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“If it makes you laugh, if it makes you cry... if it rips out your heart: that’s a good picture” (Newseum, Washington D.C.). Pulitzer Prize winner Eddie Adams couldn’t have said it any better. They say a picture is worth a thousand words. However, one cannot truly know how many tears (joyful or sad) a picture is worth until they have visited the Pulitzer Prize exhibit. As I stood in the midst of the most renown photographs in the world, with snapshots of some of the most touching and influential moments in history surrounding me, I was so overcome with emotion that I found it impossible to keep a dry eye. The terror of war, the devastation of famine, screams of joy and celebrations of victory-- these sentiments are all perfectly captured and displayed to offer insight and profound knowledge surrounding certain events. Since the Pulitzer award was first presented in 1942, photo journalists have caught the pinnacle moments of human existence by bravely throwing themselves into danger--whether it be riots, war, shootings, or desolation-- or even by simply witnessing victories and happy reunions. The exhibit is not only representative of these occurrences in the past; it ultimately shows the development of media and its ubiquitous coverage throughout time. 


Farhad Manjoo, a journalist who also manages a daily technology blog, Machinist, applies cognitive concepts to reality in his book, True Enough. He talks particularly about the concept of “media fragmentation:” “people... can dissemble, distort... essentially, they can lie to more people, more effectively than ever before” (Manjoo 14-15). All media-- including, that is, movies, television shows, music, magazine articles, news and books-- play a role in forming public opinion, with a certain degree of bias from each source. The topic of this opinion varies from news and political events to personal life and intangible emotion. The Pulitzer Exhibit offers no opinion or controversy, and it most certainly has no agenda. It sets itself apart from this idea of “media fragmentation” by impartially and accurately displaying events of the past-- whatever is happening in a photograph cannot be argued because it is pure fact. Words, on the other hand, tend to complicate things. That is the beauty of this gallery.


Another topic covered in Manjoo’s book, which is also based on the intangible, is the idea of “selective perception:” subconsciously picking out what one wants to know based on their traditions, beliefs, and opinions. When two people experience something, “each of them will have seen, heard, felt, and understood the “thing” vastly differently from others who have experienced it” (71). This is the purpose of the Pulitzer Exhibit: to trigger different emotions, perceptions and opinions in different people by exposing them to visual representations of their past. Each photograph is a unique “experience” for each individual that sees it. 


From my experience in the gallery, I was able to choose three pictures that, in my opinion, describe some of the most intimate and significant moments in world history. It began three years after the Pulitzer Prize was first issued. 


On February 23, 1945, in the midst of one of the bloodiest battles of WWII, four marines, willful, determined, and courageous beyond belief, hoisted the American Flag on Mount Suribachi, on the pacific volcanic island of Iwo Jima. Joe Rosenthal was there to capture this inspirational event: the mounting of Old Glory, a beacon of hope and a light in the darkness of war and terror. Thirty-one days later, 6, 821 men had died in the battle... including three of the four marines in this photograph (Newseum Washington D.C.).


Approximately fifty years later, another war, just as deadly as those fought on the battlefield, was taking over the African country of Sudan: the fight against hunger. In Sudan, at this time, people were dying from hunger at the rate of about twenty per hour (Newseum Washington, D.C.). Close to a feeding station near Ayod, a small, whimpering little girl lay in an empty field, curled up from the pain of an empty stomach, completely naked. She was dying. The vulture that lurked behind her knew it; it waited, patiently, for this miserable being to be consumed by death, so that it could feed on the corpse. Kevin Carter stood nearby, with a camera in his hand. He snapped a photograph, chased the bird away, and left the child, helplessly lying there, to go cry beneath a tree. One year later, he was found in his apartment, dead by his own hand, at thirty-three years old (Newseum Washington, D.C.). "I'm really, really sorry," he explained in a note left on the passenger seat beneath a knapsack. "The pain of life overrides the joy to the point that joy does not exist" (Macleod “The Life and Death of Kevin Carter”). According to Scott Macleod, a reporter for Time Magazine, Carter was “undone by the curse of fame.” His work haunted him, no matter how deeply moving and fantastic it might have been. 


Not all Pulitzer photographs tell tales of doom and devastation. They say it is much harder to make a person feel so tear-jerkingly happy, than to make them feel pitifully melancholic. At the 1993 Olympics in Barcelona, the U.S. women’s track team had just won the 100 meter relay, and they were ecstatic. Surely, they expected the win. Ken Geiger looked away from them for a split second, and noticed something worth documenting. The Nigerian women’s track team stood, looking anxiously towards the scoreboard. When they discovered that they had won a bronze medal, they immediately broke out into celebration. They clenched their fists and raised them to the heavens. Their muscles were tensed and their mouths were wide open, rejoicing. They jumped, screamed and cried in triumph-- and that genuine happiness was what Geiger knew he had to capture. 


As portrayed by these photographs, Pulitzer recognition has documented the evolution of media. At one point, photo journalists covered war, terror, disease, and misery. As time went on, they continued to do so, but they were able to find solace in joyful events: the reunion of a marine and his family, the victory of a minority at the World Olympics, or even the hoisting of the American Flag in dangerous conditions. These pictures send a message--a deep, involved, complicated, and thought-evoking message-- to its viewers... without saying a single word. They encapsulate the deepest of human emotions in color, and in black and white. Visiting this exhibit was very enlightening for me, and I strongly recommend it to anyone willing to take an emotional journey. It is the prime example of media, and it allows the general public to see through the lens of an eyewitness’s camera, at the exact moment that something earthshakingly important occurs. They say a picture is worth a thousand words... well, a Pulitzer is worth a billion. 
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