
 

Vrije Universiteit Brussel

War of images, war of theaters
Ruchel-Stockmans, Katarzyna

Published in:
Image & Narrative

DOI:
191418621

Publication date:
2015

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Ruchel-Stockmans, K. (2015). War of images, war of theaters. Image & Narrative, 16(1), 57-74.
https://doi.org/191418621

Copyright
No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, without the prior written permission of the author(s) or other rights
holders to whom publication rights have been transferred, unless permitted by a license attached to the publication (a Creative Commons
license or other), or unless exceptions to copyright law apply.

Take down policy
If you believe that this document infringes your copyright or other rights, please contact openaccess@vub.be, with details of the nature of the
infringement. We will investigate the claim and if justified, we will take the appropriate steps.

Download date: 26. May. 2023

https://doi.org/191418621
https://cris.vub.be/en/publications/war-of-images-war-of-theaters(693c3701-77f5-4e8c-8bd9-092b7df2d7f2).html
https://doi.org/191418621


57Vol. 16,  No. 1 (2015)IMAGE [&] NARRATIVE 

From Theaters of War to Image Wars

Bertolt Brecht’s War Primer 
Revisited by Adam Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin1

Katarzyna Ruchel-Stockmans

Abstract: 

If there is a book that invites re-appropriation, it is Bertolt Brecht’s relatively little known War Primer 
(1955), composed of photographs clipped from daily press accompanied by enigmatic epigrams. In 
a witty act of mimicry, the artist duo Adam Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin composed War Primer 
2 (2011) by superimposing a heterogeneous selection of images pertaining to the so-called War on 
Terror onto the original pages of Brecht’s book. By focusing on images in which the photographic act is 
made the explicit theme of the photograph, their book reflects on practices of making and disseminating 
images of violence. On the one hand, War Primer 2 aims to disrupt the firmly entrenched imaginative 
geographies of the War on Terror. On the other, it casts a different light on the performative character of 
photographic imagery. The confrontation of the two photographic collections seems to suggest that there 
is still much to be learned from the current traffic in images.

Résumé:

S’il y a bien un livre qui invite à la réappropriation, c’est le relativement méconnu War Primer (1955) de 
Bertolt Brecht, composé de photographies découpées dans des quotidiens et accompagnées d’épigrammes 
énigmatiques. Dans une démarche d’imitation pleine d’esprit, le duo d’artistes Adam Broomberg et 
Olivier Chanarin réalisèrent War Primer 2 (2011) en superposant aux pages originales du livre de Brecht 
une sélection hétérogène d’images se rapportant à la guerre contre le terrorisme. En se concentrant sur 
des images dans lesquelles l’acte photographique devient explicitement le thème de la photographie, leur 
livre réfléchit sur les pratiques de production et de propagation des images de la violence. D’une part, 
War Primer 2 a pour but de perturber nos géographies imaginaires de la guerre contre le terrorisme qui 
sont fermement enracinées. D’autre part, l’œuvre jette un éclairage différent sur le caractère performatif 
de l’imagerie photographique. La rencontre des deux collections de photographies semble suggérer qu’il 
y a toujours plus à apprendre de la circulation actuelle des images.

Keywords:

photography and violence, image wars, performative images, theatricality, War on Terror, torture porn 

1. I would like to thank Brianne Cohen, TJ Demos, Papiya Halder, Małgorzata Ruchel, Jeroen Verbeeck, and Nine 
Yamamoto-Masson for their valuable comments and suggestions on earlier versions of this text. 



58Vol. 16,  No. 1 (2015)IMAGE [&] NARRATIVE 

There are two expressions that stand out in discussions concerning recent images of conflict. The first 
one, “theater of war,” is a common phrase designating, simply, an area in which military events occur. 
Yet it inevitably implies an inkling of an experience, also not uncommon, of war as an overwhelming and 
sublime spectacle (Jünger, 2002: 33, von Clausewitz, 1989). Complementing this theatrical expression, 
there is the phrase “the war of images” or “image warfare,” which refers to the growing importance 
of image production as part of military operations. Our understanding of contemporary conflict 
increasingly depends upon an understanding of the ways in which images are produced, framed, and 
circulated (Mitchell, 2011, Paul, 2004). A certain theater of war waged with images materializes in Adam 
Broomberg and Olivier Chanarin’s War Primer 2 (2011), as the book appropriates, or physically inhabits 
(as the artists phrase it) Bertolt Brecht’s War Primer (1955, 1998). Unpacking different historical layers 
of this work allows one to reflect upon on recent developments in war, images, and theater all at once. 

