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‘Content Deemed Inappropriate’

I

n 2017, YouTube decided to purge from its platform content that
was considered graphic, inappropriate or supporting terrorism
(specifically the Islamic State’s propaganda). Rather than relying
on its usual system of community flagging, the website resorted
to a new machine-learning algorithm that identified and removed the
problematic material automatically. It worked faster, but the outcome
was disastrous, as the algorithm proved unable to distinguish between
the provenance, intent, and import of content. As a result, hundreds of
thousands of videos on the war in Syria disappeared, including those
posted by journalists and human rights groups.1 YouTube’s culling did
not only erase potential evidence for the prosecution of war criminals. It
also disrupted the work of human rights organizations, which suddenly
lost their channels of communication and, on top of that, were forced
to take emergency measures to back up the videos before they were removed. YouTube’s action raises key issues with regard to ‘perpetrator
photography’, and in the broadest sense ‘perpetrator imagery’ (videos,
photos, social media production). It touches upon a structural ambiguity: How do we distinguish between images by perpetrators, images
of perpetrators and images of acts of perpetration? How much context
is needed? When are these images ‘informative news’? When are they
‘glorification of violence’?2 Lastly, to what extent does such a distinction
influence our ways of looking at and speaking about these images?
These and others were the questions addressed during the international conference ‘Double Exposures: Perpetrators and the Uses of
1 Fortunately, the Berlin-based Syrian Archive group persuaded Google/YouTube to reinstate
400,000 videos, proven to be legitimate. Kate O’Flaherty, ‘YouTube Keeps Deleting Evidence
of Syrian Chemical Weapon Attacks’, Wired, 26 June 2018, <https://www.wired.co.uk/article/
chemical-weapons-in-syria-youtube-algorithm-delete-video> [accessed 17 October 2019].
See also Malachy Browne, ‘YouTube Removes Videos Showing Atrocities in Syria’, The New
York Times, 22 August 2017, <https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/22/world/middleeast/syriayoutube-videos-isis.html> [accessed 17 October 2019].
2 Avi Asher-Shapiro, ‘YouTube and Facebook Are Removing Evidence of Atrocities, Jeopardizing Cases against War Criminals’, The Intercept, 2 November 2017, <https://theintercept.
com/2017/11/02/war-crimes-youtube-facebook-syria-rohingya/> [accessed 17 October 2019].
Journal of Perpetrator Research 2.2 (2019), 1–15
doi: 10.21039/jpr.2.2.55
© 2019 by the Authors
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

2

Introduction
Photography’ held at Kazerne Dossin Memorial, Museum and Documentation Centre on Holocaust and Human Rights in Mechelen
(Belgium) in January 2018. The conference was organized by Susanne
Knittel and Uğur Ümit Ungör on behalf of the Perpetrator Studies
Network in collaboration with Christophe Busch (Kazerne Dossin
Memorial), Hans-Christian Jasch (Haus der Wannseekonferenz), and
Stefan Hördler (Mittelbau-Dora Concentration Camp Memorial). It
brought together scholars working in the fields of history, art history,
sociology, anthropology, political science, literary and cultural studies, media studies, philosophy, and criminology, as well as curators,
educators, and other practitioners whose work intersects with the
question of perpetration and the uses of photography. It was conceptualized as a response to the critical need in the emerging interdisciplinary field of Perpetrator Studies to examine the ways in which
visual sources shape our perception and understanding of perpetrators’ acts and motivations. Furthermore, while photographs undeniably play a crucial role in raising awareness about atrocities and other
forms of mass violence, their omnipresence can on the one hand feed
fascination and voyeurism, and on the other hand lead to decontextualization, inoculation, and trivialization. This means that we must
think carefully and critically about how photography is used, not only
in the media but also in academic scholarship, at sites of memory, and
in educational and commemorative practice.
Holocaust Studies has played a foundational role in fostering the
academic analysis of perpetrator imagery.3 In the past years, and in
conversation with other disciplines, among which film and media
studies, postcolonial theory, visual culture and memory studies, a
substantial body of literature on perpetrator images has emerged, engaging with questions of power relations, voyeurism, re-traumatization, aesthetics, secrecy and public circulation, and the production of
critical knowledge. 4 Lately, scholars have paid growing attention to
3 See, e.g., Frances Guerin, Through Amateur Eyes: Film and Photography in Nazi Germany (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2011); Bernd Hüppauf, ‘Emptying the Gaze: Framing Violence
through the Viewfinder’, New German Critique, 72 (1997), 3–44; Janina Struk, Photographing the
Holocaust: Interpretations of Evidence (London: I.B. Tauris, 2005); Barbie Zelizer, Remembering
to Forget: Holocaust Memory through the Camera’s Eye (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1998); Visual Culture and the Holocaust, ed. by Barbie Zelizer (London: The Athlone Press, 2001).
4 See, e.g., Dora Apel and Shawn Michelle Smith, Lynching Photographs (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2008); Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (New York: Zonebook,
2008); Sylvia Shin Huey Chong, The Oriental Obscene: Violence and Racial Fantasies in the Vietnam Era (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2012); Gil Hochberg, Visual Occupation
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the political, ethical and epistemological challenges raised by digital
culture and the Internet, and the effect the constant digital flow of
(unfiltered) images by/of perpetrators has on our ways of looking at
acts of killing.5 The papers presented at the conference traced some of
these developments and challenges against the background of a wide
range of historical contexts and geographic areas.
This special issue grew out of the conference. It comprises a variety of different formats, including a roundtable, five full-length articles,
and two shorter think pieces. The roundtable is a recurring feature of
JPR, which invites shorter reflections on a particular text or object. For
this issue, that object is the notorious ‘Hooded Man’ photograph from
Abu Ghraib, or rather, the three-dimensional re-creation thereof by
the artists Jojakim Cortis and Adrian Sonderegger, which was part of
their 2019 exhibition Double Take in Berlin. This image and its transmedial proliferation also provides the inspiration for our cover image,
which was designed specifically for this issue by the Amsterdam-based
artist and activist Tjebbe van Tijen. The roundtable features an introduction by Stéphanie Benzaquen-Gautier, an interview with Cortis
and Sonderegger, and individual contributions by Rabiaâ Benlahbib,
Wulandani Dirgantoro, Kobi Kabalek and Zuzanna Dziuban, as well
as Lovro Kralj. The contributors to the roundtable were each asked to
reflect on this image and to bring it into conversation with their own
research and practice. The result is an extraordinarily rich collection
of ideas and approaches that open up a wealth of questions and connections, which resonate in surprising ways with the rest of the issue.
The roundtable is followed by a section of full-length articles, all
of which push the boundaries of what constitutes perpetrator images
and imaginaries. Michelle Gordon analyses photographs taken during
the Anglo-Egyptian reconquest of the Sudan in 1898, which document
atrocities committed by the Anglo-Egyptian army. Gordon argues on
the one hand that these photographs trouble the dominant narrative of
British heroism and decency, but on the other hand, that, this critical
potential notwithstanding, the photographs are not separate from the
atrocities but in fact are themselves part of them. Ulrike Koppermann
and Visibility in a Conflict Zone (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2015); Nicholas
Mirzoeff, Watching Babylon: The Iraq War and Global Visual Culture (New York: Routledge, 2005).
5 See, e.g., Image Operations: Visual Media and Political Conflict, ed. by Jens Eder and Charlotte
Klonk (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017); Andrew Hoskins and Ben O’Loughlin, War
and Media: The Emergence of Diffused War (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010); Mette Mortensen, Journalism and Eyewitness Images: Digital Media, Participation and Conflict (New York: Routledge, 2015).
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discusses the theoretical and empirical dimensions of the ‘perpetrator
perspective.’ She conducts a close reading of the album ‘Resettlement
of the Jews from Hungary’, a collection of photographs taken by the SS
at Birkenau concentration camp, focusing on how the album was designed to present a visual narrative of mass murder as a coherent and
rational process. In her contribution, Stéphanie Benzaquen-Gautier
explores the use of portraits of Khmer Rouge perpetrators in Cambodia’s public sphere, more specifically in exhibitions, education, and
human rights activism. She is particularly interested in the affective
dimensions and uses of these images and to what extent they can offer
a means for the expression of powerful emotions such as grief and rage.
In Katarina Ristić’s contribution, we turn to moving images, specifically the medium of television and the representation of perpetrators
in the news. Through a media-discursive analysis of the representation
of Serbian defendants at the International Criminal Tribunal for the
former Yugoslavia (ICTY) on Serbian television news, Ristić shows
how footage from the courtroom and from the war is used strategically in order to imply the guilt or innocence of these individuals. Finally,
Rick Reiman’s article examines the Zapruder film and its crucial role
in the investigation into and the cultural memory of the assassination
of John F. Kennedy. The Zapruder film presents a limit case for this
issue: it is not a perpetrator document in the strict sense, as the perpetrator is neither the author, nor the object of representation. Rather, it
is the very absence of the perpetrator that haunts these images and the
American cultural imaginary ever since.
The issue concludes with two shorter and more essayistic think
pieces by Uğur Ümit Üngör on the uses of videos of and by Syrian perpetrators, and Paul Lowe, who reflects on a photograph of a dead SS
guard taken by Lee Miller at Dachau. Through his careful reading of
this image, Lowe unpacks the vertiginous aesthetic and ethical implications of looking at perpetrators. This is by no means the final word on
perpetrators and photography. And in fact, when preparing this issue
we constantly came upon new questions, perspectives, and avenues of
inquiry, more than could be addressed in this single issue. Perpetrator
photography is a rich, complex, and potentially inexhaustible field that
is rapidly evolving, not least owing to the development of new technologies and the discovery of unexplored archives. As such, we hope
that this will be merely the first in a series of special issues dedicated to
photography and other visual media in relation to the question of the
Journal of Perpetrator Research 2.2 (2019)
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perpetrator. With this in mind, we would like to take this opportunity
to sketch possible topics and questions to be addressed in the future.
It was important for us to begin this introduction with a reference to
the war in Syria, which is frequently described as the ‘most documented’ conflict in history.6 This is not even an exaggeration. The massive
number of visual sources that document war crimes in Syria and reach
the outside via YouTube, Instagram, Telegram, Facebook and other digital platforms certainly point to a new ecology of ‘seeing’ perpetration.
Hence it is legitimate to ask whether we might be facing a paradigm
shift in relation to this visual material. We become global witnesses,
watching crimes being committed, in real time and from multiple angles. And yet, there is no cross-border mobilization against the war.
On the contrary, the conflict continues unabated, and international
intervention to stop it seems to be at a dead end. Moreover, we have
never had so much incriminating material available for prosecution.
According to the organization VFRAME7, there are over three million
videos. This large and ever-growing number of images presents us with
radically new challenges in terms of identification and authentication.
Could it be, then, that the aforementioned shift is taking place first and
foremost in the arena of justice? In August of 2017, the International
Criminal Court in The Hague issued, for the first time ever, a warrant
for the arrest of a war criminal based on online evidence. The man in
question, Al-Saiqa Brigade commander Mahmoud Mustafa Busayf
Al-Werfalli (Libya), was accused of having committed or ordered murders in Benghazi. The killings were filmed, and the videos posted on
Facebook. That same year, a Swedish court convicted Syrian refugee
Mohammad Abdullah on the strength of a photo posted on Facebook,
showing the defendant standing with one boot-clad foot on a corpse.
This was enough to charge him with violating the victim’s humanity,
6 See, e.g., Christopher Boland, ‘“We Didn’t Think It Would Hit Us”: New Report on Attacks on
Schools in Syria Calls Attention to Atrocities’, ICTJ, 7 September 2018, <https://www.ictj.org/
news/%E2%80%9Cwe-didn%E2%80%99t-think-it-would-hit-us%E2%80%9D-new-report-attacks-schools-syria-calls-attention-atrocities> [accessed 17 October 2019]; Isaac
Chotiner, ‘A Times Reporter Documents the Horror of Syria’s Torture Sites’, The New Yorker,
13 May 2019, <https://www.newyorker.com/news/q-and-a/a-times-reporter-documents-thehorror-of-syrias-torture-sites> [accessed 17 October 2019]; Ivan Sigal, ‘Syria’s War May Be the
Most Documented Ever. And Yet, We Know so Little’, Global Voices Online, 19 December 2016,
<https://www.pri.org/stories/2016-12-19/syrias-war-may-be-most-documented-ever-and-yetwe-know-so-little> [accessed 17 October 2019].
7 For more information on the work conducted by VFRAME, see VFRAME (Visual Forensics and
Metadata Extraction) <https://vframe.io/> [accessed 17 October 2019].
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but not to charge him for the killing.8 Today, perpetrator imagery circulates in a different economy of visuality, one which is dominated by
platforms that are ‘essentially privately owned evidence lockers’, but
that ‘are not in the business of being a human rights evidence locker’.9
As we enter the era of ‘open-source evidence’, the question that looms
large is how scholars in the field of Perpetrator Studies, alongside activists, journalists, and practitioners, will adjust their conceptual and
methodological tools to this new condition of perpetrator imagery.

