War, Photojournalism and Art Photography

The continuing War on Terror has done much to highlight the role of the media in wartime, the limits of acceptable and publishable critique, and the remarkable success of state and military propaganda machines in producing an image of the conflicts that was clean and heroic. Published photographic images of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan often reinforced such stories, showing spectacular displays of military might, the faces of stoic and expert warriors, and poetic pictures of soldiers in picturesque situations, shot against the setting sun, for example. It became clear that the critical function of the press, and its essential service to democracy, had become deeply undermined. The kind of consistent publication of critical imagery that so challenged the US establishment view of the Vietnam War seems impossible now, and it has led many to wonder whether photojournalism has not become institutionally complicit with the waging of war. Perhaps the images made by embedded photojournalists, confined to their assigned military units, are not so different from the propaganda produced by military photographers; perhaps even the work of the independent photojournalists, in showing the tremendous destructive power of the US military, serves the purposes of the black propagandists, the psyops units, in clearly delineating the fate of those that dare to resist.

One common response by photographic artists to these questions about photojournalism has been to make images, often with large view cameras, of war zones, producing photographic prints to the scale of history painting, which encourage viewers used to flipping through photojournalistic cliché to slow down, examine the image in detail, and question the aesthetics and the rhetorics of making photographs in such situations. As part of the Brighton Photo Biennial of 2008, which I curated, we showed an exhibition of such works, called ‘The Sublime Image of Destruction’ at the De La Warr Pavilion in Bexhill on Sea. It included the work of Simon Norfolk, Paul Seawright, and Broomberg and Chanarin. The Biennial, though, also mounted a defence of photojournalism, making visual arguments that it still had a critical role to play, and showing examples of work—even that made by embedded photographers—that showed things that the military would not have wanted seen.

In the conversation below, I talked to the artists Adam Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin about these issues. At the Paradise Row gallery in London, they were showing a series of works that they had made on an embed with British forces in Afghanistan, by taking long pieces of photographic paper to the war zone and exposing them to light without using a camera. The results were streaky coloured traces of the light of a particular place, which were captioned with an event taken from the news on the day that they were exposed. Broomberg and Chanarin also showed a video of the progress of their box of photographic paper from London to the Afghan area of conflict, as it was manhandled by artists and soldiers alike.

Julian Stallabrass, Oliver Chanarin and Adam Broomberg

Paradise Row, October 14, 2008. 

JS: You have presented us with some extraordinary objects in the next room and perhaps you could tell us how they were made?

OC: This started way before we went to Afghanistan. Adam and I were invited to visit Hedley Court to photograph and interview soldiers who have returned from Afghanistan and Iraq having lost limbs. We learned there that there are more amputees in Britain now then there were even during World War I. This is because military medicine has become so advanced that more are surviving. We met a number of soldiers, some of whom as young as 19, who had come back from Afghanistan some just a week or two before, some had lost an arm, some both legs. 

AB: It wasn’t just the type of physical injuries that intrigued us but also the psychological; the type of conflict that they are experiencing is also similar to WW1 in the particularly passive nature of injury or death that they experience. During WW1 they compared the psychology of fighter pilots to those who were stuck in trenches. Even though the fighter pilots had a greater chance of dying every day they would return emotionally more intact because, in the conflict, they had a greater sense of control, even if it was just over when they died. Whereas those stuck in the trenches had a passive sense of waiting which led to a particular type of trauma. This is the kind of shock we encountered in Hedley Court. As you know, we have spent the last few years navigating conflict zones, always concerned with how to represent trauma in those zones and how complicit representation is in these conflicts. 

JS: Are you going to use those images of the amputees?

OC: We realized immediately that the images failed and would always fail to represent any of the trauma. They were hopeless as representatives of that experience. 
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I came here when I was just a boy. That was what you did. You left home and came to the city to look for work. I lived alone in this hostel. Alone with 400 other men. It was dangerous in those days. The football field outside was often covered with blood. — Mr. Mkhize has lived in Madala hostel, in the heart of Johannesburg’s affluent suburbs for 15 years.
Adam Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin, Mr. Mkhize’s Portrait (2004) © Adam Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin
JS: Your previous response, as in Mr. Mkhize’s Portrait, for instance, would have been to interview them, and use extracts alongside the photographs.
 There were people who were quite badly brutalised in that book. You now felt that inadequate? 

