. He didn’t flinch. I didn’t flinch. This wasn’t an ego battle. I wasn’t there to confront the man. I wasn’t looking to make a point. I was there to try to capture this kind of look. I was a journalist and relatively safe, but under any other context if someone were to look at me like that, there wouldn’t be any doubt that this man was possessed by tremendous hatred for who I was and what I represented.

Self-proclaimed supporters of Osama bin Laden burned an effigy of President Bush as thousands gathered in the streets of Peshawar following morning prayers at the Qasim Ali Khan Mosque (September 2001).
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You have to stay focused on what that target is at all times, and it is constantly evolving during a breaking news story. And you have to constantly ask yourself, Am I photographing what’s important? Am I at the right place? Am I focusing on the right thing?

What I read in his eyes was, “You are not welcome here, and if this were any other circumstances I would cut your throat. You are not our friends. We are at war.” And that is the storytelling element of this image, because in the photograph this man is looking at the viewer.

If this were created vertically as a portrait, the same image would have lost its context. This is not a portrait. This is not meant to go on the National Geographic cover. I shot this with a 24mm lens, and I purposely included the two guys right behind him. The story of this image, which was important to express, was that he wasn’t alone. He had people around him, men who were of the same spirit.

Although there’s an intrinsic beauty to this man’s face, there is no doubt that he is a warrior. He is a disciplined, serious guy. At a basic level, this man has one goal in life: he’s on the security detail to protect the mullah and anyone who’s a threat to him. However, on another level you could reasonably assume, given what the mullah was preaching, that he was part of an effort to kill the enemies of Islam. I represented that, and the readers of this newspaper, looking at this image, could definitely feel that.

Guard to one of the local clerics join a crowd of more than 15,000 pro-Taliban supporters as they listen to speeches given by religious leaders during an anti-American rally (September 2001).
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