 If there is a book that invites re-appropriation, it is the relatively little known War Primer by 
Bertolt Brecht. Published not without difficulty, with a ten-year delay after World War II ended, it is an 
appropriation itself, combining press clippings accompanied by quatrains written by the theater-maker 
during his wartime exile. In a witty act of mimicry, the artist duo Broomberg and Chanarin composed 
War Primer 2 by superimposing a heterogeneous selection of images pertaining to the so-called war 
on terror onto the original pages of Brecht’s book. They thus created a thickly layered photomontage 
in which past and present war imagery speaks the cryptic language of Brecht’s poems. The original 
black-and-white photographs selected by Brecht from the daily press during World War II are covered, 
extended, or completely altered by diverse, but predominantly “poor” images (Steyerl, 2009), which 
abound in the all-present virtual space of the Internet. 

 Some of these images, such as the instantly iconic Abu Ghraib pictures, are less and less 
representations or records of what happens in the global theater of war. Rather, they increasingly become 
agents, or, to follow theatrical vocabulary, actors in the events themselves. To approach War Primer 2 
in terms of image agency means, generally speaking, that the image takes part in, or is a constitutive 
element of, the event that it simultaneously records. In the framework of this theory, it is mainly the 
collusion between camera and weapon that is of interest here, as it reveals the act of image making as a 
constitutive part of the violent conflict that takes place. 

 The post-9/11 era was marked by heightened discussions on images of conflict. Next to the 
already known criticisms of the spectacle in the media, framing, or modes of circulation, there appeared 
arguments on the performativity and agency of images (Butler, 2009, Farocki, 2010, Feldman, 2005, 
Flusser, 1990, Groys, 2008, Phelan, 2012). War Primer 2 takes a seemingly anachronistic point of 
departure, by re-inscribing recent violent imagery into a collection of photographs and poems from 
World War II. Yet by reanimating Brecht’s untimely insights, it paradoxically allows one to broaden 
these discussions. Its focus on images in which the photographic act is made the explicit theme of the 
photograph allows one to reflect on practices of making and disseminating images of violence. On the 
one hand, War Primer 2 aims to disrupt the firmly entrenched imaginative geographies of the war on 
terror. On the other, it casts a different light on the performative character of photographic imagery. In 
order to reconfigure the debates on visualizing violence, torture, and suffering, it projects these fraught 
images—in a gesture similar to that of Martha Rosler in Bringing the War Home—onto the proliferating 
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imagery produced in a globalized, mass culture. The so-called war on terror appears to be a diffuse, 
all-present set of conflicts that need not be brought home because, as the many spontaneously created 
violent images show, it is already happening at home. 

War: A Lesson

Brecht’s War Primer (Kriegsfibel) was first published in 1955 and translated into English only much later, 
in 1998. It is this second, at times significantly rearranged version of the book, which served as the raw 
material for War Primer 2.2 Brecht selected over eighty photographs clipped from the daily press from 
both Europe and the United States, roughly covering the period of World War II. Some photographs are 
still accompanied by the original captions, and Brecht comments on each picture in four-verse poems, 
meant as a form of instruction on how to read photography, the medium that he notoriously distrusted. 

 Each page thus consists of an image, a caption, and a quatrain, which are positioned in the same 
manner regardless of the size or shape of the photograph. The inclusion of the original caption enables 
one to situate the image in a historical frame, while the quatrain guides the reader into deciphering the 
image, often in ways that are contradictory to its original meaning. As Reinhold Grimm argues, Brecht’s 
rigorous structuring of the text and image, as well as the elevated tone of the poems, brings his endeavor 
close to the art of emblems. The different elements of the montage can thus be identified as inscriptio, 
pictura, and subscriptio (Grimm, 1975), although, admittedly, they cannot be seen as emblems in a strict 
sense (Kienast, 2001: 9-10, Kuhn, 2008). David Evans, in turn, stresses the significance of yet another 
lyrical convention in the shaping of the poems—that of the Greek epigram (Evans, 2012). Both of these 
historical sources seem relevant, yet they are refunctioned by Brecht to fit his typically dialectical mode 
of thinking. Thus the historical forms and conventions are combined with contemporary issues and 
methods (Benjamin, 2007: 148, Didi-Huberman, 2009: 154). Moreover, Brecht reworks and explicitly 
historicizes his own, earlier version of the book, slightly changing the meaning of the poems or replacing 
photographs (Kienast, 2001: 32-33). As a result, War Primer recontextualizes the then still recent war 
and casts it in a solemn, nearly antiquated form.  

 War Primer 2 adds another stratum of images to this already complex, photo-textual and dialogical 
structure, without adding or changing any of the quatrains. Instead of captions or newspaper sources, 
Internet sites or short descriptions are listed at the end of the book. Some of the added images cover the 
original pictures almost entirely, suggesting a complete replacement and redirection of the text onto the 
new picture. Other photographs, however, enter into a dialogue with the original picture, its caption, or 
the poem. One of the most dramatic changes apparent in this juxtaposition of the two visual essays on 
images from a global conflict is the versatile nature of the imagery used by Broomberg and Chanarin. 
Instead of printed press illustrations selected by Brecht, the pictures of recent conflict are drawn from 
resources as diverse as citizen journalism, combat video and photography, drone and military equipment 
cameras, CCTV, various YouTube videos, screen shots from TV programs and fiction films, fashion, 
trophy photography, and amateur photography. This selection seems to be a deliberate choice driven by 

2. The table of concordance at the back of the book shows that only the first fourteen plates remain in the original 
order of the second (1994) German edition, while the rest is significantly rearranged. (Willett, 1998: xxiv).
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a realization that if war is waged with images today, it has long ceased to be a war in images conducted 
solely by professional media. 

