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(P
hotographer Karen Ballard has accomplished the things about which the
rest of us dream, but she’s surprisingly humble when asked what it’s like to
be a consistent witness to modern history. “I’ve been lucky on occasion to be

out there on the front lines of world events and even luckier to record them with
my camera. It’s what I love doing, and it’s a big part of what makes me tick.”

Her portfolio of work has graced the pages of highly esteemed periodicals,
including the likes of Time, Newsweek, National Geographic Traveler and The New
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York Times and Washington Post Sunday
Magazines. Ballard has traveled across
the world in pursuit of her assignments,
from India to Vietnam to China and
through Europe.

“I was there when President-elect
George W. Bush had an uncomfort-
able conversation with the person he
defeated, Vice President Al Gore. A
curious President Clinton watched
them from the background. Minutes
later, Bush was sworn in as president.”

“Left Behind,” the image in ques-
tion, tells the complex story of the
hotly contested election in a single
frame. There are three clearly visible

figures in the shot, but at that moment
in time, those three figures happened
to be the most important men in the
world. The staging enhances the vis-
ceral feel of intense underlying stress,
which would lead to the image being
chosen by the White House News
Photographers Association for First
Place in 2001, as well as receiving
numerous other awards.

“Knowing what you want to do is
key,” Ballard points out. “I try to get
assignments based on my interests. I
first moved to Washington, D.C.,
when I was 23 and made it my base.
Since then, I’ve developed relationships

with many of the publications—news-
papers, magazines, wire services—that
cover Washington.

“I accompanied the ‘winning gen-
eral’ Tommy Franks as he arrived in
Baghdad right after the American and
coalition forces secured Iraq’s capital,”
she notes. “It turned out to be a fleet-
ing high point in America’s involve-
ment with Iraq. Those pictures told
the story of the moment, delivered
images to the millions who weren’t
there, and in many cases, become
more telling with time.”

An unbridled tenacity in achieving
her dreams, plus the ability to depend-

ably capture the essence of a story with
only her images, has kept Ballard at the
forefront of every field in which she
has chosen to work, from political
assignments to travel essays to portraits
and film work.

“I shoot until I think I’ve made
photos that not only tell the story, but
give texture to what’s happening
around the story. Sometimes one
frame tells the story, as is the case of
‘Left Behind,’ but not always. What
I’m really going for is a body of work,
an essay. I try to educate myself on a
subject and/or situations that I’m
covering so that I’ll have some idea

OPENING SPREAD: Shadows of U.S. troops on the walls of
Saddam Hussein’s former presidential palace as soldiers
make their way indoors after another night of patrol. INSET:
Ballard traveled with U.S. Administrator Paul Bremer during
his final days in Iraq. Titled “Rough Ride,” Bremer takes a
last look at the country he has been in charge of for the past
year. BELOW: Then Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld
surveys the still smoldering Ground Zero after the terrorist
attacks of 9/11. RIGHT: Ballard captured this iconic image of
victorious General Tommy Franks as he shows his troops a
sign of strength and his appreciation in the newly captured
Baghdad. BOTTOM: Former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein in
what was his first appearance after his capture to hear the
charges being brought against him.
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of what might conceivably happen
before it actually does.”

When Ballard was accompanying
former Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld to the fresh remains of the
World Trade Center right after 9/11,
she knew that she was looking for
something above and beyond photo
ops. Ballard was looking for an image

that would capture the weight of the
situation and the pressure and inten-
sity that Rumsfeld was under. The
series of images that resulted por-
trayed exactly that—an undeniably
strong character during a trying time.

Skirting the sensitive line between
the delicate sensibilities of powerful
personalities, a press dedicated to non-
biased documentary and the public’s
greed for gossip is like being drawn and
quartered artistically. Ballard is incredi-

bly successful at what she does, and she
also has been able to gain the trust of her
subjects, securing her passage into
realms not usually open to the press.

When asked about what has led to
this acceptance and trust, Ballard says,
“A sense of humor around my subjects
and total discretion is essential. The peo-
ple I photograph know that I’m not

going to run out and tell anyone what
I’ve heard ‘in the room.’ It’s the stock
and trade of the inside shooter and
essential to getting access. A number of
the people I’ve photographed have been
some of the key characters engaged
in making the world go around.
Documenting them is my job, and I try
to do that without being judgmental.

“I’d love to think of what I do as
‘jet-setting,’” she continues, “but it’s
more pragmatic and less glamorous

A Life Of
Adventure

LEFT: “Left Behind.”
Ballard was behind the
scenes to catch President
Bill Clinton glancing at
the exchange between
outgoing Vice President
Al Gore and incoming
President George W. Bush.
Minutes later, Bush was
sworn in to the presidency
on Inauguration Day,
2001. RIGHT: In 2005,
Ballard made her film
debut, shooting still
images for the Steven
Spielberg epic Munich.
Since then, Ballard
has continued in the
field, with work on
the upcoming Rambo
installment, a new Edward
Zwick movie and more
on the way.



96 I Digital Photo Pro digitalphotopro.com

A Life Of
Adventure

than that. I’ve been fulfilled, at least in
part, as a journalist because I’ve been
able to chronicle such an important
part of our history.”

In 2004, Ballard was on a sixth trip
to Baghdad when she found herself
chosen to be the only member of the
civilian press corps to take the very first
images of Saddam Hussein since his
capture by U.S. forces. When she had
heard that Hussein was going to make
an appearance before the Iraqi Special
Tribunal, Ballard took a shot and sacri-
ficed her return ticket to the States. It
was a shot that paid off. Her images of
Hussein ran worldwide.

