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Photograph of a man holding a child by Sebastião Salgado  

https://www.icp.org/browse/archive/constituents/sebasti%C3%A3o-salgado?all/all/all/all/0 

 

The above shown is a picture taken by Photographer and Photojournalist  , Sebastião Salgado . He is known for 

taking pictures of tragedy and making it appear beautiful . He captures in his frames the hardships and oppression 

of people from all around .                                                                                                                                                         

The picture chosen to be analysed is one taken in the time of famine . It shows an elderly man holding a young 

boy , looking at something beyond the frame . There are aspects to the photograph that makes it memorable and 

have impact the audience more . One of them is the lighting . The  light falls on the man in such a way that it 

highlights his bones , which protrude out from his skin . The lines on his face now made visible , showing an 

emotion that we are not quite sure of . The morning light falling on his half buttoned shirt , shows the dirt on the 

white clothing , adding to the realness of the image . The bones sticking out from the legs of the young boy , the 

lights falls on certain parts showing his bare skin which seems to be barely holding him together . There is also a 

certain aura created around the man , a certain lightness in the area around him but it gets darker as the space 

around him expands .  

The other factor contributing to the image aesthetics is the angle in which it was shot . The lower angle of 

photographing highlights the man in the image and his face . The viewer is able to concentrate more on his 

emotions and less on the background aesthetics . The way the viewer seems to be looking at the man from below 

him , gives a sense of hope with a mixed feeling of sadness. The man also seems to be looking at something that 

is not captured in the frame . The reflection in his eyes however makes the viewer think that he may be  looking 

into an abyss thinking about what was happening the moment the picture was taken . This adds to the depth felt 

by the audience on seeing it . The background looks much the same and small in all parts of the photo and the 

man and child being the only distraction from the similar makes one pay more attention to them .  



Another aspect of the photograph that makes it captivating is the colour . The black and white image makes sure 

that there is no distraction from the emotion being felt in the image . 

Sebastião’s  works are often critiqued because it beautifies tragedy . When you see an image of adversity that has 

been made to look aesthetically pleasing , it adds much more than the feeling of sadness for the viewer. It dilutes 

it with hope and much less sympathy. It may not impact the audience in a way that they’ll remember the image 

forever .  

American Writer and Filmmaker Susan Sontag had talked about how the terrible distinctness of images of horror 

gives out unnecessary information as well . A person viewing this image from another part of the world isn’t 

capable of doing anything about what’s happening . So who is it helping ? How much of an impact does it actually 

make ? Questions like the ones mentioned hold images of violence accountable for the impact it leaves on the 

viewer and the photographed . The story being told through the frame of a photographer is not theirs to be told 

or the viewers to be seen . So where does one draw the line of what is ethically acceptable , is the argument that 

flowed for years and still continues to . Every Artist portrays a story in  a unique plotline , but it is significant that 

the tale recited is done with moral correctness . Afterall , the one subjected to most vulnerability is the being in 

the frame of the camera , not the one on the other side .  

 