AB: It’s a different setting. Here we were talking very much about a conflict zone in which photojournalists are the image-makers. That is something we have never claimed to be, and it is a language we were taking head-on for the first time. 

OC: It’s interesting to compare Mr. Mikhize with this more recent work. There are some similar concerns in terms of the role of photography as evidence, the power relations between us and our subjects, representation of human trauma and in particular the navigation of authority. In the case of Mr. Mikhize’s Portrait we were commissioned by The Constitutional Court of South Africa; a relationship that turned out to be fraught with problems. Our strategy there, the approach you describe of presenting portraits and interviews, feels naive to us now. Nevertheless, compared to Afghanistan we were relatively free. As embedded journalists there are hundreds of restrictions. We were forbidden to photograph soldiers who were injured or even the results of enemy fire.

JS: Is that one of their stipulations?

OC: Yes, we also couldn’t photograph in the morgue, in any of the hospitals or officers tents. You are actually forbidden to photograph anything which resembles a sign of war. 

JS: Can you talk about the experience of embedding and what the army was expecting of you and how you did or didn’t fulfil those expectations

AB: Olly and I have done a lot of lying in the last few years. When we worked with the Israeli Defense Force we spent 8 months phoning once a week, speaking what Hebrew I could muster up and trying to win them over. After 8 months of negotiation we got half an hour access to Chicago, a fake Arab village in the middle of the Negev desert built for military training.
 Because we are Jewish they expected a sympathetic representation of their crisis. We approached this project in a similar way – we were not totally upfront about what our real concerns were. 

OC: As the soldiers who were chaperoning us realised we were more interested in our box than the spectacle surrounding it, we started to slip down their priority list. At a certain point, they made sure they got us to Kandahar which is basically like being nudged out of the war. As they realised what we were doing, they slowly manoeuvred us away from the frontline. 

JS: Where there any soldiers who were curious about your project? Or some to whom you manage to explain it?

AB: There were. The head of media operations, Colonel Matthews, was hilarious. The class system in the British Army was astounding, probably more for us as outsiders. It feels like the nineteenth century. Colonel Matthews would swing between being completely intrigued to completely paranoid and suspicious. On the third night we were there, he barged in and asked us: “Do you actually have MoD clearance?” 

OC: Watching that mechanism at work was fascinating. Despite the fact that we were there, on the ground, in the midst of a war, events still came to us like distant newspaper headlines, and that disjuncture was surreal. For example, we heard about that hundredth death not from the military or the colonel but from a journalist from The Sun newspaper, who had heard about it from his editor back in London. Where had this information come from? It was shocking to discover that the newspapers have their own intelligence network in the Army, a network of spies that is gathering information all the time. 

AB: The MoD [Ministry of Defence] use Combat Shooters. The British military have around 40 professional soldiers who are also professional photographers. They carry an M16 and a Nikon D3. They are on the frontline, spending up to three weeks on patrols, their first duty being to take photographs and their second to engage combat. When the combat shooters get back to the base they hand over their digital chips to Media Operations and anything deemed unnecessary or too contentious is deleted and the rest is held on file or made accessible to the public, but they don’t own anything. This is remarkable because photography is so concerned with ownership and copyright.

OC: If you think of a sliding scale of witnesses, with a soldier on the one end and a journalist on the other, the combat shooters inhabit this ambiguous zone in the middle. This starts to raise questions about the role of the embedded journalist in that situation. What became clear to us is to be an embedded journalist inevitably involves more collusion than collaboration. You work together with the army to create images. The strategy we adopted – to not show anything – felt like the most subversive way to engage.