 Various photographs are inserted onto or overlap the original photograph, matching some sections 
of it or merely echoing a phrase from the poem. The stakes of these montages are sometimes instantly 
clear. Take for example the photograph, gleaned by Brecht from Life, showing a Japanese-American 
boy with bandages affixed onto his eyes [61].3 The original caption explains that the boy was blinded 
during a military operation in Italy, while the poem stresses his excruciating double identity as the reason 
of his misfortune. While Brecht muses on the senselessness of war, Broomberg and Chanarin add a 
picture of John Walker Lindh, blindfolded and tied (Fig.1). The perilous double nationality of the boy 
finds resonance in the tragic fate of the infamous “American Taliban,” a victim of the feverish hunt for 
terrorists unleashed shortly after 9/11.4 The contemporary photograph both visually fits the older picture 
and corresponds with the story behind it. 

Fig. 1.
Plate 61, War Primer 2, Adam Broomberg & Oliver Chanarin, 2011, MACK

John Walker Lindh, dubbed The American Taliban, following his capture by US troops in
December 2001. http://oppugno.com/blog/2011/07/10/ father-of-american-taliban-johnwalker-

lindh- explains-why-his-son-is-an-innocent-victim-of- americas-war-on-terror/
All images © Adam Broomberg & Oliver Chanarin

3. All quotations and references to images from War Primer are taken from the 1998 edition, as it is this version of 
the book that served Broomberg and Chanarin as the material for War Primer 2. The page numbers are indicated 
in square brackets. War Primer 2 can be viewed online: http://mappeditions.com/publications/war-primer-2. 
4. John Walker Lindh, a scholar of classic Arabic and Islam, went to Pakistan and Afghanistan, where he engaged 
in the Afghan civil war. Although his involvement in the local conflict dated prior to 9/11, he nevertheless was 
deemed a terrorist after the United States’ announcement of the war on terror in the aftermath of the attacks on the 
World Trade Center. Only much later his mistreatment and imprisonment was denounced as illegal and a violation 
of human rights. (Lindh, 2011).



61Vol. 16,  No. 1 (2015)IMAGE [&] NARRATIVE 

Disrupted Chronologies

The photographs in War Primer are arranged in a roughly chronological sequence, beginning with a 
speech by Adolf Hitler, followed by the preparations for the war, through the various stages of themilitary 
operations presented in a geographic order,5 to the effects of the war including exhaustion, destruction, 
and death. Yet one of the last photographs radically disrupts that chronology. It shows Hitler again giving 
a speech, thus repeating the very first photograph and turning the chronology into a loop. Moreover, the 
date on the closing photograph does not refer to World War II, but rather to Hitler’s birth on April 20, 
1889. After the end of war, there is a continuous threat of fascism, as the quatrain warns: “the womb is 
fertile still from which that crept” [81]. 

 War Primer 2 differs from its predecessor in that it entirely lacks any chronological order. While 
it explicitly purports to bring together images from the war on terror (Broomberg and Chanarin, 2011: 
3), it also consequently rejects any linear progression of events. The memorable photograph released by 
the Pentagon from the secret mission to capture Osama Bin Laden, known as the Security Room Photo 
[10]—intended by its makers to become a powerful counter-icon marking the end of the war on terror 
and an amendment for the lack of images of the dead Bin Laden—appears in War Primer 2 towards 
the beginning of the book, even before any of the iconic photos of 9/11 are shown. The images from 
the airport CCTV showing the attackers on the World Trade Center, or the pictures of the Twin Towers 
exploding, are spread throughout different locations in the book, where they fit Brecht’s photographs or 
poems [23, 24, 75]. 

 This lack of chronology can be seen as a disruption of the imaginative geographies of the so-
called war on terror. Instead of perceiving it in terms delineated by Pentagon authorities, it opens up a 
possibility to see this war, or a set of interrelated conflicts, beyond the entrenched dichotomy of “us” 
and “them,” or of “the enlightened” and “barbarians,” of those who are in and those who are outside of 
history (Stephens, 2011). This sense of a diffuse state of global conflict corresponds with Brecht’s War 
Primer, as Brecht frustrates the seemingly obvious divisions between the enemy and the ally during 
World War II.