‘Management of Savagery’10
There are so many questions to be asked: How do perpetrators deal
with the visual now that means of recording and sharing are ubiquitous? The views of perpetrator imagery held in the field of Perpetrator
Studies are still very much shaped by the Holocaust, and the analysis
of photo-albums of Nazi soldiers, which stayed mostly out of sight
or were displayed in specific circles. With its Hollywood blockbuster-style and viral videos, the recent example of the Islamic State (IS)
shows that this model does not necessarily apply anymore. The IS built
an efficient propaganda machine run by tech-savvy media professionals and organized around a Ministry of Media with local bureaus,
media centers (al-Furqan and Al-Hayat), and a plethora of websites,
Instagram and Facebook accounts and online illustrated magazines.11
The IS was so masterful in its understanding of networked communication that journalist Abdel Bari Atwan dubbed it the ‘digital Caliphate’.12 The group initiated a sort of ‘jihadi cool’ with pop culture
8 Anne Barnard, ‘Syrian Soldier Is Guilty of War Crimes, a First in the 6-Year Conflict’, The New
York Times, 3 October 2017, <https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/03/world/middleeast/syriawar-crime.html> [accessed 17 October 2019].
9 Christoph Koettl, senior analyst at Amnesty International, quoted in Asher-Shapiro.
10 This is the title of an influential book in the IS’s circles, Edarat al-Tawahhush or The Management of
Savagery: The Most Critical Stage through Which the Umma Will Pass. It was penned by AQI (al-Qaeda in Iraq) ideologue Abu Bakr Naji. The Arabic version appeared online in 2004, and the book was
translated into English in 2006 (Will McCants for John M. Olin Institute for Strategic Studies).
11 The magazines included Dabiq (English), Dar al-Salam (French), Istok (Russian), and Konstantiniyye (Turkish). Fahmy, Shaira S., ‘The Age of Terrorism Media: The Visual Narratives of the Islamic
State Group’s Dabiq Magazine’, The International Communication Gazette (2019), 1–29 (p. 6). See on
the subject: Daniel Milton, Communication Breakdown: Unraveling the Islamic State’s Media Efforts
(New York: Combating Terrorism Centre, 2016); Aaron Y. Zelin, ‘Picture or It Didn’t Happen: A Snapshot of the Islamic State’s Official Media Output’, Terrorism Research Initiative, 9 (2015), 85–97.
12 Abdel Bari Atwan, Islamic State: The Digital Caliphate (London: Saqi Books, 2015).
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memes, fake celebrity endorsements and selfies of ‘fighters’ with kittens, jars of Nutella, and emojis.13 For the IS, social media functioned
simultaneously as a means of communication with different audiences,
a system of recruitment, an archive in the making, and a form of terror.
Still, most journalistic and academic analyses of IS propaganda chose
to focus only on the last aspect: the beheadings, crucifixions and mass
shootings,14 and the destruction of archaeological sites and cultural
artifacts.15 This prompts the question of the role played by mainstream
media, and the extent to which they helped amplify the group’s propaganda by extensively discussing these public displays of violence. In
fact, the majority of the visual material produced by al-Furqan and
Al-Hayat was not about death, destruction, and chaos. Rather, it was
about images of brotherhood, happiness, order and prosperity that
supported the IS’s claim to nationhood. By dismissing these narratives, mainstream media not only oversimplified the nature of the IS.
They also rendered incomprehensible the group’s attraction in some
segments of the Western population. If the abundant visual material
available today is to allow observers greater access to the psyche, intentions and motivations of perpetrators, its analysis has to cover all
its parts, not only those that fit a pre-existing view of the group, community, or state to which these perpetrators belong.
The ‘combination of transgressive violence and a vision of a comprehensive (actually emerging) society’ in the IS’s propaganda and the
group’s quest for public visibility and global spectacle were a novelty.16
Yet, this novelty was anchored in the multilayered archive of perpetrator images that shapes our collective imaginaries of killing. Public displays of violence are an old strategy in warfare and terror, which might
13 See, e.g., Laura Huey and Eric Wilmer, ‘#IS_Fangirl: Exploring a New Role for Women in Terrorism’, Journal of Terrorism Research, 7 (2016), 1–10; Joseph Russo, ‘The Power of Pop Culture
in the Hands of the Islamic State’, in Foundations of Homeland Security: Law and Policy, ed. by
Martin Alperen, 2nd edn. (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 2017), 459–467. After CNN television
commentator Carol Costello claimed that kittens and Nutella were the group’s strategy to lure
women jihadists online, she became a laughing stock in mainstream and social media alike.
14 See, e.g., Jessica Auchter, ‘Imag(in)ing the Severed Heads: ISIS Beheadings and the Absent
Spectacle’, Critical Studies on Security, 6 (2018), 68–84; Jean-Louis Comolli, Daesh, le Cinéma
et la Mort (Paris: Verdier, 2016).
15 See, e.g., José Antonio González-Zarandona, Cesar Albárran-Torres and Benjamin Isakhan,
‘Digitally Mediated Iconoclasm: The Islamic State and the War on Cultural Heritage’, International Journal of Heritage Studies, 24 (2018), 649–671; Claire Smith and others, ‘The Islamic
State’s Symbolic War: Daesh’s Socially Mediated Terrorism as a Threat to Cultural Heritage’,
Journal of Social Archaeology, 16 (2015), 164–188.
16 Simone Molin Friis, ‘“Behead, Burn, Crucify, Crush”: Theorizing the Islamic State’s Public Displays
of Violence’, European Journal of International Relations, 24 (2018), 243–267 (p. 260, p. 245).
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explain why mainstream media so easily latched onto these videos
rather than the larger corpus of IS images. Military, paramilitary and
militias have long recorded their crimes. Interestingly, media scholar
Marwan Kraidy underlines the intertextuality (or rather inter-iconicity) in IS videos. For example, he finds ‘traces’ of Abu Ghraib in the video of the Jordanian pilot’s execution. The images can be read ‘as a titfor-tat inversion of the U.S. “shock and awe” military strategy during
the 2003 invasion of Iraq’.17 If the context were less horrific, one might
even be tempted to speak of détournement (using and altering an image
or a work in a way that is antagonistic or antithetical to the original),
given the prominence of Guy Debord’s ‘société du spectacle’ in today’s
cultural theory discourse.18 This points to the changing articulation of
visibility and invisibility in perpetrator imagery, and how this articulation is culturally and historically situated. Moreover, it should not be
forgotten that the term ‘perpetrator’ is a label applied from the outside.
It is not how, for some, the men who commit these crimes define themselves. It is thus critical not only to connect this visual production
with multiple repertoires, for instance the ‘tradition’ of martyr video
started in Lebanon in the 1980s.19 When analyzing these images, one
must also keep in mind the grey zone in which perpetrators are not
perpetrators yet, or do not see themselves as perpetrators. In this context, the following declaration of Sergeant Javal Davis from the 372nd
Military Police (M.P.) at Abu Ghraib to journalists Philip Gourevitch
and Errol Morris is enlightening:
Everyone in theater had a digital camera. Everyone was taking pictures
of everything, from detainees to death. That was nothing, like in Vietnam when guys were taking pictures of the dead guy with a cigarette in
his mouth. Like, ‘Hey, Mom, look.’ It sounds sick, but over there that was
commonplace, it was nothing. I mean, when you’re surrounded by death
and carnage 24 hours a day, seven days a week, it absorbs you. You walk
down the street and you see a dead body on the road, whereas a couple
of months ago, you would have been like ‘Oh, my God, a dead body’, today
you’re like, ‘Damn it, he got messed up, let’s go get something to eat’.20

