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World Press Photo, the international prize for the photographers who took the best photojournalism images in 1998, has just concluded its selection. The prize-winning photographs will as usual be shown in an exhibition and a catalogue, offering a unique opportunity to view a collection of the most beautiful and most representative images that have accompanied, documented and illustrated the events of this year in newspapers the world over. A panel of nine independent judges, all internationally accredited experts, is asked to express its opinion on thousands of entries from all over the world submitted to the World Press Foundation in Amsterdam by photoreporters, agencies, newspapers and magazines. The best photographs from all over the world are considered for the Prize and organised into an exhibition and a catalogue. The selection includes prize-winning photographs in 18 theme areas, presented in more than 40 countries every year, on the sole condition that all the photographs selected be exhibited, without restrictions or censorship. The 1999 edition saw the participation of 3,733 photographers from 116 different countries who entered 36,836 photographs. More than 3,500 photographs were presented in digital form and examined on computer screens, offering a glimpse of photography in the future. Choosing the 12,000 photos that would go on to the next stage in the selection process was complicated, difficult, but never boring, says David Burnett, chairman of the panel of judges. On the winning photograph, he says: “I was fascinated by the casual composition, the hands, the faces at the edge of the photograph, in a frame that was definitely casual, but in a perfect way, and the tenderness of the hand caressing the woman’s face. It is a striking photograph. Every time I look at it, I experience what the photographer must have felt at that time: in the pain and suffering of that instant, a photograph was taken which would touch millions of hearts all over the world.”

Photo of the year 1998 was taken by American photographer Dayna Smith of the Washington Post at a funeral in Izbica, Kosovo last November.

“It was two thirty in the afternoon. We arrived in a village where there had been a shoot-out the day before. We had already been there in the morning, but at that time the village was completely deserted. This time we found a group of people waiting for the bus. One of them showed us the road to Izbica, where a funeral was underway for a man who had been shot. On the way we were stopped by a contingent of the Kosovo Liberation Army, armed to the teeth, who asked for our pass. Luckily we had managed to get on the previous day. The soldiers said that that day they had sent away all the other reporters. We arrived in Izbica just as the funeral was getting underway. It was impressive: there were hundreds of soldiers wearing the Kosovo Liberation Army uniform. I noticed the dead soldier’s family in the background and I approached the widow. It was drizzling, and the rain gave the light a special quality, people were soaked to the bones and the woman appeared to be in shock. Right after I took the photograph she fainted. I knew right away that it would be a truly dramatic, strong image.”

These are more than just sensational images. The World Press Photo Award is also a historical document allowing us to relive crucial events of our times and reflect on their significance and implications. The Award’s profoundly international character demonstrates the power of images to transcend cultural and linguistic differences and achieve very high levels of immediate communication.

The World Press Photo Foundation, founded in 1955, is an independent international non-profit institution for photojournalism.