  
Brecht and Photography

In the last photo-epigram, displaying a theater-like auditorium filled with attentive students, Brecht 
formulates the ultimate didactic message: “Never forget that men like you got hurt/ so you might sit 
there, not the other lot. And now don’t hide your head, and don’t desert/ But learn to learn, and try to 
learn for what” [85]. This message can be deciphered as a critique of the Nazi regime on the one hand and 
a mistrust towards capitalist Western Allies on the other. It is therefore pacifist and anti-capitalist at once. 
Yet the clarity of the book’s overall structure is troubled at the level of the photo-epigrams themselves. 
True to his own artistic principles, Brecht obscures and complicates the photographs’ explicit meaning, 
building instead an open, elliptic meaning. The lesson to be learned in War Primer is not a piece of crude 

5. This selection is at times arbitrary (Willet: ix) – clearly, this is not a “history in images” type of book. Michel 
Poivert argues it is rather an act of producing of a historical present by taking a position towards the past. (Poivert, 
2007: 25)
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propaganda, as some critics would see it. It has often been noted that the book’s publication coincided 
with the opening of the prominent exhibition The Family of Man by Edward Steichen. Since the former 
appeared in the GDR and the latter traveled from the United States to many countries in Europe, 
including West Germany, the two photographic events have been seen as two exemplary products of 
the ideological struggles during the Cold War (James, 2013, Poivert, 2007: 22). Yet War Primer differs 
significantly from The Family of Man, not only since the former is a book and the latter an exhibition. 
The main difference seems to be that, in contrast to Steichen’s exhibition, Brecht’s book was bitterly 
unsuccessful. Its first version was rejected by the censors in 1950, a fact that deferred its publication for 
another five years. Brecht, who had already reworked the 1945 version of the book, had to introduce 
some changes to make its historical and ideological stakes more visible (Willett, 1998: xii-xiii). Yet 
these alterations notwithstanding, the book never achieved the success comparable to that of The Family 
of Man. As a matter of fact, it went largely unnoticed. As Welf Kienast notes, it was too pacifist for the 
authorities and at the same time too laudatory towards the official party line for the more critical Eastern 
German public (Kienast, 2001: 8). Although its contents are clearly antifascist, it equally did not fit in 
the reeducation program launched by the Allied forces aimed at the denazification of Western Germany.

  As Gerhard Paul argues, Brecht’s project was designed to demonstrate the constructed nature of 
the photographic image, which would strip it of its persuasive power. The concerted effort of the Allies 
after the war was directed at what Paul called an optical denazification, but it did not extend to a much 
more radical, optical demilitarization. Visual propaganda was still used in almost the same way, only the 
ideological contents changed (Paul, 2004: 269). In this respect, the visual disarmament launched in War 
Primer was not in the interest of either side of the Cold War. 

 This optical demilitarization has still not taken place to this day. Adam Broomberg and Oliver 
Chanarin’s artistic practice seems to stem from a dissatisfaction with the ways photographic media 
are used as part of war operations. In several previous projects, the artists investigated practices of 
photojournalism and the documentary in conflict zones, for example interrogating the truth claims of 
embedded journalism or scrutinizing Kodak film technology for its racist characteristics.6 Brecht’s 
counter-images appear as a surprising ally to the contemporary artists’ anti-photojournalism.7 Their 
re-appropriation of War Primer is another attempt to read Brecht today in order to learn his lesson 
through an informed mimicry. That lesson has never been easy, as the confused reception of the book 
demonstrates. Perhaps it has now gained a fertile ground, allowing the complex meanings of the photo-
epigrams to come into view. 

Anemic Theater 

One of the strategies for which Brecht is notorious in War Primer, as the author of the quatrains, is his 
continuous alternation in the mode of interpellation. This strategy allows him to undermine any stable 
relationship of the viewer-reader to the image (Long, 2008: 213). As a result, it is not easy to determine 

6. The two projects are, respectively, The day nobody died (2008) and Kodak Shirley (2013).
7. The term “counter-images” [Gegen-Bilder] was introduced with respect to Brecht’s War Primer by Gerhard 
Paul. (Paul, 2004: 268).
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who is speaking in the image and who is being addressed. At times the poem’s voice adopts the tone and 
mode of address of a person depicted in the image, who is made to address his contemporaries or, on 
the contrary, us, the viewers. The poems thus create a space of conversation between the images and the 
viewers, or between those depicted and the viewers. The arrangement of images from different points of 
view—some from the air, some of figures articulating something by gestures, at other times images of 
objects, all combined with the epigrams that give the images a voice—convey the impression that Brecht 
actually created an anemic theater of sorts, using photographs and poetry instead of a scene with actors. 