17 Marwan M. Kraidy, ‘The Projelictic Image: Islamic State’s Digital Visual Warfare and Global
Networked Affect’, Media, Culture & Society, 39 (2017), 1194–1209 (p. 1205).
18 Guy Debord, La Société du Spectacle (Paris: Editions Buchet/Chastel, 1967).
19 On the subject see Verena Straub, ‘The Making and Gendering of a Martyr: Images of Female
Suicide Bombers in the Middle East’, in Image Operations, ed. by Eder and Klonk, pp. 137–150.
20 Sergeant Javal Davis to journalists Philip Gourevitch and Errol Morris, ‘The Woman behind
the Camera at Abu Ghraib’, The New Yorker, 24 March 2008, <https://www.newyorker.com/
magazine/2008/03/24/exposure-5> [accessed 17 October 2019]. Davis and his colleagues
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Everything is there: the progressive desensitization, the banalization
of violence in the context of war, when all moral limits seem to vanish.
The reference to Vietnam proves especially interesting since it links
perpetration and trauma, and thereby helps recast perpetrators as victimized by their acts (a process that Erica Bouris’s notion of ‘complex
political victim’ aptly captures).21

Beyond the Perpetrator’s Body?
This leads us to a set of more complex connections between subject, object and recording device, for example the images of perpetrators created and disseminated by human rights NGOs and international justice
institutions. Some pictures show older men and women, long after they
participated in policies of extermination. How do we feel about them?
There is a clear political message in these images. The ‘body natural’ of
the perpetrator becomes the symbol of the end of a regime rendered
harmless through prosecution and political reforms. With good reasons, the body of the perpetrator has become, over the past years, an
object of academic scrutiny.22 Media representations of Saddam Hussein, Muammar Gaddafi, and Radovan Karadžić (to name but a few) as
disheveled, frightened, and abused, at least in the first two cases, speak
volumes about the ways in which the old iconography of debasement
of the once-powerful is being reinterpreted today. These representations also place viewers in a state of ‘cognitive dissonance’, as they try
to reconcile conflicting feelings of (unwanted) empathy and judgment.
The camera’s eye does not focus only on the masterminds or chief perpetrators. The body of subordinates, executioners, and ordinary killers
began to take front stage years ago. In the film Massaker (2005), for example, Lebanese writer Lokman Slim and his wife, German journalist
Monika Borgmann, interviewed several men from Bashir Gemayel’s
Forces Libanaises (Lebanese Forces) who had participated in the massacre of up to 3,000 civilians in the refugee camps of Sabra and Chatila
(September 1982). The men’s faces are hidden, for safety reasons, and
Megan Ambuhl, Lynndie England, Ivan Frederick, Charles Graner, Sabrina Harman, and Michael Smith were sentenced to dishonorable discharge from service and military prison for
their mistreatment of Iraqi detainees at Abu Ghraib.
21 Erica Bouris, Complex Political Victims (Bloomsfield, CT: Kumarian Press, 2007).
22 See, e.g., La Mort du Bourreau: Réflexions Interdisciplinaires sur le Cadavre des Criminels de
Masse, ed. by Sévane Garibian (Paris, Édition Pétra, 2016).
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the film directors focus on the voices, bodies, and gestures of the interviewees as they recount what they did, why, and how they did it.23
These headless bodies evoke another body, this time fully visible
and in the open: the body of Bosniak war criminal Esad Landžo, the
central figure in Lars Feldballe-Petersen’s film The Unforgiven: A War
Criminal’s Remorse (2017). Once a skinny nineteen-year old guard at the
prison-camp Čelebići near Konjic (central Bosnia), Landžo is now an
overweight man in his late forties looking for redemption. Čelebići
was run by Bosniak and Bosnian Croat forces, then allied in the fight
against the Serbs. Roughly two hundred men were detained there.
Landžo was arrested in 1996. In 1998, the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) sentenced him to fifteen years for
torture, cruel treatment, and murder.24 Transferred to Finland in 2003
and granted an early release in 2006, he decided to stay in Helsinki.
The only time he returned to Bosnia was for Feldballe-Petersen’s film.
The director approached several war criminals prosecuted at the ICTY.
Landžo was the only one who agreed to meet with the victims and ask
for their forgiveness: ‘I came to this [film] as a person who wants to
apologize to another person for the evil things I did.’ The Unforgiven
represents Landžo’s encounter with the former prisoners as a confrontation of bodies, the solid and opaque body of Landžo himself and the
fragile, nerve-driven bodies of his victims. Interestingly, Feldballe-Petersen never shows the heavy police forces that were mobilized to secure the perimeter for these meetings. Instead, he films solitary bodies
standing in the deserted landscape of the now abandoned camp, unable
to connect or perform any meaningful contact.
The Unforgiven is part of a broader trend in films that bring perpetrators and victims face-to-face, such as Laura Waters Hinson’s As
We Forgive (2009) in Rwanda and Sara Terry’s Fambul Tok (2011) in Si23 Massaker, dir. by Monika Borgmann and others (Lichtblick Film and TV Produktion, 2005).
On the subject see Eric Vidal, ‘Massaker de Monika Borgmann, Lokman Slim et Hermann
Theissen, 1h39, Allemagne/France/Liban/Suisse, 2004’, La Pensée de Midi, 21 (2007), 163–166.
24 The Unforgiven: A War Criminal’s Remorse, dir. by Lars Feldballe-Petersen (Kinocompany, 2017).
Landžo and former Čelebići Deputy Commander Hazim Delić were the first Muslim war criminals
to be prosecuted at the ICTY. It was also the first time that a government in former Yugoslavia
(in this case, Bosnia’s Muslim-led authorities) voluntarily handed over suspected war criminals to
the Tribunal. See: Tony Barber, ‘First Muslims on Trial for Bosnia War Crimes’, The Independent, 11
March 1997, <https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/first-muslims-on-trial-for-bosnia-warcrimes-1272242.html> [accessed 17 October 2019]; Chris Hedges, ‘Balkan War Crimes: Bosnia Is
First to Turn in its Own’, The New York Times, 3 May 1996, <https://www.nytimes.com/1996/05/03/
world/balkan-war-crimes-bosnia-is-first-to-turn-in-its-own.html> [accessed 17 October 2019].
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erra Leone.25 How does this kind of work complicate our perception
of perpetrators, and perhaps of their crimes? What ‘operations’ – to
draw on the work of art historians Jens Eder and Charlotte Klonk –
do such images enable, affectively and cognitively?26 Can they become
instruments of political and social change in transitional societies?
What discourse or ideology do they convey then? The emphasis on
individual perpetrators, their emotions, their narratives, their experiences, is certainly essential to shedding light on these men’s psychology. At the same time, it also obfuscates to some degree the collective
and structural dimension of the violence perpetrated. The question is
what such emphasis contributes to the discussion if we start looking
at perpetrator imagery against the backdrop of the nonhuman. The
way we address the technical/mechanical/robotic recordings of acts of
killing associated with the technologies of visualization and surveillance dominating contemporary asymmetrical warfare (drone-produced images being paradigmatic in this case) becomes an increasingly
pressing issue. Owing much to scholarship on aerial warfare, there is
a growing body of literature on the subject, especially since French
philosopher Grégoire Chamayou published his seminal Drone Theory
in 2013.27 Still, to date, the machine as perpetrator and the machine’s
effect on the human perpetrator – two subjects at the core of military
history and studies about technology and weapon industry – remain
underexplored topics in the field of Perpetrator Studies. The relation
between political violence, genocide and ecocide as international crimes
punishable by law (see the work of the late barrister Polly Higgins and
activist Gillian Caldwell on that matter for example) is the other major
theme that Perpetrator Studies should investigate. And the recent example of the burning of the Brazilian Amazon shows how crucial it is
to tackle it. Will images of extractivism,28 such as the forests destroyed
25 As We Forgive, dir. by Laura Waters Hinson (House Lights Media, 2009); Fambul Tok, dir. by
Sara Terry (Catalyst for Peace, 2011).
26 Jens Eder and Charlotte Klonk, eds., ‘Introduction’, in Image Operations, pp. 1–22.
27 See, e.g., Grégoire Chamayou, Théorie du Drone (Paris: La Fabrique, 2013); Tom Holert, ‘The
Seen Unseen of Drone Warfare’, in Image Operations, ed. by Eder and Klonk, pp. 101–117; Kathrin Maurer, ‘The Scopic Regime of Military Drone Operations’, Media, War & Conflict, 10 (2017),
141–151; Life in the Age of Drone Warfare, ed. by Lisa Parks and Caren Kaplan (Durham and
London: Duke University Press, 2017); Joanna Tidy, ‘Visual Regimes and the Politics of War
Experience: Rewriting War “from Above” in Wikileaks’ “Collateral Murder”’, Review of International Studies, 43 (2017), 95–111.
28 Extractivism can be defined as ‘an ideological construct and a paradigm of severe exploitation which is characteristic of contemporary capitalism and neoliberalism at large’ and
deploys accordingly to ‘increasingly complex political geographies’ beyond the core/periph-
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by illegal logging or mono-cultivation, help to reconceptualize the notion of perpetration itself, in terms of the identity of both perpetrators
(the ‘corporate’) and victims (animals and plants) as well as the extent
and forms of perpetration? Certainly, in order for the field of Perpetrator Studies to position itself at the crossroads of global concerns
and local struggles, it must pay critical attention to the non- and morethan-human parameters of perpetration.29
As an emerging field, Perpetrator Studies is in constant formation.
Moreover, its interaction with practitioners, educators, and activists
proves increasingly important, since it contributes to generating new
perspectives on the display and interpretation of difficult or sensitive
images in various kinds of public space, from mainstream media to
movies to memorial sites. As such, Perpetrator Studies has multiple terrains of critical inquiry now open for investigation. Photography and
visual culture more generally represents one important area of inquiry.
This special issue, then, can be seen as a first foray into what we hope
will become an intensive and interdisciplinary exploration.