JS: At the Brighton Photo Biennial, there is a show that displays many of these US Army photographs, and again, although all the photographs are credited, they’re copyright free because they are part of the state archive. They are fascinating because many of them say things which you would think the Army wouldn’t quite want to communicate. There is an amazing image, for instance, of American troops in an occupied house, photographed through a tarnished mirror. It is a very sinister image, and there it is on the US Army site available for download. More typically, these photographs are very generic, as you would expect, with lots of pictures of US forces being nice to Iraqi kids or playing football.  Anyhow, I am still unclear of how you go from interviewing these amputees, realising they were in incredibly dangerous, traumatic and passive situations, and then get it into your heads to say we are going to put ourselves in that same situation. 

AB: We have always skirted around conflict, the show we are in that you curated at the Brighton Biennial is about what has become known as “aftermath photography”, images made just after the fact.  We went to Iraq during the war but not to the centre of the conflict, the same with Rwanda, Darfur. We felt it was time to place ourselves in the centre to examine how representation is produced in that space. 

OC: This year we were invited to be on the jury of the World Press Photo Awards which are very much an award for photojournalists, awarding news images. There we looked at thousands and thousands of images of war. One was particularly interesting, it won 1st prize in the ‘Spot News’ category, and was taken during Bhutto’s assassination by a photographer who was right there at the scene of the explosion, only a few yards away from the detonation. It all happened so quickly he hadn’t been able to focus, the camera was askew. The picture is not really a picture – more a blur of colour and light, there was nothing to discern in it. It was interesting because it was mostly evidence of the witness having been there. We started to think about what constitutes a photojournalistic image.
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John Moore, Assassination of Benazir Bhutto (2007) © Getty Images/John Moore
JS: We know of some photographers, James Nachtwey would be a good example, who if they had been there, would have got it right, would have made a record.

AB: But what does that mean, ‘got it right’?

JS: He would have done what he is professionally engaged to do, maybe produce something interesting formally but certainly produce something which could have been used as evidence. 

OC: Nachtwey is a good example. Nachtwey doesn’t call himself a war photographer but an anti-war photographer. We feel, quite strongly that that is a conceit because as a journalist embedded in a conflict you are essentially part of that machinery, you’re a cog…

AB: Not only embedded journalists suffer this. Nachtwey I would imagine, resists being embedded but even so he is inevitably a part of the war-waging machine. Image-making and war-waging are congruent activities. Now to get “good images”, whatever that means, of combat means you have to collaborate with the military. If you want real access, you need to be embedded which brings with it a whole set of obstructions including self-censorship. This collusion gives you remarkable access and the possibility to create spectacle, images the public and photo-editors demand: like a soldier silhouetted against a desert sunset. 

OC: I don’t think our project is intended to be set up in opposition to Nachtwey or even in opposition to photojournalism. We are not trying to undermine photojournalists who go to war zones, who risk their lives trying to bring back images of war. What we are asking photographers in those situations to do is to think a little about the kind of images they are making and what aesthetic rules they engage. There are a whole set of aesthetic rules that Nachtwey or any Magnum photographer uses. 

AB: I think we also need to look at the relationship between photographer, photo-editor and the market. Maybe we can put some responsibility for the problem on the market. Thomas Hirschhorn is an artist that you also included in the Biennial. His piece is an 18 foot-long banner which is a collage of images showing the effects of modern munitions on the human body. The most horrific thing you have ever seen. For me the best way to make radical work now is to construct a two-pronged attack. The first is what you have done, to display images that the media is not prepared to show, to show the reality of the war and the physical effects it has on the body. And the other is to withhold images, which is what we have tried here. To collude, but to expose that process of collusion. 
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Thomas Hirschhorn, The Incommensurable Banner (2007) © Thomas Hirschhorn/Brighton Photo Biennial 2008
JS: We should also talk about the viewer. With the Bhutto image, there is an abstract spectacle of light and colour that you project into because of the caption. Your work seems to be similar in that you are given a caption, so how do you see this projection working? Is it something you want to encourage or frustrate? What do you expect people to get out of looking at these? Visually, they are quite curious, looking a bit like Morris Lewis’ abstract paintings. They have colours which are redolent of the sky but also of blood. So where do you want to put the viewer?