 In one of the photographs at the beginning of the book, two German soldiers lurk under a 
railway car. While the first is just about to jump off the train, the other, closer by, gazes rather anxiously 
in a direction outside of the frame. The original caption form a Life magazine article, describing the 
Nazi conquest of Belgium and the Netherlands, calls these soldiers “young, tough, and disciplined.” 
Countering that narrative, Brecht alludes to the anxiety visible in the eyes of one of the soldiers: “Before 
you join the great assault I see/ You peer around to spot the enemy./ Was that the French? Or your own 
sergeant who/ Was lurking there to keep his eye on you?” [8]. The quatrain is thus an address to the 
soldier, who is made to doubt if there is any clear distinction between an ally and an enemy. Two pages 
further, under a photograph of a wooden cross on a grave with an inscription “Ynconnu,” Brecht writes: 
“May he die like a dog. That’s my last wish. He was the arch-enemy. Believe me, I speak true. / and I’m 
free to speak: where I am now / Only the Loire and the one lone cricket know” [10]. It seems that in 
this epigram, it is the fallen soldier who speaks from the grave and demands revenge on his arch-enemy. 
Yet it is not certain who the dead soldier is—he might be French, as the inscription would suggest, but 
this cannot be determined—and it is equally unclear who the arch-enemy might be (Kienast, 2001: 13-
22). The call for a merciless revenge is contrasted with an idyllic vision of the peaceful landscape, thus 
creating a dialectical movement between contradicting elements of the story. It is onto this photograph 
that Broomberg and Chanarin superimpose the already mentioned Security Room image. The blurred 
distinctions between enemy and ally are thus extended to the key imagery of the so-called war on terror. 
While this photograph was meant to give a clear and unambiguous image of the decision-making in the 
process of the capturing of Osama Bin Laden, it is here reinscribed in the Brechtian anemic theatre in 
which such clear-cut roles become blurred and confused.   

Home Front

The montage of the sometimes disjointed images, as well as the interplay between the visual and the 
textual elements in War Primer, are aimed at disrupting the smooth emotional appeal of the photographs, 
including those showing suffering and destruction. Brecht creates distance by changing perspectives 
and by interlacing a serious, even elevated tone with laughter and irony. Perhaps the most pronounced 
example of this is the photograph entitled Sexy Carrot [50]. It shows an unusually shaped vegetable, 
whose double root visually resembles the legs of a pin-up girl. The photograph was gleaned by Brecht 
from the “letters to the editors” section of the October 23, 1943 issue of Life magazine and is accompanied 

 The term anti-photojournalism, initially introduced in reference to the photographic practice of the French artist 
Bruno Serralongue, was the title of the exhibition curated by Carles Guerra and Thomas Keenan. Broomberg and 
Chanarin’s work Afterlife (2010) featured in the exhibition. (Guerra and Keenan, 2011)
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by a short description of its serendipitous origin. Only in the back-page list of captions do we learn that 
the editors of Life asked its readers to send images that would cheer the US troops fighting in the Pacific, 
which makes clear that Sexy Carrot is in fact related to World War II (Willett, 1998: iv). Evidently, 
Brecht did not compile the most representative photographs of war, but rather intended to go beyond a 
historical lesson on the then still recent conflict. While commenting on political and ideological issues, 
War Primer also reflects on the complex role of photography in the mass media.

 Brecht’s propensity for humor and curiosity expands to a broader portion of War Primer 2. 
Intensifying such a penchant for unresolved meaning, Broomberg and Chanarin’s new selection of 
images—eighty out of millions available on the Internet—combines incontestable icons of war on 
terror with banal, trivial, seemingly irrelevant stock images. Consider the “hairy gun loving guy,” the 
contemporary self-portrait of a man that went viral on different social networks. The man, wearing only 
briefs, poses on a bed next to a large collection of weapons and guitars [77] (Fig.2). While it resonates 
with the staged portrait of Churchill holding a machine gun, this self-portrait can be contrasted with 
several pictures of female fighters featured in War Primer 2 who all proudly expose their weapons. In all 
of these examples, there is a clear need to self-fashion an appropriate look in order to fit a certain role. 
The theatrical analogy, present in Brecht’s book, seems to have become an explicit and all-pervasive 
element of the recent imagery. On the Brechtian set of portraits of ordinary soldiers, accompanied by a 
poem denouncing the blindness of “the world-conquest” [80], Broomberg and Chanarin place several 
such photographs of female suicide bombers, ostentatiously displaying their explosives or guns, one 
even posing together with a small child in a style that became typical for suicide videos (Fig.3). Yet when 
traced back to the Internet sites where they were found, these prove to be of quite a diverse origin. While 
the middle right-hand-side photo is taken from Jordanian television and shows a woman who failed 
at a suicide attack and was captured by police, the upper picture is from an Israeli comedy parodying 
suicide actions in Palestine (Butcher, 2005). In this light, another image of a female fighter, featured on 
page 69, might strike the viewer as being overly dramatized. It shows a woman, seated in a row of red 
theater seats, next to an enormous, archaic-looking explosive (Fig.4). Fully covered in black, only her 
wide-open eyes visible, she resembles the women fighters from the previous page, only her appearance 
seems even more theatrical. Yet in fact she is one of the Chechen independence fighters from the hostage 
crisis in a Moscow theater in 2004, as she was filmed by her fellow performers (Zaucha, 2003). It seems 
no longer possible to distinguish the staged or parodied images from the actual documents produced by 
combatants. That terrorist attacks have become a style is clear from another photograph of an amused 
child wearing a suicide-bomber costume, complete with a keffiyeh [79]. These spontaneously made, 
often anonymous parodies of  “serious” war games are echoed in equally bizarre amalgamations of 
advertising, fashion, and war [10, 90], including the controversial fashion campaign State of Emergency 
by Steven Meisel for Vogue Italia, staging models as terrorist victims or aggressors [56]. Although these 
images each belong to a different context, they jointly relate to the presence of war and militarism in the 
broader visual culture. War and terror are being performed in different serious and less serious contexts, 
making both violence and theatricality all-present.8  