ery divide. Laura Junka-Aikio and Catalina Cortes-Severino, ‘Editorial of Cultural Studies of
Extraction’, Cultural Studies, 31 (2017), 175–184 (p. 177).
29 Several of the contributions to the forthcoming Routledge International Handbook of Perpetrator Studies, edited by Susanne C. Knittel and Zachary Goldberg (Routledge 2020) take up
this issue. See in particular the chapters by Austin, Driscoll, and Crownshaw.
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And you may be saying to yourself, at this point, you know,
why is this guy standing on the box? What’s the point of
standing on the box? And this is the risk we face in just
looking at a picture and not looking behind the picture.1

T

– Defense counsel Frank Spinner’s opening statements, Sabrina
Harman Court-Martials, 12 May 2005, Fort Hood, Texas.

his roundtable discusses ‘perpetrator photography’, or rather
the relation between the two terms, in a range of contexts.
As a springboard for discussion, the participants (Rabiaâ
Benlahbib, Wulandani Dirgantoro, Kobi Kabalek, Zuzanna
Dziuban, Lovro Kralj and Tjebbe van Tijen), were sent a picture of one
of the promotional posters for Swiss artists Jojakim Cortis and Adrian Sonderegger’s recent exhibition Double Take at C/O Amerika Haus
in Berlin (16 March–1 June 2019).2 Cortis and Sonderegger worked for
several years on the project Icons, a series of faithfully reconstructed
world-famous images of dramatic historical events (such as the 1937
Hindenburg disaster and the 9/11 terror attack on the Twin Towers),
through detailed three-dimensional dioramas. The dioramas are photographed together with the artists’ tools and materials such as cardboard, plaster casts, glue, cotton wool and sand.
Last spring, I passed C/O Amerika Haus daily on my way to work,
and every time I was struck by this poster that showed a restaging
or reframing of the ‘Hooded Man’, a photo taken by Military Police
Sergeant Ivan Frederick at Abu Ghraib. There is a vast body of images documenting the Iraq War, many of which come from ‘embedded
journalism’ (as we now call the longtime interaction of army and media). Yet, for cultural theorist Nicholas Mirzoeff, ‘what [is] remarkable about this mass in retrospect [is] the lack of any truly remarkable
images’.3 In this line of reasoning, not even the videos of the staged
toppling of the Saddam Hussein statue in Firdos Square (2003) and
the fallen dictator’s execution (2006) stand out, since they are just ‘war

1 Quoted by Ryan Ashley Caldwell, Fallgirls: Gender and the Framing of Torture at Abu Ghraib
(UK: Ashgate, 2012), p. 25.
2 Cortis & Sonderegger: Double Take, 16 March–1 June 2019, C/O Berlin.
3 Nicholas Mirzoeff, Watching Baghdad: The War in Iraq and Global Visual Culture (London:
Routledge, 2005), p. 67.
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Figure 1. Promotional poster of Jojakim Cortis and Adrian Sonderegger's exhibition
'Double Take' at C/O Amerika Haus, Berlin, April 2019 © S. Benzaquen-Gautier.

images’ that perform a well-known script, ‘the American victory as
an image’. 4 One may agree with Mirzoeff that ‘the striking accomplishment of the saturation of images generated by the invasion [of
Iraq] […] was that images ceased to be the subject of substantive debate’.5 Yet, there is one exception: a set of images that not only generated debate at the time, but also kept coming back into the public view,
haunting the (Western) collective memory of the Iraq War. These are
the Abu Ghraib pictures. Their grotesque violence and suggestive
sexuality, the humiliated and suffering bodies of the prisoners, the
gloating guards proudly posing next to inmates, the quasi-aesthetic
power of these ‘tableaux vivants’ made these photos stick in our mind,
as disturbing today as they were fifteen years ago when they were
released to the public. The visual disjuncture that pervades these images, or, as writer Brooke Warner aptly puts it, ‘the flashy smile and
complete disregard of pain and torture [that] make each and every
picture appear surreal, as if perpetrators superimposed photos from
last summer’s vacation onto a completely wretched scene’, 6 might ex4 Mirzoeff, p. 77. There are two videos of Saddam Hussein’s hanging: the official one, produced
by the Iraqi government and meant to show a legal, orderly proceeding; an unofficial one,
recorded on a cell phone and showing a far more chaotic execution.
5 Ibid., p. 68.
6 Brooke Warner, ‘Abu Ghraib and a New Generation of Soldiers’, in Abu Ghraib: The Politics of
Torture (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2004), pp. 65–86 (p. 76).
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plain the powerful and long-lasting effect of these pictures. It reflects
the nature of the Abu Ghraib site itself, its own disconnection (at least
from the international conventions regulating the treatment of civilians and prisoners of war), the ‘anomic absence of authority’ in the
prison, 7 and consequently the shifting relations among the military
personnel, and between the guards and the inmates.
During the military investigation, Specialist Sabrina Harman (who
also took photos of the ‘Hooded Man’) declared:
He [the Hooded Man] is nicknamed Gilligan. He was just standing on the
MRE box, with the sandbag over his head for about an hour. I put the
wire on his hands. I do not recall how. I was joking with him and told him
if he fell he would get electrocuted. We were not hurting him. It was not
anything that bad.8

