
Key: 
  

Of interest 
  

Artist 
  

Artwork/book 
  

Quote/extended 

  

  
Brighton Photo Biennial 2008: Memory of Fire: The war 

of images and images of war. Curated by Julian 

Stallabrass 
  
Stallabrass, J. (2008) The power and impotence of images. BPB 2008 

Brochure. Available at: https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/bpb2008 
[accessed 27th September 2018] 
  

James, S. (2008) Making an ugly world beautiful? Morality and aesthetic 
in the aftermath. BPB 2008 Brochure. Available at: https://www.oca-

student.com/resource-type/bpb2008 [accessed 27th September 2018] 
  

Brighton photo biennial 2008 - Preface by Helen Cadwallader (Executive 
director) 

  
Julian Stallabrass: 

  
"thought provoking writer an critic" 

  
Lectures in modern and contemporary art at The Courtauld Institute of Art, 

London 
  

Written extensively on contemporary art world 
  

Photographer - exhibited and published internationally 
  
BPB 2008 - Memory of fire: the war of images and images of war 

  
"explores photographic images of war, their making, use and circulation and 

their currency in contemporary society." 
  

Programme analyses how images have been shaped by changing social and 
political conditions from the Vietnam era to the present. 

  
Exhibitions by over 35 photojournalists, artists and non-professional 

  
The power and impotence of images - Julian Stallabrass (BPB 2008 

guest curator) 
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Abu Ghraib 
  

Torture -  
Central to how our current wars are waged and viewed 

By extension the very image of the neoliberal system 
  

See - Noami Klein: The Shock Doctrine 
  

The kind of anti war photography that drove the antiwar movement in the 
Vietnam era seems to have lost its power 

  
Vietnam era - torture was secret, yet, revealed (in part) through 

photography 
  

Now - torture is overt policy, but, effects are unrepresented and pass with 
little comment or effect 

  
The changing relationship between military strategy, the conduct of war and 

technology 
  

E.g. satellite phones: 

Became small/cheap enough to be used widely during Iraq war 
Development meshed with 24 hr news 

System of embedding reporters 
Produced an "intense, spectacular, but oddly bloodless 

and narrow view of the war." 
  

Iraq war: 
Most intensively reported in history 

Double the amount of journalists than at the height of Vietnam 
Yet, despite huge amount of images, few seemed to stick in 

the mind to define "the character of the war." 
  

Abu Ghraib: 
Amateur images threatened for a time to define the war.  

  
Embedding of journalists: 

Largely unrestricted access at the expense of being toed to a particular 
troop unit 

Living with troops for extended periods, being in dangerous 
situations together (and being protected by them) led to 
admiration and appreciation of the soldiers 

  
Produced a narrow view of the war, focused on the experiences of the 

troops. 
  

"Embedding fitted the demands of the news organisations in the US 
and the UK for the spectacular, live or at least up to the minute 

reports, high on affect and low on analysis, and likely to stiffen 
patriotic sentiment." 

  



Largely uncensored - except not allowed to give location or show US 
causalities until the families have been informed 

As system developed, a set of rules evolved (between the media 
and the military) that produced a highly controlled and sanitised 

view of the war. 
  

Unilaterals: 
Those working separate from the army/amongst the Iraqis reported a 

darker, bloodier and more desperate side of the war. 
  

Media self-censorship: 
Little motive to show for the media to show a more gritty view of war 

driven by a lack of desire to see these things from the public and the 
strong disincentive that they are "poison to advertisers" 

"and so the photographic view of the war became bloodless and 
anodyne." 

  
Staging of war for the cameras: 

Staged photo-ops meant the media became co-opted as part of the 
military force 
  

"The combination of censorship, both military and civilian, of 
embedding and military staged events led to a predominant view of 

the war that was about the courage, resilience, technological prowess 
and competence of the troops." 

  
Citizen journalism: 

Photojournalism as a profession has long been in decline because of: 
Fall in number of illustrated magazines and resources 

Rise of TV news 
Digital technology, particularly phone cameras and increased ease in 

sending images digitally 
  

Citizen-journalists are often a solution for economically pressed news 
organisations - often unpaid, willing local reporters are a cheap 

alternative to the expense of sending professionals to combat zones 
  

Nick Davies: Flat Earth News 
Argues news industries have now been remade as purely commercial 

concerns with profit as the prime motive 
Stories are covered with remarkable rapidity and mostly proceed 
unchecked to publication 

These pressures affect context for photojournalism - cliché 
reigns in the captioning and stories that surround it 

  
"The photographs take their place in a press that has become 

degraded in public opinion, and is (often rightly) thought of 
as unreliable, gullible, mendacious and venal." 