8. Terrorists are interpreted as “performers” by Groys (2008) and Kubiak (1989).
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Fig. 2.
Plate 77, War Primer 2, Adam Broomberg & Oliver Chanarin, 2011, MACK

http://www.facebook.com/group php?gid=257 223258837

Fig. 3.
Plate 80, War Primer 2, Adam Broomberg & Oliver Chanarin, 2011, MACK

http://www.onejerusalem.com/2008/03/24/a- new-israeli-comedy-about-suicide-bombers/
http://www.onejerusalem.com/2008/03/24/ a-new-israeli-comedy-about-suicidebombers/

http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/ mesh/2008/08/suicide_bombers_f/ http://
www.thewho.net/linernotes/EndlessWire. html http://truckandbarter.com/2006/04/thepsychology.

Html

.
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Fig. 4.
Plate 69, War Primer 2, Adam Broomberg & Oliver Chanarin, 2011, MACK

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pbe_ gXam19E&feature=related

Stimulating Desires, Creating Fictions

Brecht reveals the impetus behind the war effort as a desire of conquest, which is not dissimilar from 
sexual desire. This is apparent in the series of photo-epigrams related to the military campaign in Africa. 
After introducing the idea of expansion and Teutonic myth [42, 43], Brecht displays a half-naked African 
woman, whom he addresses in the poem as the object of the masters’ yearning [44]. On the other hand, 
desire as a driving force in military conflict is stimulated not only through the cheeky picture of the Sexy 
Carrot, but also in images of attractive women, who are employed for the purposes of propaganda, fund 
raising, or of lifting the spirits [83, 47]. The film star Jane Wyman, portrayed with medals attached to 
her dress, is said in the caption to have encouraged girls to “go military in a feminine way” [47]. This 
fashion statement, revealed by Broomberg and Chanarin as a contagious and widespread practice today, 
is seen by Brecht as a valid element of war operations. In the poem, the seductive image’s military style 
is juxtaposed with the dreadfulness of war: “A breast curves through her military cut/ Her parts are 
hung with old war decorations:/ It is Hollywood v. Hitler. Here we’ve got/ Semen for blood, and pus for 
perspiration.” 

 The presence of Hollywood can also be sensed in a gangster-style portrait of Winston Churchill 
holding a machine gun and smiling defiantly towards the camera. It reappears in the photo-epigram 
from the American campaign in the Pacific showing an American soldier standing next to the body of a 
dead Japanese soldier. In the caption of the latter picture taken, again, from Life, the soldier is quoted as 
saying: “I was walking down the trail when I saw two fellows talking. They grinned and I grinned. One 
pulled a gun. I pulled mine. I killed him. It was just like in the movies” [49]. Brecht’s poem, surprisingly, 
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neither adds to the caption’s meaning nor does it redirect the photograph’s message. Rather, it retells 
the story as it is accounted by the soldier, stressing the moment of mutual smiles. The horror of death is 
made strangely unreal in this highly cinematic picture. Hollywood not only incites desire to conquer and 
kill, but also makes the actual killing look fictitious.

 From other sections of the book it is clear that both Nazis and the Allies yearn for power and 
possession, while the third party in the conflict, the Soviets, remain conspicuously absent, save for a 
few allusions and some photographs of Soviet soldiers. A predominantly negative tone of the book, 
which must have disappointed the East-German party officials in the 1950s, gives a perspective on the 
war that is complex and full of contradictions. In his writings Brecht often stressed the importance of 
accepting the impenetrable and contradictory character of human affairs (Brecht, 1974: 11-12). A crook 
can be simultaneously tender or courageous, or vice versa—the liberator from oppression can bring 
about devastation or act out of evil intentions. It seems of utmost importance for Brecht to understand 
the actual genesis of war. This need to comprehend also dominates representations of suffering in War 
Primer. The photograph showing a Russian mother mourning her dead son, standing with her arms 
outstretched in a gesture resembling religious imagery, is, for Brecht, not so much an occasion to instigate 
compassion and empathy, but rather to incite a quest for the reasons of that human tragedy [69] (Brecht, 
1974: 271). This is also the double lesson of War Primer: on the one hand, it aims to incite indignation 
at the conditions of war in order to lead to a search for a more comprehensive knowledge of its reasons, 
while, on the other hand, it demands a complex rereading of photographs against the grain.