Harman argued in her defense that some pictures she took were meant
to document the abuses at the ‘hard site’ of Abu Ghraib. Indeed, her defense counsel Frank Spinner emphasized Harman’s friendly relationship with some detainees, including ‘Gilligan’. The whole thing of the
Hooded Man was a joke, Spinner explained, and ‘Gilligan’ understood
it. The lawyer also argued that the snapshot had captured only a single
action, but then: ‘How [did Gilligan] get on that box? What happened
on that box? And what happened after he got off that box?’9 One may
dislike, disagree with, or dismiss Spinner’s line of defense, but it is difficult to reject the idea that photos (any photos, but more particularly
perpetrator photos) have to be situated within a chain of events, and
not considered as isolated frames.
It was CBS News that first aired the Abu Ghraib pictures, calling them evidence of the ‘immoral practices’ of U.S. forces in Iraq (28
April 2004). A couple of days later, Seymour Hersh (the journalist who
had exposed the My Lai massacre in Vietnam) published the article
‘Torture in Abu Ghraib’ in The New Yorker with more photos (30 April
2004).10 After that, the pictures went global. However, for the American army and government, the scandal was not new. In the spring of
2004, military investigations against several ‘rogue’ elements among
7 Caldwell, p. 32.
8 United States v. Specialist Sabrina D. Harman, Army 20050597, Army Court of Criminal of
Appeals, filed on 30 June 2008.
9 Spinner, quoted by Caldwell, pp. 26–27.
10 Seymour Hersh, ‘Torture in Abu Ghraib’, The New Yorker, 30 April 2004, <https://www.newyorker.
com/magazine/2004/05/10/torture-at-abu-ghraib> [accessed 10 October 2019].
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the Military Police were already under way. Sergeant Joseph Darby, one of the whistleblowers, had passed the incriminating photos
to the U.S. Army Criminal Investigation Command in January 2004
(the abuse had taken place in the fall of 2003). Let us remind ourselves
of the numbers here. According to sociologist Ryan Ashley Caldwell,
co-expert witness for the defense of Lynndie England and Sabrina
Harman, there were over 16,000 photos seized. Of these, 281 were used
as exhibits in the court-martials.11 At the time, cultural theorist André Gunthert underlined that the pictures had emerged in the public
sphere in different ways: CBS and Hersh did not show exactly the same
photos. Moreover, they framed the images with opposing narratives.
For CBS, they were evidence of ‘isolated acts’ committed by rogue
elements; for Hersh, they signaled a system-wide practice of abuse.12
Different arguments have been advanced to explain Abu Ghraib, from
the lack of proper training of the indicted guards to their personal
relations and histories13 to excessive violence in American popular
culture. Yet, it was the narrative of ‘a few rogue soldiers, possibly encouraged by senior officers, [who] had abused prisoners but then had
been exposed, tried and convicted’14 that became (as in other cases of
state-sanctioned violence against prisoners) the dominant one. Indeed,
the theory of the ‘bad apples’ offered a convenient alternative to the
possibility of a systemic application of ‘enhanced interrogation’ methods (the official term) under the Bush administration, the fallibility of
a chain of command plagued by secrecy, procrastination, avoidance
and denial, and the limitations of the investigation itself.
In many ways, Cortis and Sonderegger’s work is precisely about
that. It proposes a series of frames, a reframing of frames, be they
visual or narrative. As a process of deconstruction and reconstruction, it raises a number of questions. First of all, and perhaps the
most obvious one in this context: What to show? The daily encounter with the exhibition’s promotional poster had a double effect on
me. Some days, I thought that, as a passer-by, I did not wish to be
confronted in this unsolicited way with such an image of torture
and degradation, even if it was presented in a milder artistic form.
11 Spinner, quoted by Caldwell, p. 1.
12 André Gunthert, ‘Digital Imaging Goes to War: The Abu Ghraib Photographs’, Photographies, 1
(2008), 103–112 (p. 106).
13 Bruce Tucker and Sia Triantafyllos, ‘Lynndie England, Abu Ghraib and the New Imperialism’,
Canadian Review of American Studies, 38 (2008), 83–100 (p. 87).
14 Ibid., p. 90.
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Some days, though, I thought that the poster was at the right spot, a
necessary reminder of the realities of war and the breaching of the
1949 Geneva Convention in numerous conflict theaters worldwide.
Interestingly, the tension between these two reactions became the
key debate at the symposium ‘Beyond trauma?’, which art historian
Afonso Dias Ramos and myself co-organized in Berlin at the same
period.15 The discussion was a reaction to the images two participants
had presented during their talks – or rather, to the presence of these
images on screen for several minutes. One was the photo of little
Alan Kurdi lying dead on the beach (in this case, the picture had not
been taken by a perpetrator but by journalist Nilüfer Demir) 16; the
other was a photo of Gul Mudin, a young Afghan farmer killed and
mutilated by American soldiers a few years ago (in this case, it was a
trophy photograph taken by one of the soldiers, a member of the ‘Kill
Team’).17 For some participants, showing these offensive images was
just gratuitous voyeurism – especially in the comfort of academic
gatherings – and it was also potentially ‘traumatizing’. In their view,
ekphrasis [the detailed description of a visual work] and the power of
mental images could have done the job in a more effective and less
unsettling way. On the other hand, some participants claimed that
our failure to look at such pictures – here again, especially in the
comfort of academic gatherings – weakened our position as responsible scholars and citizens. How are we supposed to understand the
purposes these photos serve if we look away? Moreover, war is ugly
and unbearable, and there is no need to sugarcoat this fact. Some
people experience physical violence on a daily basis. Facing these
images is thus the least we can do, even though the extent to which
photography gives ‘us’, far-away bystanders, access to this kind of
experience remains, unsurprisingly, a vexed issue.
At some point during the symposium, someone in the audience
suggested that lecturers warn the audience at the start of their talk
– like mainstream media do when they post articles with graphic content: ‘Scroll down at your own risk!’ – of the potentially disturbing
15 The symposium ‘Beyond trauma? A trans-regional perspective on aesthetics and trauma’
took place at the Forum Transregionale Studien and the ICI Institute for Cultural Inquiry in
Berlin on 13–15 June 2019.
16 See Nilüfer Demir, Alan Kurdi, 2015, <http://100photos.time.com/photos/nilufer-demir-alankurdi> [accessed 10 October 2019].
17 See ‘Photo Gallery: The ‘Kill Team’ in Afghanistan’, Der Spiegel, 21 March 2011, <https://www.
spiegel.de/fotostrecke/photo-gallery-the-kill-team-in-afghanistan-fotostrecke-65981.html>
[accessed 10 October 2019].
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images they would be showing. How to show? How not to show? How
to show without showing? These questions point to another image I
considered for the roundtable but eventually decided not to select. It
belongs to the series of photographs taken by Lucas Jackson at the
exhibition of ‘Caesar’s photos’ at the United Nations Headquarters in
New York in March 2015.18 ‘Caesar’ was the codename of a military
police photographer in Damascus. Between May 2011 and August 2013,
he took pictures of the bodies of tortured civilians that were brought
to the military hospital morgues before being buried in mass graves
in rural areas. Syrian Army officers and soldiers used these pictures to
prove that they had carried out the instructions, as part of the military
police’s internal procedures. Caesar and his friend ‘Sami’ (another
codename) managed to leak about 55,000 photos out of Syria by downloading and transferring them to memory sticks. Later, both men were
smuggled out of the country by the anti-government political group
Syrian National Movement. Jackson’s photo shows a woman visiting
the exhibition at the United Nations. She stands in the foreground
and looks at Caesar’s photos, visibly shocked, as her body language
(her hand on her mouth as if to stifle a gasp) clearly indicates.19 While
the woman is in focus, the images on display are blurred owing to the
shallow depth of field. Jackson’s image is one possible solution to this
showing/not showing dilemma. Berlin-based artist Khaled Barakeh,
one of the ‘Beyond trauma?’ symposium participants, chose another
one for his work on Caesar’s photos, Relentless Images (2018).20 Because
he found the images to be too degrading for the victims, Barakeh decided not to show them and instead hand-traced their metadata on
strips of tape. These examples demonstrate that in spite of the recurrent (and somewhat clichéd) discourse on people’s desensitization in
today’s image-saturated world, the limitation of what can and should
be shown in the public space remains a highly contentious issue. This
indeed is what cultural theorist Susie Linfield experienced after she
showed several of Caesar’s photos at a conference in Stockholm in 2018:

18 Caesar’s Photos: Inside Syrian Authorities’ Prisons, 10–20 March 2015, United Nations Headquarters, New York.
19 See Lucas Jackson, A Woman Reacts as She Looks at a Gruesome Collection of Images, 10 March
2015, <https://pictures.reuters.com/archive/MIDEAST-CRISIS-SYRIA-UN-GM1EB3B0EJG01.html>
[accessed 10 October 2015].
20 See Khaled Barakeh, The Untitled Images, Artsy <https://www.artsy.net/artwork/khaled-barakehthe-untitled-images> [accessed 10 October 2019].
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During a break in the proceedings, a young woman approached me. She
had been born in Sweden, but her parents were political refugees from
Eritrea. She told me, with a smile and without anger, that presenting
these photographs was an affront to those depicted in them. She asked
if I would show the pictures if relatives of the prisoners were in the audience. While I acknowledged that this would cause great pain, I said I
would. She accused me of exploiting and oppressing Syrians; I said it
was Assad who did that.21

