The last man to die, Leipzig, April 18, 1945

In mid-April 1945, the American army advanced towards Leipzig, Germany.
Robert Capa rushed to join the liberators. Leipzig haeen the residence of his lover,
photographer Gerda Taro, who was killed in the Spanish Civil War. She had fled the
city upon the rise of the Nazis. The Allied entrance into Leipzig on the morning of
19 April met with little resistance.

Towards noon, the forces reached the city's central Zeppelin Bridge, which was
in danger of being blown up by the Germans. Capa joined five infantry soldiers
entering an empty flat on the fifth floor of an apartment building overlooking
the bridge, hoping to photograph the forces advancing on it; he said this would
be his last wartime photograph, for war was sure to be over by the time it would
be published. One of the soldiers, Raymond J. Bowman, positioned himself for
shooting from the balcony, and Capa photographed his face. At that very moment,
the young soldier's body collapsed: he was hit between the eyes by a German
sniper's bullet. He fell back and died. Although Capa rarely photographed dead
bodies, in this case he went on photographing the corpse as it lay in a pool of
blood spreading on the floor.

The dead soldier's comrades rushed down to capture the snipers who had
shot him. Capa followed them. They shot a few warning shots, and three snipers
surrendered. Capa documented the two American Gls fiercely attacking the
Germans. The series of photographs was published on 14 May 1945, but the censor
forbade the publication of photographs in which soldiers are seen beating the
German prisoners. Luckily, the negatives were not confiscated.

According to Capa, this was the most horrifying series of his photographic
career. It came after the decade of struggle against fascism which began with
the photograph The Falling Soldier (1936) taken in Spain—and ended with this
photograph of the shot American Gl.

The building, location of the photograph, stood deserted for many years.In 2012,
after being burnt down, a local initiative was made to preserve and renovate it, and

open it as the Capa-Haus museum.
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The fall of a Loyalist soldier, Cérdoba front,
Spain, September 1936 [The Falling Soldier]

Covering the Spanish Civil War, the 22-year-old Robert Capa captured on film
the moment a Loyalist militiaman was fatally shot in battle. The photograph
immediately becamea universalicon of war photographs and of anti-warcampaigns.

It was first published in September 1936 in the French pictorial magazine Vu.
A year later it was printed in Life magazine with the caption: "Robert Capa’s
camera catches a Spanish soldier the instant he is dropped by a bullet through
the head in the front of Cérdoba."

The photo appeared on the cover of Capa's book Death in the Making, published
in 1938, but not, possibly intentionally, in the interior layout.

In 1975, allegations began to surface that the photograph was staged. A British
journalist reported interviewing a photographer, O'Dowd Gallagher, who claimed
to have met Capa during the war, and that Capa had told him that, since there
was not enough material to photograph, a Francoist officer offered to stage some
battle scenes. According to Gallagher, Capa returned in the evening delighted with
the results. This testimony is controversial: not only did Capa, who was anti-fascist
and pro-republican, have no contact with Francoist militiamen, but Gallagher
later turned out to have been hundreds of kilometers away from Cerro Muriano,
the photograph's location, on the day the photograph was taken. In 1996, a British
journalist reported meeting a man who had identified the soldier in the photograph
as Federico Borrell Garcia.

The importance attached to the soldier's identity was unfortunate for the
photograph. If, until then, his anonymity had made it an icon, compared with
Francisco Goya's The Third of May 1808 (1814)—now the identification turned it
from a symbol to a photograph of a certain detail.

In his attempt to prove the photograph's authenticity, Richard Whelan, author
of Capa's biography This is War: Robert Capa at Work: 1934-1945 (2007), sought
the advice of a forensic expert who asserted that, although the subject's pose
seemed odd, the photograph was not staged.

It was obvious to Whelan that the loss of negatives and the absence of contact
sheets, i.e. the lack of image continuity, prevented a decisive conclusion in the
matter. His theory was that Capa and his partner, photographer Gerda Taro, had
met a group of militiamen, the soldier among them, at some point during the
siesta period (between 1 and 3:30 p.m.), during which, with the strict observance
of both sides, no fighting took place). Capa, who occasionally photographed
simulated battle scenes, asked the soldiers to brandish their rifles and shot a series
of photographs of men kneeling and aiming their rifles. It seems that as they began
running down the hillside, they attracted the enemy's attention. Judging by the
long shadow in the photograph, the time was about 3:30, i.e., the end of the siesta.

When asked directly whether he had staged the photograph, Capa replied:
“Hell no. We were all happy. A little crazy, maybe. Then, suddenly it was the real
thing. | didn’t hear the firing. [| was] out there, a little ahead and to the side of
them." He was, he added, haunted by a sense of guilt for the death of the soldier
who had stood up for his portrait.

The contradicting testimonies, including the quotations from Capa himself,
make it impossible to reach a definite version of the event. It might be that the
secret of the photograph's magic—depicting that moment between life and

death—and of the myth surrounding it, lies in the inability to reach a decisive answer.
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American troops landing on D-day,
Omaha Beach, Normandy, June 1944

Landing on the beaches of Normandy, on 6 June 1944, was one of the most
important World War Il operations, resulting in the liberation of France and,
eventually, the defeat of Nazi Germany. Omaha Beach was a code name given
to one of five beaches where the Allied Forces landed in northern France.
Only a few photographers were allowed to join the U.S. forces, and only four of
those accompanied the troops on D-day itself. Among them was Robert Capa,
photographer for Life magazine, who joined the first wave of forces landing on
Omaha Beach.

A few hundred meters from the beach, the forces met with fierce German
defense, and were caught under heavy artillery fire. The regiment Capa had joined
landed early on that grueling morning, and the greyness of the water against the
greyness of the sky created a special effect for the photographs.

Endangering his life in almost impossible battle conditions, Capa seems to
have shot four 35-mm films. One was damaged by water when Capa loaded it
into the camera.

On that very day, Capa returned with the films to Portsmouth, England, on a
boat that ferried the dead and the wounded. There was enormous pressure from
newspapers to get photographs published as soon as possible, and when the
cartridges arrived in London, the picture editor rushed the darkroom technician to
develop them. During development, an error by the technician caused almost all of
the photographed material (106 photographs, according to Capa) to be destroyed;
only about ten, from the last film, were saved. They were also damaged, but their
graininess only enhanced their dramatic effect.

The photographs made their way at last to the Life offices in New York and were
published in the 19 June magazine. Capa later adopted the heading given to them
"Slightly out of Focus" for the title of his memoir. Undoubtedly, these photographs
have remained the best visual representation of the D-day landings.

In 1999, the Department of Journalism at New York University included these
photographs among the Top 100 Works of Journalism in the United States in the
20th Century.
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