Image wars

World War II was the first war to deliver images of planes dropping bombs. The technology of optics 
and image making developed in parallel with the arms industry, delivering infrared or night vision 
photography, later followed by drone videos, satellite views, and many other military-generated 
imagery. These processes prompted a realization that a camera is analogous to a weapon, or at least, 
that both often work in tandem (Farocki, 2010, Virilio, 1989). In one of the images in War Primer 2, 
which draws attention to photographic practices in situations of conflict, we see the dead body of an 
American soldier killed in Falluja in 2004 [48]. This officially made photograph is an exception to the 
rule that forbids showing casualties. As the back-list comment explains, its maker, Stefan Zaklin, was 
immediately banned from working as embedded journalist after publishing this picture (Broomberg 
and Chanarin, 2011: 98). Some images are not meant to appear in the mainstream news. Others are, as 
Harun Farocki argues, literally part of military operations and become known only by coincidence, such 
as with the case of a video released by WikiLeaks showing an accidental killing operation on innocent 
people in Baghdad [21]. But there is also a large stock of images made by various participants of military 
operations that show, or even cherish, the cruelty of war.

 The violence of war image-making is already present in Brecht’s book. This is apparent in the 
case of a blurred photograph showing the execution of a French soldier, captioned: “The Germans were 
‘kind’ to this Frenchman. They blindfolded him before he was shot” [12]. The accompanying quatrain is 
composed in the first person plural, giving voice to the German soldiers: “And so we put him up against 
a wall:/ A mother’s son, a man like we had been/ And shot him dead. And then to show you all/ What 
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came of him, we photographed the scene.” Brecht makes the perpetrators utter their own critique, as they 
recognize that the enemy whom they are about to execute is a human being just like them. The last two 
lines turn our attention to the act of photographing. The fact that they take a picture of their act, Brecht 
seems to suggest, is the real affront—the shock of barbarism (Kienast, 2001: 56).

 The image superimposed on this page in War Primer 2, covering the black-and-white photograph 
almost entirely, shows American soldiers scanning the eye of a dead Iraqi boy (Fig.5). This being a 
standard procedure used for identification of any victim in a military conflict, the photograph would 
not be unusual. Yet the Internet link divulges a more somber story behind this particular case (Boal, 
2011, Fanning, 2011). The photograph appears to be one in a series leaked out from soldiers’ trophy 
sites, collecting sometimes extremely graphic images of “enemies” captured in military operations 
conducted in zones of conflict. Apparently, the soldiers killed this particular civilian boy for sport, or 
rather, as a result of their hunt for photographic trophies. The practice of photographing a war trophy—
so that, paraphrasing Brecht, everybody can see what came of them—returns on several occasions in 
War Primer 2, delivering some of the most explicit images of torn, mutilated bodies and shattered skulls 
[51, 57]. These and many similar images are the subject of a new type of traffic in photographs. Aided 
by certain Internet sites, soldiers collect and exchange these pictures as ghoulish souvenirs, often posing 
themselves next to their findings. These practices, although flatly dismissed by the military authorities as 
singular incidents of insubordination and deviance, are surprisingly consistent and widespread [67, 42, 
20, 53]. 

Fig.5.
Plate 12, War Primer 2, Adam Broomberg & Oliver Chanarin, 2011, MACK

Following the routine Army procedure required after every battlefield death, the soldiers cut
off the dead boy’s clothes and stripped him naked to check for identifying tattoos. Here they

are shown scanning his iris and fingerprints, using a portable biometric scanner.
http://publicintelligence.net/rolling-stone- publishes-more-u-s-kill-team-photos-andvideos/
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Torture Porn

It is to this “genre” of photography to which the infamous Abu Ghraib pictures, here featured on three 
separate pages, seem to belong. They also show soldiers posing next to the prisoners they tortured, 
their mirth visible in their grins and chuckles. The photograph of Lindsey England bending over a 
lifeless, mutilated body of an Iraqi so that she can fit in the frame, is attached to the Brechtian photo-
epigram showing an American soldier standing above the dead body of his Japanese counterpart. The 
exchange of grins, recounted in the caption and the epigram described above them, sadly resounds in the 
amused look of England [56]. Another Abu Ghraib picture, showing a female soldier holding a naked, 
lying Iraqi on a leash, is fitted onto a photograph of a group of jubilant French soldiers returning home 
after the liberation in 1945. Brecht’s poem, contrastingly grim against the joyous photograph, becomes 
a fitting call by the soldier in Iraq: “Homecomers back from inhumanity/ Tell those at home of life 
among a folk/ That tamely bowed its head beneath the yoke/ And don’t assume that you are truly free” 
[76]. While Brecht suggests again that the announced end of hostilities does not terminate the actual 
war, Broomberg and Chanarin’s appropriation turns this address into a warning by the occupiers to the 
indefinitely occupied. 