Who shows, who is allowed to show and to whom? One finds a substantial body of literature on colonial and ethnographic photography that
discusses exploitation and power relations between the subject-photographer (generally a white man) and the object-photographed (the
‘other’, non-white or woman), and more recently the urge to ‘decolonize’ this photographic material.22 The same goes for pictures taken by
perpetrators. The potential symbolic violence of exposure – even for
a good cause – might redouble the physical violence depicted in the
images and thus re-victimize the victims. As researcher Joey Brooke
Jakob reminds us in her analysis of the Abu Ghraib pictures as ‘war
trophy photography’, ‘when the photograph is itself the trophy, whereby a combative enemy is captured within the frame, the body comes
to reflect a conquerable, inanimate object’.23 Such objectification was
at the core of the controversy about the exhibition Facing Death at the
Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York in 1997.24 The exhibition presented 22 pictures of inmates at the Khmer Rouge prison S.21.
The detainees were photographed upon arrival, and the mug shot attached to their file.25 In 1979, after the fall of the Pol Pot regime, S.21 was
converted into a memorial site (Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum), and a
21 Susie Linfield, ‘Syria’s Torture Photos: Witness to Atrocity’, The New York Review of Books, 9
February 2019, <https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/02/09/syrias-torture-photos-witnessto-atrocity/> [accessed 10 October 2019].
22 See, e.g., Marcus Banks and Richard Vokes, ‘Introduction: Anthropology, Photography and the
Archive’, History and Anthropology, 21 (2010), 337–349; Photography, Anthropology, and History:
Expanding the Frame, ed. by Elizabeth Edwards and Christopher Morton (UK: Ashgate, 2009);
Christopher Pinney, Photography and Anthropology (London: Reaktion Books, 2011); Mark Sealey,
Decolonising the Camera: Photography in Racial Time (UK: Lawrence and Wishart, 2019).
23 Joey Brooke Jakob, ‘Beyond Abu Ghraib: War Trophy Photography and Commemorative
Violence’, Media, War & Conflict, 10 (2017), 87–104 (p. 96).
24 Facing Death, 1997, Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York.
25 Current estimates by the UN-backed Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia
put the number of S.21 victims over 18,000 for the period going from mid-1975 (when the
Khmer Rouge political police started using the site as prison) to January 1979 (when the
Democratic Kampuchea regime was overthrown).
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thousand of these identification photos displayed on the wall as both
evidence of Khmer Rouge crimes and in commemoration of the victims. In the mid-1990s, as there were talks about the possible closure of
the museum, American photojournalists Doug Niven and Chris Riley
offered to clean and index the negatives archived in a drawer at Tuol
Sleng. In exchange for their work (the negatives were in a bad state), the
Cambodian government granted them permission to print 100 photos
and show them abroad. The MoMA’s was not the first exhibition Niven
and Riley organized in collaboration with institutions in North America, but it was the first one to take place in an art museum, which supplied so little information and emphasized the emotional dimension of
the photos over their documentary function.
To some observers, Facing Death was a highly problematic, exploitative exhibition.26 Would the MoMA have organized the exhibition in
the same way if it had been about Holocaust victims? Why had the
Cambodian-American community not been consulted? To what extent did the exhibition’s aesthetic dramatization ‘reinforce’ the visual
power of this bureaucratic recording of extermination? (After all,
some critics had even referred to Diane Arbus in their review of Facing Death).27 In this sense, the oft-quoted comparison by Susan Sontag
of the S.21 photographs and Titian’s painting The Flaying of Marsyas
is enlightening.28 We face, she writes, people who are ‘forever looking at death, forever about to be murdered, forever wronged’.29 While
it explains the uneasiness of visitors, it clarifies neither the situation
depicted in the pictures (arrest procedure, period of detention and torture) nor the function of photography in the Khmer Rouge apparatus
of terror. Indeed, the viewer’s situation vis-à-vis perpetrator images is
often brought back to what Holocaust scholar Marianne Hirsch calls
the ‘monocular seeing that conflates the camera with a weapon’.30 How
deeply the perpetrator-photographer’s gaze keeps pervading his/her
26 See, e.g., Nick Dunlop, The Lost Executioner: The Story of Comrade Duch and the Khmer
Rouge (London: Bloomsbury, 2009 [2005]); Lindsay French, ‘Exhibiting Terror’, in Truth Claims,
Representations and Human Rights, ed. by Mark Bradley and Patrice Pero (New Brunswick:
Rutgers University Press, 2002), pp. 131–155; Rachel Hughes, ‘The Abject Artifacts of Memory:
Photographs from Cambodia’s Genocide’, Media, Culture & Society, 25 (2003), 23–44.
27 Thomas Roma, ‘Looking into the Face of our Worst Fears through Photographs’, The Chronicle of Higher Education, 31 October 1997.
28 Titian (Tiziano Vecellio), The Flaying of Marsyas, 1570–1576, oil on canvas, 212 cm x 207 cm,
Archdiocesan Museum Kroměříž, Archbishopric Castle Kroměříž, Kroměříž.
29 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), p. 61.
30 Marianne Hirsch, ‘Surviving Images: Holocaust Photographs and the Work of Postmemory’,
The Yale Journal of Criticism, 14 (2001), 5–37 (p. 23).
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photos is of course a critical issue. Yet, the systematic assimilation of
the perpetrator and viewer’s positions overlooks the more complex
web of relations between image and beholder and the numerous elements that shape these relations. First and foremost, the social life of
the images themselves and the meanings they are ascribed as they migrate from one circle to another – legal, political, journalistic, humanitarian, commemorative, historiographical and artistic.
Let us return to the ‘Hooded Man’. ‘Gilligan’ was first identified
as Ali Shelal Qaissi. In 2006, Qaissi appeared on the front page of The
New York Times, holding a photo of the ‘Hooded Man’.31 The guards at
Abu Ghraib had nicknamed him ‘clawman’ because of his mutilated
hand. Since Gilligan’s hand on Frederick’s picture looks damaged too,
conclusions were easily drawn. Qaissi became a prisoner advocate and
founded the Association of Former Victims of American Occupation
Prisons in Baghdad. He put the image of the ‘Hooded Man’ on his business card. For human rights organizations, he was the ideal ‘spokesperson to dramatize the growing evidence for abuse at Abu Ghraib
and at other U.S. military prisons around the world’.32 However, as
journalist Errol Morris revealed, Qaissi was not ‘Gilligan’. The ‘real
Hooded Man’ (identified by Morris) did not want to be known. What
is interesting in this story of mistaken identification is, as Morris
stresses in his article, the gray zone that lies between the ‘image as
evidence’ and the ‘image as icon’. He explains:
1) Clawman claimed to be the man under the hood in the iconic photograph. This led to journalistic interest in him – no iconic photo: little or no
journalistic interest; 2) that same photograph was taken as partial proof
of Clawman’s claim; and 3) lastly, that ‘proof’ was further cemented in
the mind of Times readers with a new photograph. The photo of a man
holding a photo of the man in the iconic photo created an associative link
much stronger than mere words might have.33

What does it take to make an icon out of a perpetrator photo? England’s thumbs-up pose got the dubious honor of being turned into a
31 Hassan M. Fattah, ‘Symbol of Abu Ghraib Seeks to Spare Others his Nightmares’, The New York
Times, 11 March 2006, <https://www.nytimes.com/2006/03/11/front%20page/world/symbol-ofabu-ghraib-seeks-to-spare-others-his-nightmare.html> [accessed 16 October 2019].
32 Errol Morris, ‘Will the Real Hooded Man Please Stand Up?’, Opinionator, The New York Times,
15 August 2007, <https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2007/08/15/will-the-real-hoodedman-please-stand-up> [accessed 10 October 2019].
33 Ibid.
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meme (‘doing a Lynndie’),34 but it was the picture of the ‘Hooded Man’
which achieved iconic status at the global scale and featured, protean-like, in countless newspapers, books, documentary movies, exhibitions, posters, street graffiti and works of art, Cortis and Sonderegger’s
being one of the latest in a long line of artistic appropriations of the
photograph. Why this one then?
It is clear that the best candidates for canonization were the simpler
images (the hooded man, the leashed man, the prisoner threatened by
dogs), those whose subject matter is easily identifiable and could best
act as emblems (the martyr, the torturer and the victim), helplessness
in the face of violence.35

