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THE UNFORGETTABLE STORIES BEHIND PULITZER
PRIZE WINNING PHOTOS BY YEAR

Since the inaugural award for photography in 1942, the Pulitzer
Prize winning photos by year have created a visual archive of
human triumph, tragedy, and the raw essence of life. More than
just snapshots, these photographs are history frozen in a single
frame. They document war, celebrate peace, expose injustice,
and capture fleeting moments of grace. For journalism students,
photography  enthusiasts,  and  history  buffs  alike,  exploring  the
Pulitzer  Prize winning photos by year offers a powerful  lesson in
the  art  of  visual  storytelling.  In  this  article,  we  take  a
chronological journey through some of the most iconic images,
examining the context, the photographers, and the lasting impact
of these formidable works.

The Origins: Early Pulitzer
Prize Winning Photos By
Year (1942–1950)
The Pulitzer Prize for Photography was first awarded in 1942. The
early  Pulitzer  Prize  winning  photos  by  year  set  a  high
standard  for  photojournalism.  The  very  first  winner  was  Milton
Brooks of the Detroit News for his image "Ford Strikers Riot".
Brooks  captured  a  tense  confrontation  between  striking
autoworkers  and  a  scab,  using  a  then-rare  candid  style  that
conveyed the raw emotion of labor struggles.
In 1945, Joe Rosenthal  produced what is  arguably the most
famous war photograph ever taken: "Raising the Flag on Iwo
Jima".  This  Pulitzer  Prize  winning photo became a symbol  of
American perseverance during World War II. Rosenthal’s image
was  initially  believed  to  be  staged  by  some  critics,  but
subsequent  investigation  confirmed  its  authenticity.  The  sheer
composition—the  flagpole  thrusting  upward  against  a  smoky
sky—transformed  a  single  moment  into  a  national  icon.
As the 1940s closed, Nathaniel Fein  of the New York Herald
Tribune  won in 1949 for his poignant shot of baseball  legend
Babe  Ruth’s  final  appearance  at  Yankee  Stadium.  The
image, titled "Babe Ruth Bows Out", shows a frail Ruth leaning
on a bat, his back to the camera, facing the crowd. It remains one
of the most revered sports photographs ever taken.

Decades of Change:
Pulitzer Prize Winning
Photos By Year During the
1950s and 1960s
The 1950s saw a shift toward human-interest stories. In 1958,
William C. Beall of the Washington News won for "Faith and
Confidence",  a  photograph  of  a  young  African  American  boy

confronting  a  white  police  officer  during  a  demonstration.  The
image was praised for its quiet dignity and symbolism during the
early Civil Rights Movement.
The  1960s  were  a  tumultuous  era,  and  the  Pulitzer  Prize
winning  photos  by  year  reflect  that  upheaval.  In  1968,  Art
Kane won for his iconic portrait of Eartha Kitt, but the decade’s
most  unforgettable  image  came  in  1969  from  Edward  T.
Adams.  His  photo  "Saigon  Execution"  shows  a  South
Vietnamese general holding a pistol to the head of a Viet Cong
prisoner. The shot was captured exactly as the trigger was pulled.
This single frame intensified American anti-war sentiment. Adams
later expressed regret over the photo’s simplistic narrative, but
its power is undeniable.
That same year, a different kind of shot won: "Burst of Joy"  by
Vickie Thomas  of the Los Angeles Times,  depicting a former
POW reuniting  with  his  family.  This  image  stands  as  a  rare
moment of pure happiness amid the war coverage.

Conflict and Compassion:
The 1970s and 1980s
The 1970s brought home the Vietnam War in stark terms. In
1972, Nick Ut captured "The Napalm Girl" (officially titled "The
Terror of War"),  showing a nine-year-old girl  running naked,
screaming, after a napalm attack. This Pulitzer Prize winning
photo  became  a  worldwide  symbol  of  the  horrors  of  war.
Decades later, the girl, Kim Phuc, became a UNESCO ambassador
for peace, and Nick Ut remains a close friend.
Moving into the 1980s, the focus shifted to global crises. Stanley
Forman  won  in  1976  for  "Fire  Escape Collapse",  a  tragic
image of a young woman and her child falling from a burning
building.  The  photograph  led  to  city-wide  fire  safety  reforms.  In
1985, the Pulitzer Prize winning photos by year  category
expanded to include two categories: Spot News Photography and
Feature Photography. This allowed for a wider range of subjects.
In 1989, Ron Olshwanger won for a heartbreaking photo of a
firefighter  giving  mouth-to-mouth  resuscitation  to  a  baby  pulled
from a burning building. The image, published in the St. Louis
Post-Dispatch,  highlighted the genuine heroism of  everyday first
responders.

