JAMES NATCHWEY, WAR PHOTOGRAPHER

“Every minute I was there, I wanted to flee. I did not want to see this. Would I cut and run or would I deal with the responsibility of being there with a camera ?”

http://www.war-photographer.com/nachtwey_e.htm : biography

http://www.war-photographer.com/index.html : 

http://www.war-photographer.com/pictures.htm : James Natchwey taking photographs (photos by Julieta Schildknecht)

Questions for a debate :

Why photograph war ? Don’t we know that war is horrible anyway ?

· Nachtwey seriously believes that it might be possible to put an end to wars by using photography as a very human act (human because the photographer takes a lot of risks , human because the photographer shares the life and suffering of those he photographs).

The photographer as a voyeur 

· observe the photographs where Nachtwey is included in the picture ?

· why do you think such photographs were made ?

· would a voyeur have the same behaviour ?

The impact of photography vs other media ?

· if you create powerful enough pictures, they make people stop

· a photograph is still, so it makes you stop # television images 

· a lot of photographs are made to be uncompromising, brutal

· unacceptable in human terms , i-e a form of protest

You get anesthesized by seeing so many horrors 

· Nachtwey says that it does not get any easier, you become more sensitised, not less sensitised. Suffering gets more difficult to witness.

· He hopes that people will not shut themselves off from the images, he hopes he will ruin their day if he can, make them stop in their tracks

He takes advantage of selling all these exclusive photographs

· that’s his worst fear, the idea haunts him, it is something he has to live with every day of his life

· he tries to be accepted by the other person. If he is accepted by the other, he can accept himself

· he isn’t creating the misery, he’s documenting it, he no more causes war than doctors cause disease

· he actually believes  that “photography can be perceived as the opposite of war and if used well can be a powerful ingredient in the antidote to war”

· the western world takes advantage of war anyway

· War photographers get a kick at seeing all these horrors, they are addicted to them and want to be labelled as war correspondents because it is very prestigious

· James Nachtwey, like Don McCullin, Eddie Adams and all the other great war photographers , gives us a pictorial chronicle of our times. We may not like what he’s telling us about ourselves but we cannot condemn the messenger for the message he brings. “He profits from the misery of others”, but at what psychological cost to himself ?

He takes advantage of it because he sells his photographs as art : his images are meticulously composed .

· Making art is different than making a document : when one makes art, one says “this is mine. I am its author.” When one creates a document, there is no such claim. One says “this is a dying child, or this is a burnt house.”

· Nachtwey’s work is exhibited in galleries and complied into luxuriously-printed books, it clearly has value as art. I can’t help thinking that taking someone elses’s pain and making it yours, making “art” of it, is exploitative.

· One argument against that is that Nachtwey has a foundation and uses the money he makes out of his photographs to fund aid to poor people .

He is too idealistic if he believes that photography can make people think

· Nachtwey is one of the most quixotic war photographer and somehow persists in believing that his work can make a difference, despite the mountain of evidence to the contrary provided by his own files

· It has been proved that now, no matter how much gross footage or images you show, the viewing public can deal with it (even children) and instead of making them rise and protest, they usually just turn the channel.

We don’t need war photographers anyway. Why not just give people a camera.

· the role of these people is becoming obsolete : why send a foreigner to document war and famine when you can give video cameras to the oppressed peoples and let them document themselves ?

· there are actually a number of programs doing this on a small scale, it’s probably the future of documentary media.

· Oh yes, great idea. I suggest to take people and politics out of the equation and install tamperproof cameras and microphones equipped with a live feed to the internet every 10 metres or so outdoors and in every room ? Of course everyone over the age of six will be supplied with a laptop computer with extremely broadband wireless modems and of course the supporting infrastructure.