The pointed hat, evoking simultaneously the Inquisition, the KKK, and
Goya’s imagery, as well as Gilligan’s Jesus-like posture on the box might
explain why the ‘Hooded Man’ became such a symbol. But as much as
the making of an icon is a fascinating subject, the critical point that
remains is what consequences such iconization has, especially in terms
of the obfuscating function of the image-turned-icon and its relation
to forms of blindness in society. Abu Ghraib was, and perhaps still is, a
very American debate. ‘I find myself in near despair writing this editorial because these images are the images of ourselves we have, at now
unimaginable costs, either ignored or tragically embraced inside our
own society for decades’, journalist David Matlin writes.36 Taking a
more structural stance, cultural anthropologist Allen Feldman argues
that what was at issue (in Abu Ghraib and more broadly in the context
of the ‘war on terror’ in Iraq and elsewhere) was not ‘the measure of
torture’s lawfulness or criminality but rather the institutionalization
of its legal indeterminacy’.37 In this sense, the Abu Ghraib pictures
functioned as a kind of self-portrait thrown back at Americans, mirroring their compliance with the acts perpetrated in their name.
Interestingly, this issue of ‘mirroring’ had surfaced a couple of years
before the Abu Ghraib scandal, although in a limited form, at the occasion of Mirroring Evil: Nazi Imagery/Contemporary Art, the exhibition cu34 On the subject, see Stefka Hristova, ‘Doing a Lynndie: Iconography of a Gesture’, Visual Anthropology, 26 (2013), 430–443.
35 Gunthert, p. 108.
36 David Matlin, ‘Abu Ghraib: The Surround’, in Abu Ghraib: The Politics of Torture (Berkeley:
North Atlantic Books, 2004), pp. 60–64 (p. 60).
37 Allen Feldman, Archives of the Insensible: Of War, Photopolitics and Dead Memory (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2015), p. 186.
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rated by Norman Kleeblatt at the Jewish Museum in New York (2002).38
The first show ever to approach Holocaust memory not through the art
of victims and survivors but through artistic representations of Nazis, it caused outrage even before it officially opened. Some reviewers
praised Kleeblatt’s attempt to breach the ‘holy wall’ surrounding the
‘sacred terrain’ of Holocaust memory,39 but others criticized him for this
idea of ‘mirroring, as opposed to depicting evil, [which] implies that we
are all capable of evil’.40 The focus, in the Mirroring Evil debate, as well
as the debate about the Abu Ghraib photos, on American (and Western) responses, however legitimate, generates a black hole. When do
we hear the voices of the Iraqis? Furthermore, what is also absent in
the discussion is the palimpsestic nature of Abu Ghraib itself. First,
the ‘hard site’ was only one part of a bigger institution. Abu Ghraib
was used as an Army Forward Operating Base with non-prison related
troops and services. It is thus the complexity of the military system
of occupation that is left unexplored. Then, going back in time, until
October 2002 – that is, under Saddam Hussein – Abu Ghraib also operated as a prison, regularly denounced by Amnesty International for its
treatment of inmates and weekly executions. Can this history of violence ever be recovered? How to make the invisible visible again when
iconic images ‘block’ our view? Cortis and Sonderegger’s reframing
of such pictures is one possibility, as it stages the ‘hypericon’, or the
‘image of image production’, for the public view. 41 How does it work
in the public space? What does the reemergence of perpetrator images in a variety of institutional settings and media generate in terms
of gaze, embodiment and materiality? To what extent do aesthetics
reshape contentious oppositions such as ‘contamination’ vs. redemption, or voyeurism vs. exposure? How do they articulate structural,
state-sponsored and individual violence? What forms of memorialization and narrativization do they enable?
These were the questions the roundtable participants were asked
to address. The roundtable is the outcome of my conversations with
each of them over the past months. The initial idea was to propose to
38 Mirroring Evil: Nazi Imagery/Contemporary Art, 13–30 June 2002, Jewish Museum, New York.
39 Eunice Lipton, ‘Who Is Afraid of the Big Bad Adolf?’, The Guardian, 21 March 2002, <https://
www.theguardian.com/culture/2002/mar/21/artsfeatures> [accessed 10 October 2019].
40 Michael Kimmelman, ‘Art Review: Evil, the Nazis and Shock Value’, The New York Times, 10 March
2002, <https://www.nytimes.com/2002/03/15/arts/art-review-evil-the-nazis-and-shock-value.
html> [accessed 10 October 2019].
41 W.J.T. Mitchell, Cloning Terror: The War of Images, 9/11 to the Present (Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 2011), p. 34.
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them to comment on several photos, but it became clear in the process
that choosing a specific image and inviting the participants to bring
other pictures, related to their research field, into dialogue with this
image would generate a more complex perspective on ‘perpetrator
photography’ and the linkages between visual representations across
a variety of stories of violence, memory contexts and visual practices.
Furthermore, since their Icons photo played such a central role in the
roundtable, hearing Cortis and Sonderegger’s voices in the debate was
important. The two artists kindly accepted to do a short interview
for the special issue. Each roundtable participant contributed his/her
own disciplinary approach to the discussion. Rabiaâ Benlahbib is the
founder and director of Creative Court (The Hague), an NGO that develops art and educational projects dealing with memory, coexistence
and reconciliation in post-conflict societies and displaced communities. What images can do to inform, mobilize and re-connect people
is thus a major concern for her. Art historian Wulandani Dirgantoro
researches the artistic representation of the 1965–1966 massacres in
Indonesia. The visibility of the state-sponsored slaughtering of ‘communists’ and sympathizers remains a contentious issue in Indonesian
society. Dirgantoro emphasizes the role art can play in a place where
perpetrators still live in full impunity. Historian Lovro Kralj works
on questions of state-building, nationalism and authoritarianism in
twentieth century Europe. He discusses the ways in which pictures are
used to articulate historical narratives with regard to Croatia and the
Ustasha fascist regime. Cultural theorists Kobi Kabalek and Zuzanna
Dziuban offer a thoughtful reflection on the position of the observer
and its ethical implications. They suggest that the frame, which they
call the ‘double “double take”’, is able to generate a different perspective
on perpetrator images. Librarian, archivist and visual artist Tjebbe van
Tijen specializes in dramatizing historical information with low and
high-tech interfaces. His visual response to the roundtable is the cover of the issue. A critical comment on the remediation of the ‘Hooded
Man’, it shows a camera icon with half-transparent border and, in the
background, a reconstructed screenshot of an Internet image search
with the terms ‘Hooded Man’.42 These five contributions offer a range
of interpretations of Cortis and Sonderegger’s promotional poster, and
42 Cover of the issue: Tjebbe van Tijen/Imaginary Museum Projects. See the website: Imaginary
Museum Projects <http://imaginarymuseum.org/> [accessed 10 October 2019]. The first two
rows of the cover are from the original screenshot, based on the image search. The other rows
are a construct, carefully chosen from about thirty sources. All the images are databased.
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thereby open a fruitful and extensive conversation about the relationship between ‘perpetrator’ and ‘photography’.
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Sonderegger
Stéphanie Benzaquen-Gautier

Figure 1. Jojakim Cortis and Adrian Sonderegger, Making of Abu Ghraib, 2014,
photograph, courtesy of the artists.

SBG: The ‘Hooded Man’ is an iconic photo, and it is also ‘perpetrator
photography’ in the sense that it recorded abuse and was taken by
the ones inflicting this abuse. Did the use of such a heavily loaded
image for Icons raise issues different than those associated with the
other ‘re-takes’ of the series (for example in terms of ethics, or your
own position as photographers)?
JC: It is quite an interesting question about perpetrator photography, as it
seems to be the only one in our work. We have images that were made
by professional photographers, amateurs and tourists, but not by perpetrators. Of course, there could be some examples where the photographer might be the accomplice. This is an interesting discussion,
but in the end, what is important is what the image shows. The pose
of the prisoner shows a Christian figure/symbol. And that is where
the original meaning of an icon comes from. The issue with an image
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like that – as with others – is that it shows suffering. But it is part of
our collective memories, and that is why this image is in our work.
SBG: In this specific context, does the deconstruction/reconstruction
you propose in Icons have a further meaning? How is it connected
to the idea of ‘re-making the events’? To what extent does it challenge the documentary (even evidentiary) dimension of the original ‘Hooded Man’ picture?
JC: It is not our aim to say that this happening wasn’t real. We believe in
photography, but we should never forget that photography is always
a construction of reality. Our reconstructions should work like a
tripping hazard sign. When you take a look at our image, it seems
as if you knew it, but you become aware of the studio environment,
and you realize that it is not the image you know. It is more about
gaining a more conscious look.
SBG: This photo was one of the Berlin exhibition’s promotional posters. Of course, the Abu Ghraib pictures are in the public domain
and as such have been displayed and circulated in countless outlets,
from social media to books and exhibitions. Still, it is something a
bit different to see the ‘Hooded Man’ – even in the deconstructed/
reconstructed form of Icons – in such a size in the public space. I was
wondering: 1) whether it is one of the pictures you usually choose
for the exhibition’s promotional posters? 2) in which case, whether
this generates different reactions from/discussions with the institutions in which you present the series?
JC: We normally discuss something like that with the curators of an
institution like C/O Berlin. No, there is not one image we always use
for promotional posters. The purpose of a promotional poster is to
attract attention, and it should be known by many viewers. I think
another one they used was the Tsunami image: also a well-known
image in recent history. So they didn’t use any images that you
would only know if you are familiar with the history of photography. I believe that there are different reactions and discussions when
people see these images in public, but I think this is a good thing.
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And when the sitting is over – when the picture is done
– there’s nothing left except the photograph… the photograph and a kind of embarrassment. They leave… and I
don’t know them.
– Richard Avedon1