 The Abu Ghraib pictures also circulated amongst the military and prison staff long before they 
leaked to the public, and as such they are part of the traffic in trophies (Mirzoeff, 2006). Analogous to 
the war porn of the soldier trophy sites, they have been called torture porn (Butler, 2009: 82). Aptly for 
this categorization, the most well known of the Abu Ghraib pictures, the Hooded Man, is superimposed 
on the image of Sexy Carrot in War Primer 2, indicating the sexual innuendo of these torture practices 
(Fig.6). The alienating effect of the inanimate carrot, suggestively shaped in the form of female legs, 
is thus reversed in the almost entirely covered, dehumanized figure attached to electric wires. The 
pornographic undertone, explicit in this and several other examples, becomes a haunting presence in 
many other pictures.

 There are different opinions as to whether it is necessary or even justifiable to show, reuse, 
or appropriate images of suffering and atrocity. Some would argue this only incites more violence or 
is motivated by—itself suspect—a curiosity or desire to see. Others maintain they should be shown, 
because they spur on necessary moral indignation (Sontag, 2003, Sontag, 2004) or can be used as 
“diagnostic instruments to understand a historical nightmare” (Mitchell, 2011: 68). Broomberg and 
Chanarin’s irreverent mixture of real and faked, serious and laughable grievances suggests the artist duo 
rather sides with the approach associated, according to Louis Kaplan, with Georges Bataille. Instead of 
seeking to make sense of suffering, thus leading to its sublation, Bataille saw photography of torture as 
a way of confronting the limits of knowing (Kaplan, 2009). Without divesting pain and grievance of its 
dignity, the radically unknowable of death makes suffering meet with gaiety. 

 This horrific duality of the war trophy, between suffering and pleasure, can already be found in 
Brecht’s primer. One of the photo-epigrams from the campaign in the Pacific shows a burned head of 
a Japanese soldier, still in a helmet, placed on a tank by his American counterparts. The skin, although 
contracted, is still largely present on the skull except from the lips, revealing the upper teeth or what 
remained of them [53]. The viewer might get the impression that the unfortunate soldier was, in the last 
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moment before his death, simultaneously screaming and laughing. His dreadful grimace incited Brecht 
to address him with the Shakespearean name of the famous jester whose skull Hamlet contemplated: 
“Alas, poor Yorick of the burnt-out tank!/ Upon an axle-shaft your head is set.”9 War Primer 2 updates 
this photo-epigram with another leaked trophy picture from Iraq, this time featuring a German soldier. 
As it happens, the photograph illustrates the Shakespearean allusion even more fittingly, since it shows 
the soldier holding a skull next to his face, as if both he and the skull were posing for the photograph 
(Fig.7). Although his eyes are covered with a black rectangle to prevent identification, thus making it 
difficult to determine his facial expression, it seems he is smiling. The dreadful laugh of the charred head 
from the 1944 photograph is echoed in this soldier’s grin.

Fig.6.
Plate 50, War Primer 2, Adam Broomberg & Oliver Chanarin, 2011, MACK

An unidentified detainee standing on a box with a bag on his head and wires attached to him
in late 2003 at the Abu Ghraib prison in Baghdad. The image came back to haunt the U.S. in
June 2006 when it and similar images of U.S. troops ill-treating prisoners were broadcast by

Australian television network SBS
http://www.nxtnews.com/worlds-most-shocking-pictures-ever/

9. The second part of the quatrain repeats the already known refrain. The death of this soldier was claimed by the 
Japanese national bank and is not even sufficient to weave his parents’ debt. The capital extracts all possible value 
out of the mass of anonymous participants in the war. 
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This matching of Brecht’s photo-textual collection with contemporary fraught images instantaneously 
reframes the dismal new images with the old—and not necessarily better—ones. The confrontation 
of the two photographic collections seems to suggest that there is still much to be learned from the 
current traffic in images. Broomberg and Chanarin’s ironic take on the so-called war on terror delivers 
a montage of photographs and video stills that originally operated as weapons, instruments of torture, 
or ghastly souvenirs of committed atrocities. Simultaneously, a different stock of images, created by 
multiple, mostly anonymous, dispersed makers, imitates the “real” violent imagery, either as a ludic 
parody, entertainment, advertising, or propaganda. Sometimes, watching this grotesque spectacle might 
strike one as dismally repetitive and even, as Sontag would put it, anesthetizing of real suffering and 
death. While the comparison with Brecht’s World War II and its aftermath proves that today’s war 
theaters are even more gruesome, malign, and bleak, it still remains important, even necessary, to view 
and review such unceremonious collections. Even if confronting them requires a journey to the limits 
of knowing.

 

Fig.7.
Plate 53, War Primer 2, Adam Broomberg & Oliver Chanarin, 2011, MACK

A German soldier playing with human skulls in Afghanistan.
http://forums.canadiancontent.net/ international-politics/52053-photos-show- germansoldiers-

afghanistan.html
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