The Digital Age and Global
Crises: 1990s to Early
2000s
The 1990s brought the end of the Cold War and new conflicts. In
1992, Dudley M. Brooks  of the Washington Post  won for his
coverage of the Tiananmen Square protests, though the image
itself is a solitary man standing in front of a line of tanks. The
1994  winner  Paul  Watson  captured  one  of  the  most
controversial  images  of  the  decade:  "The  Body  of  a  U.S.
Soldier  Being  Dragged  Through  the  Streets  of
Mogadishu". The photo sparked intense national debate about
U.S. military intervention in Somalia.
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The 2000s saw the rise of digital photography and an even faster
news cycle. The 2005 Pulitzer Prize winning photos by year
entry from Associated Press  photographers covered the Iraq
War, but the most talked-about image was Rick Loomis’s 2007
series on the war in Afghanistan.  The 2008 winner David T.
Foster III of the Charlotte Observer captured a dramatic shot of
a building collapse in rural North Carolina, demonstrating that
powerful photography still occurs in local news settings.

Recent Pulitzer Prize
Winning Photos By Year
(2010–2024)
In 2010, Kathy Smith of the Dallas Morning News won for her
series on the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, but the 2010s were
dominated  by  conflict  in  the  Middle  East.  The  2014  winners,  a
team from Associated Press, produced a devastating series on
the Syrian civil war. The 2015 winner Dan Anderson captured
images of Ebola victims in West Africa, turning a public health
crisis into intimate, human portraits.
The 2016 Pulitzer Prize winning photos by year belonged to
the New York Times  and Reuters  for their  coverage of the
European migrant crisis. One image, of a drowned Syrian toddler
on  a  Turkish  beach,  sparked  global  outrage  and  shifts  in
immigration policy. It remains one of the most debated Pulitzer-
winning  photographs  due  to  its  explicit  content  and  ethical
implications.
In 2020, Associated Press won for coverage of the Hong Kong
protests,  featuring  striking  images  of  demonstrators  with
umbrellas and water cannons. The 2021 winners focused on the
COVID-19 pandemic, with Michele B. Long of the Boston Globe
capturing the emotional  toll  on healthcare workers.  The 2022
prize  went  to  photographers  documenting  the  January  6  U.S.
Capitol insurrection, with Win McNamee and others producing
indelible images of chaos and democracy under siege.
In 2023, the Pulitzer Prize winning photos by year honored
the work of Marcus Yam of the Los Angeles Times for his on-the-
ground coverage of the fall of Kabul and the U.S. withdrawal from
Afghanistan.  His  images,  particularly  those  showing  families
scrambling for  seats  on departing planes,  provided a visceral
finale to America’s longest war. The 2024 winners, announced in
May, recognized a group of photographers from Reuters for their
harrowing documentation of the war in Ukraine, including images
of the Bucha massacre and civilian evacuations.

The Enduring Significance
of the Pulitzer Prize
Winning Photos By Year
What makes the Pulitzer Prize winning photos by year so

powerful is their ability to transcend time. A single photograph
from 1945 can still make us feel the surge of victory. An image
from 1972 can renew our  outrage at  the cost  of  war.  These
photographs serve as moral witnesses. They remind journalists of
their responsibility to show the truth, no matter how difficult. For
the  public,  they  are  windows  into  worlds  we  may  never
know—from flooded New Orleans streets to dusty Syrian refugee
camps.
Photographers who win the Pulitzer often speak of the weight
these images carry. Nick Ut once said, “Sometimes one picture
can change the world.” While that may be an overstatement,
there is no doubt that certain Pulitzer Prize winning photos
by year  have changed laws, public opinion, and even foreign
policy. They are proof that visual storytelling remains one of the
most persuasive forms of communication.

How to Explore More
Pulitzer Prize Winning
Photos By Year
If  you  wish  to  delve  deeper,  the  official  Pulitzer  website  hosts  a
searchable gallery of all winners. Many libraries and university
archives also maintain collections. For aspiring photojournalists,
studying the Pulitzer Prize winning photos by year  is  an
essential exercise in composition, timing, and ethics. Notice how
the best photos often contain multiple layers of meaning. Look for
the details in the background, the expressions, the use of light
and shadow.
Moreover, the award has evolved. In 1968, a separate category
for  Feature Photography  was introduced,  allowing for  more
stylized or artistic visual stories alongside the hard-hitting spot
news.  Today,  the  Prize  is  split  into  two  distinct  categories:
Breaking  News  Photography  and  Feature  Photography.
This  change  reflects  the  increasing  sophistication  of  visual
journalism.

Conclusion: A Visual Legacy
Worth Preserving
The Pulitzer Prize winning photos by year are more than a
simple list of award winners. They are a timeline of our collective
history, seen through the lenses of the world’s most courageous
photographers. Each image carries a story that reaches beyond
the frame—into the lives of the subjects, the conscience of the
photographer, and the memory of the viewer. Whether capturing
a  moment  of  unspeakable  sorrow  or  unexpected  joy,  these
photographs remind us of our shared humanity.  As you scroll
through  the  archives,  take  a  moment  to  reflect  on  the  context,
the courage, and the craft. The Pulitzer Prize winning photos by
year are not just about the picture; they are about the truth they
reveal.