  
This is disastrous for both readers and society and an example of 

unrestrained capitalism working against democracy, without sufficient 
public examination or debate. 



  
Characterisation of the opponents of the coalition: 

A symptom of the debility of the press is the coalition forces opponents 
characterised as unthinking religious fanatics leading to a lack of western 

sympathy and understanding 
  

Making an ugly world beautiful? Morality and aesthetic in the aftermath 
by Sarah James 

  
"Throughout history, war has confronted photography with the limits and 

possibilities is its aesthetic and means. The relationship between war and 
photography mirrors that crisis of representation synonymous with modern 

times, the ever-deteriorating link between experience and knowledge, and the 
destruction of traditional fields of perception." 

  
'Aftermath' photography: 

  
A new genre of war photography which results from the technological 

nature of modern warfare which means it is almost impossible to document 
as it happens 

E.g. Simon Norfolk, Paul Seawright, Joel Meyerowitz, Sophie 

Ristelhueber who survey sites ruined by war and catastrophe 
  

Often typified by saturated or subdued colour, monumental scale, 
thrilling precision 

"The surreal landscapes and alien environments charted by these 
photographers are as abstract, inhuman and incomprehensible as 

the wars that caused them." 
  

Careful compositions, lengthy exposures and beautiful prints contrast 
starkly with the cheap spectatorship of 24 hour news coverage 

"these careful, slow photographs force a deeper kind of reflection 
on important subjects too often lost in the media's glare." 

  
Heightening the photographs aesthetic and artistic status distances it 

from the medium's purely documentary function and claims about 
truth 

  
The 'war against terror': 

  
War waged by America and allies against forces perceived as threatening 
'liberty' as defined by neo-liberal democracies and their economies 

  
Follows cold war military doctrine of 'rapid dominance': 

"overwhelming power, dominant manoeuvres, and spectacular displays 
of force." 

  
Defined by Harlan K. Ullman and James P. Wade as imposing a regime 

of 'shock and awe' which operates in both the mass media and 
international politics via an aesthetic of violence. 

  



"This is not only a war fought to control territories, but one waged over 
meaning, in which photography could not be any more ideologically 

loaded, aesthetically volatile and morally precarious." 
  

Seawright, Ristelhueber, Norfolk: 
Not traditional war photography 

Images portray environments of surreal devastation, - epic, highly 
aestheticised often depopulated 

"These images could not be further from the black-and-white 
traditions of the social documentarian" 

Closer to landscape than documentary 
  

Meyerowitz:  
photographing ground zero speaks of his subject matter requiring a new 

definition of the sublime 
  

These photographers "rely upon a process which sublimates the seduction 
of beauty into the horror of violence." 

  
The 'military sublime': 

Risks of commodification and fetishisation 

  
Does this photography make the military sublime more tangible and real or 

dangerously unreal and theatrical, detached and inhuman? 
  

Links to 19th C aesthetics: 
  

Choice of apparatus - large format cameras 
  

Approach, composition and framing 
  

Norfolk: 
Influenced by 17th/18th C landscape painting of Claude Lorraine and 

Nicolas Poussin 
Justified by the philosophical and political notions of the sublime, 

the context of the todays new global empire 
  

Meyerowitz: 
9/11 pictures influenced by Vermeer and Casper David Friedrich 

  
Criticism of the 'beautification of war': 

Romanticist aesthetics have been critiqued and are obsolete today 

  
In aligning with elitist aesthetics of the enlightenment risks creating a 

meta-level of artificiality that empty's warfare of its moral content 
  

Intention to make visible the destructive might of warfare involuntarily 
consumed by surface 

  
By focusing on landscapes of the aftermath of war there is a danger of 

displacing violence from the political 
  



By not featuring people there is a lack of empathy created/lack of 
awareness of suffering 

  
Does the focus on harmony and unity result in issues of morality? 

"does a war photography that seeks to represent the inhuman, 
abstract and even horrifically beautiful world of the contemporary 

military sublime offer any resistance to it?"  

 