“That day was certainly one of the
most intense moments in world news

I’ve been privy to,” she says, “and I’m
glad to have pulled it off.”

Extreme Photography
When reading Ballard’s résumé,

one would assume that she has a bit of
a taste for danger. She has been close to
front lines, has been blown from her
bed by nearby car bombs and mortar
shells, and has traveled at the side of
Paul Bremer, former Director of
Reconstruction and Humanitarian
Assistance, probably the highest-profile
target possible in post-Hussein Iraq.

“In those war zones, anyone is a tar-
get,” she says. “I try to be as smart and
calculating as possible about the risks I
take. I’m not a combat photographer,

RIGHT: A soldier takes on
“The Local Look” in
Afghanistan in 2003.
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even though I’ve been in war zones
and in some extremely dangerous
places. I have incredible respect for
those photographers who put their
lives on the line every day to get images
that affect us all, but I don’t consider
myself one of them. My favorite place
to photograph in the world is where
there’s beautiful light and where, at the
end of the day, I can walk down the
street without fear of being kidnapped
or caught in a crossfire.

“Originally, I moved to D.C.
because I wanted to shoot for National
Geographic, and even though I’ve had
a few assignments for them, the
majority of my work has been for
other publications and as a unit pho-
tographer in the movie business.
When I was in high school, my older
brother, who had moved to California,
mailed me a camera when he heard
I had signed up for a photography
course. After that, I paid more atten-
tion to photographs in The Louisville
Courier-Journal Sunday Magazine and
the stories behind the pictures.

“Even though I flipped back and
forth between the Fine Arts School
and the School of Journalism, photo-
journalism was the stronger pull. I
landed a summer internship at the
White House that began my journey
into Washington politics and journal-
ism on a national scale. I also interned
at The Louisville Courier-Journal,
The Eugene Register-Guard and The
Washington Post. Not too long after,
I was offered a job as a staff photog-
rapher for The Washington Times,
where I worked for six years before
going freelance.”

Gearing Up
There isn’t a single avenue of pho-

tography for which reliable gear is
more important than for photojour-
nalism. There isn’t a Samy’s Camera
in the middle of a war, so if your
equipment breaks down, you need
to be prepared. Ballard is a Canon

(Cont’d on page 128)
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live to take roads I haven’t traveled. I
was burned out on Washington poli-
tics, but was in no hurry to go back to
Baghdad. I had thought about movie
work for years and being a part of its
creative process. When Steven
Spielberg hired me for his film on the
Olympic massacre, Munich, I was
thrilled, knowing that this would be a
different photographic challenge, and
it’s still in the realm of photojournal-
ism. It’s documentary work even
though it’s created through the vehi-
cle of someone else’s movie. Unit pho-
tography records this whole process
and has allowed me to witness and
shoot amazing talent in action.”

Ballard bristles a little when asked,
after working in Afghanistan and
Iraq, if the transition to movie-
making is a sort of working vacation.
“Are you kidding me?” she says. “Set
photography is grueling, with long
hours, night shoots, rain, snow, heat,
bugs—all the elements, combined
with questionable food and working
24/7 with, at times, 500 people, all of
whom you should get along with.

“This past spring, I worked on the
upcoming Rambo in Thailand with
Sylvester Stallone, and we were shoot-
ing in the jungle at night in the rain
and being devoured by mosquitoes
and other unimaginable insects! At
the end of those long days, however,
good photos ended up being taken.
Movie-making is another fascinating
culture to observe.”

She finds other similarities, as well.
As in journalistic work, people can be
conscious of how they look, to a fault.
Some of what Ballard feels might be
her best work can end up on the cut-
ting room floor because of an actor’s
right to final cut over images of them-
selves. She finds most of this easy to
overcome through a little charm and a
strong sense that she knows what she’s
doing. The biggest advantage for
Ballard, on the other hand, is that the
bullets aren’t real. DPP

To see more of Karen Ballard’s work,
visit www.karenballard.net.
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convert, principally shooting with
Canon Mark IIs, 5Ds and a variety
of lenses for whatever occasions
may arise.

She still carries her Rolleiflex and
Leica, politely requesting hand checks
of her film when passing through air-
port security. Ballard finds cases to be
an ongoing struggle between portabil-
ity and function, but she tends to stick
with Pelican. Apple computers are all
that she has ever used.

Digital has created much more
work in terms of postproduction for
Ballard, but with magazines and the
Web turning to stock sales, she also has
seen the Internet allow photographers
to become much more visible as indi-
viduals. Her own Website points
directly to Redux Pictures (www.
reduxpictures.com), where more than
600 of her images are available.

Film Transitions
Ballard’s recent move to the world

of production follows in the typical tra-
dition of her successes. In 2003, she
spent a six-week period photograph-
ing more than 120 portraits of
American servicemen and -women for
a Jerry Bruckheimer-produced feature
called Profiles from the Front Line.

She’s in Lithuania, at the time of
this article, shooting stills for an
upcoming Edward Zwick film, direc-
tor of Blood Diamond, The Last
Samurai and Glory. Her first film, in
true Ballard fashion, was a headlong
jump straight into the big leagues with
Steven Spielberg’s film Munich.

“I am, above all, a people photog-
rapher,” she says. “That’s what I
do best, and I explore this in many
ways. I’m as at ease photographing
Steven Spielberg making a movie
as I am hanging out with soldiers
in Afghanistan.

“The transition to film [unit] work
is really just another manifestation of
expanding and exploring my own
photography,” Ballard elaborates. “I