AB: I have had my mother walk around them going: ‘Ooh, that looks so violent or that is so exquisite.’ Let’s face it, these show the marks of light on paper. Of course we are playing on the pictorialist and sublime notion of beauty, that there is something beautiful about it or violent because red denotes blood and therefore violence. But for us the most important part of the work is not what the viewer sees in the rolls of paper but rather their reaction to the film. I don’t think we would ever show one of those rolls without the film which describes the process of production, this performance is most important. I don’t care what the paper looks like.

OC: Images of other peoples suffering are designed to elicit a sense of shame. But in this project we are questioning that… What use do these images actually have, other than to act as a catharsis of some kind? Looking at images of war can actually short-circuit any kind of immediate call to action. We get this every time we turn the page of the newspaper. One aim of our work is to try to put the burden of looking back on the viewer. To rob the viewer of the cathartic effect of looking and ignoring images of human trauma.

AB: Our images are not wholly useless though. They are not useful because they are beautiful, or useful as a blank canvas onto which you can project. They are useful because suffering does require a witness. To bring back a piece of paper that has been right there. To bring back that piece of paper, not a photograph but that same piece of paper and to pin it to the wall is to bring back some visceral form of evidence, more than that Bhutto image constitutes evidence. 
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Adam Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin, The Press Conference, June 9, 2008 (2008) © Adam Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin

JS: Maybe you would like to elaborate on that more. Talking to people at the opening was an interesting experience because some where very taken by the images and intrigued by the combination of text and image, and others were quite angry. One woman described it to me as a ‘conceit’ which I thought was an interesting phrase because it was not necessarily condemnatory. You could see it as a literary conceit, an 18th century game with words or images, maybe an allegory. The reactions were mixed and so it would be interesting to hear why you think that evidential character or the presence of the paper at that place was necessary or interesting. You could have exposed these things right here in Hoxton and no one would have been any the wiser.

OC: I think it would be useful to go back to the experience of being there and to carrying this box around with the British military. Of course the word ‘conceit’ comes to mind. You have a war going on, soldiers risking their lives and there we were asking them to carry this heavy cardboard box around while we filmed them. There is something subversive about that. There was an article in the Times about this project. When the journalist first arrived for the interview she was really angry about us having made soldiers engage in this absurd performance, about us having co-opted the military. The journey of the box shows the mechanism, the workings of the war. 

AB: I think anger is an important response. Why do images in the paper not anger them? What range of emotions could they go through looking at an image of the war: they could go from total revulsion, which will stop them buying the newspaper, so of course editors won’t publish pictures showing the real effects of war on civilians. What they do publish are all these inoffensive images. There is an agreement between editors and advertisers which allow only certain images – none of which would anger people. 

JS: There is a performative element in all of your work, and you are made to think, not only about the image but your goal in recording it and what you do with it. One way of looking at the images on show here would be to project into them a sublime spectacle of violence and destruction or even of the appalling progress of the war in Afghanistan and all that has occurred in the last few years, but the video puts a very different light on it and almost presents you as latter-day surrealist jokers. Would you talk about the contrast between these two things?

AB: We discussed it in Brechtian terms, the way his epic theatre was based on a series of interruptions. That the performance was so obscured that you became aware of the mechanisms, the workings behind it. An actor plays out the script but also makes you very aware that he or she is an actor. The fact that the box carrying the photographic paper appears in each scene undermines the spectacle. The unfolding of the conflict is constantly interrupted by this mute, comical witness that literally blocks your view during the whole journey. 

OC: The box acts as your proxy, takes you on this journey and shows you this war that you would never normally see in a journalistic context. To see the mechanisms is to see something ultra banal, the way the whole machine is constructed to allow the war to function. 

AB: The editing was very important; we made the takes as long as possible. None of the montage decisions were based on trying to entertain, the same way the images are not, but it’s actually about drawing it out so you feel the mundanity and the banality of war.

� Adam Broomberg/ Oliver Chanarin, Mr. Mkhize’s Portait & Other Stories from the New South Africa, Trolley Ltd, London 2004.


� Adam Broomberg/ Oliver Chanarin, Chicago, SteidlMACK, Göttingen 2006.