ver since its invention in 1839, photograph has shaped reality and
the way in which we experience it. Photography has authority.
An air of neutrality surrounds the medium, stemming from its
inherent technological core. Hints of imperfection can be easily
considered to be truthful translations from the real context or attributed
to characteristics of the apparatus. With authority comes power. Photographs not only support the news, they have the ability to channel them.
Frequently referred to in medical, historical and forensic analysis, they
are used as plausible evidence to convince and potentially convict. They
are, moreover, a useful instrument for surveillance and control.
In their work, photographers make numerous choices, consciously
as well as subconsciously, regarding what to focus on, what to exclude,
when to shoot, how to edit and what results to share with their audiences. Depending on what the photographer wishes to convey or question, spatial-temporal decisions are made, allowing us to deeply engage
with the images and experience the captured situation in the present,
from up close – as if we were there in person. One could question how
a medium – believed to objectively represent reality – could be subject
to such a vast array of options. In other words, can a photograph ever
be the objective means of representation that we take it for?
Through their photographed installations, Jojakim Cortis and
Adrian Sonderegger appear to address this question, while redesigning the borderlands between reality and fiction. World history in photographic record now turns into a crafted stage and once again into
photography, framed with props – functioning both as toolbox and
archive. Skilfully pointing out how our perception can be manipulated, the artists invite us to remember and review the original iconic
images upon which their series is based and contemplate their historical reception. In this way, they dare us to critically reflect on the daily
1 Cited in Susan Sontag, On Photography (London: Penguin, 2008 [1978]), p.187.
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imagery that we absorb and share, in which the tools of (re)production
may not be embedded as evidently.
For decades, psychologists have been researching on the reliability
of our memories. Nowadays, we know that recalling the past is a technical operation connecting different flickering dots of sights, smells
and sounds we think we remember. But these flickers of memory are
easily subverted and susceptible to alteration and reprogramming.
Distinguishing real from manipulated imagery can be a difficult task
to fulfil. Even when we know that images are doctored, we memorise
them as real. Moreover, we often remember them as such. Our childhood photographs, for instance, highly influence the way in which we
remember our childhood, making us believe we have recollections of
events we couldn’t possibly remember. Photographs, in this sense, have
the power to change memory as well as history.
Generally, the human brain needs less than 20 milliseconds to
identify a photograph, subsequently allowing for ideas, associations
and assumptions to arise.2 By sharing, presenting or archiving images,
reality is recycled, reinterpreted and redefined to transform our perception of what should be looked at and how, and what being looked
at requires. In the process, ideas, assumptions and ethics become engrained in our minds, memories and lives.
The poster of Cortis and Sonderegger’s latest exhibition, Double
Take, contains a remake of the infamous Abu Ghraib photograph of
the ‘Hooded Man’.3 In it, an alleged perpetrator becomes both victim
and blinded witness: positioned on a stage in an orchestrated act of
perpetration. Attributed to an anonymous prison guard, this picture is
distressing not only because of its violent nature or the uncanny notion
that it represents reality, but also because the viewer cannot help but
become a witness to the atrocity. Our initial reaction may be to look
away in horror. By watching, however, we become spectators and witnesses. Despite being technically non-involved and legally non-complicit, seeing photographs of violence may not only lead to anger, fear
or distress, but may also evoke a sense of guilt. We could ask ourselves
whether it is ethically acceptable to look at such pictures or share them.
Seen in this light, the borders between perpetrator, witness, and
accomplice become blurred. If photography has power, then wherein
lies the responsibility that comes with this power? Could we say that
2 For more information, see Mary C. Potter and others, ‘Detecting Meaning in Rsvp at 13 Ms Per
Picture’, Attention, Perception & Psychophysics, 76.2 (2014), 270–9
3 Jojakim Cortis and Adrian Sonderegger, Double Take, 2019, exhibition poster, C/O Berlin.
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photography itself can be an act of aggression? If so, on which counts?
On the count of violating privacy? Of pretending to be neutral? Of
causing insecurity, self-loathing, jealousy, greed, fear, detachment, indifference or numbness? Of stealing souls?
With the passage of time, contexts change, and the meaning of once
important photographs is likely to shift. They often lose their urgency and become less emotionally charged. And still, when revisiting the
above-mentioned photograph through Cortis and Sonderegger’s milder
remake, questions are revived about photographer's intent in the original
image. Was taking the shot part of a distasteful scene of frolicking and
power play? Did it obey a wish to share this scene with the outside world?
Also, in the hands of Cortis and Sonderegger, the image seems to diverge
from the original slightly more markedly than most of their other images.
If that is indeed the case, what is the reasoning behind this choice?
Perpetratorship in photography seems hard to avoid. This goes not
only for the photographer, but also for the viewer. When do photography
and photojournalism turn into sensationalism? When does looking at a
photograph become voyeurism? And could sharing photographs be seen
as incitement? Analysing or judging photography is difficult, if not impossible, without fully understanding the photographer’s intent and reasoning as well as the work’s geographical, historical and ethical context.
A case in point is the iconic photo by photojournalist David Scherman and former model-turned-war-photographer Lee Miller, in which
she is portrayed sitting in Adolf Hitler’s bathtub on 30 April 1945.4 The
photo was taken after they had discovered Hitler’s apartment in Munich.
Hitler’s framed photo is displayed in a corner. The dirt from Dachau
on Miller’s combat boots has stained the mat on the tiled bathroom
floor. The photographers have never fully explained the circumstances
surrounding the photograph, which has been interpreted as provocative and expressing contained victory. What we do know is that on that
same day, Adolf Hitler and Eva Braun killed themselves in a bunker.
A further example of a potentially aggressive photograph is Nadav
Kander’s 2016 cover photo of Donald Trump for Time Magazine.5 After
publication, the atypical pose of the president, the vintage colours, the
lighting that seems to cast a large shadow in the background, the Louis
XV chair showing a rip and a stain and the visible fragility of Trump’s
hair gave rise to a great deal of speculation about the photographer’s
4 Lee Miller with David E. Scherman, Lee Miller in Hitler's Bathtub: Hitler's Apartment, 1945, photograph, Lee Miller Archives.
5 Nadav Kander, President-elect Donald Trump I, 7 December 2016, photograph, Time Magazine.
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motives. So far, Kander has not spoken about his original intent in public. We only know that beauty and destruction are recurrent themes
in his work. Looking back on the commission in an interview with
the British Journal of Photography, he mentions: ‘I was really divided
about how I should do it – how to do this Time cover justice without
putting my political views out there.’ In the same interview, he states:
‘I’ve never been a photographer who has left much to chance. I don’t
hunt my portraits, I set them up.’6 But without Kander giving clarity
on the matter, we can only keep speculating about his exact intentions.
Lastly, let me to tap into ‘Rwanda 20 Years: Portraits of Reconciliation’, a photography project conducted by my own organisation,
Creative Court, in which we sought to understand forgiveness in a
post-genocide context, and looked for ways in which to visualise it. In
doing so, we invited two very different photographers, Pieter Hugo
from South-Africa and Croation-Dutch photographer Lana Mesić, to
capture genocide survivors and ‘their’ perpetrators, 20 years after the
genocide, side by side, in what according to the New York Times was ‘a
series of unlikely, almost unthinkable tableaus’.7 We had a local producer on the team, bringing invaluable knowledge into our decision-making process. Also, we collaborated with Association Modeste et Innocent (AMI), a Rwandan organisation that runs reconciliation programs
for survivors and offenders. AMI assisted us in finding participants for
our project, accompanied the photographers to the participants’ residencies and, with their cultural and psychological expertise, helped
create a trusting environment.
In answer to the many questions raised by the photographs¸ I often
find myself contextualising the work and shedding light on the process
and its ethical, artistic and practical underpinnings. I unravel how we
made sure the project fed into the participants’ needs; how we closely
collaborated with Rwandan people and organisations in its production;
how we prepared the participants for what to expect; how they consented to share their photographs, stories and names; how we knew
that they were ready to take part; how we made sure that there was
psychological assistance; how we expressed our gratitude; how we in6 ‘How Do You Speak Nadav Kander? The Man Himself on Mastering your Creative Language’, British
Journal of Photography, 9 March 2017, <https://www.bjp-online.com/2017/03/how-do-you-speaknadav-kander-the-man-himself-on-mastering-your-creative-language> [accessed 24 July 2019].
7 Susan Dominus, ‘My Conscience Was not Quiet’, International New York Times, 5 April 2014, pp.
1–2; Dominus, ‘Portraits of Reconciliation’, New York Times Magazine, 4 April 2014, <https://
www.nytimes.com/interactive/2014/04/06/magazine/06-pieter-hugo-rwanda-portraits.
html> [accessed 24 July 2019].
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Figure 1. © Lana Mesić, Fainah & Camille, courtesy Creative Court.

formed the participants about the audience reactions; how they told us
they finally felt recognised by the international community; how the
exhibition was presented in Rwanda and how the participants came to
visit, standing face to face with their own portraits of reconciliation.
The photograph displayed here slightly resembles Cortis and Sonderegger’s photograph. It has a similar yellow background by means
of which a stage is created – the black tape holding it together being
clearly visible. The scene captured in the image is preceded by an initial
question: ‘What does your moment of forgiveness look like?’ The participants are then invited to use the stage to design their collaborative
answer, which I see as an act of responsibility by the photographer.
In the end, we must ask ourselves: How do we do justice to our
responsibilities in interpreting, contextualising and redefining photography when we commission, look at, share or take a photo?
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Double Weave: Perpetrator Images in Conversation
Wulan Dirgantoro

T

he poster of the exhibition ‘Double Take’ serves as an
invitation to reflect on issues surrounding perpetrators and
photography.1 At first glance, we see an ordinary image of
a poster advertising an event, against the background of a
busy urban environment. Looking closer, we begin to discern several
framings at play. Firstly, the image depicts a poster of an art exhibition
framed by Amerika Haus, the venue of the exhibition announced in the
poster, on the right side and Berlin’s Zoologischer Garten train station
on the left side. Secondly, we can see that the poster placed at the centre
of the photograph is the image of an artwork by artists Jojakim Cortis
and Adrian Sonderegger.2
The exhibition ‘Double Take’ is an ongoing project by Cortis and
Sonderegger, which aims to reconstruct world-famous images through
the medium of photography. The artists carefully build three-dimensional dioramas to represent the original images as faithfully as possible.
They select the photos for their iconic quality, considering, in particular,
how they became symbols of specific historical moments in time. What
is striking about this series is the fact that the artists incorporate material elements as part of the images in the making of the dioramas. In
this particular image, the viewer can therefore see masking tape, aerosol cans, wires, a brush and scrap papers used to assemble the dioramas
and add a sense of humour to the artwork. The exhibition’s title ‘Double
Take’ thus underlines the notion that images are not what they appear.
Thirdly, at the core of the photograph, another scene can be recognized: a tiny figure standing on a box, wearing a hood and a poncho.
This is a reconstruction of the ‘Hooded Man’, one the infamous Abu
Ghraib images. The image was taken by Ivan Frederick, a US Army staff
sergeant during America’s invasion of Iraq (2003), at Abu Ghraib prison.
Together with his peer Sabrina Harman, an amateur photographer, the
soldiers took hundreds of photographs to ‘just show what was going on,
The research has been approved by the University of Melbourne’s Office of Research Ethics
and Integrity. Ethics Approval No.: 1852230.1.
1 Cortis & Sonderegger: Double Take, 16 March–1 June 2019, C/O Berlin.
2 Jojakim Cortis and Adrian Sonderegger, Making of Abu Ghraib, 2014, C/O Berlin.
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what was allowed to happen.’3 The pictures then circulated the globe, as
reports about the torture and mistreatments of Iraqi prisoners leaked
into mainstream media. The production and circulation of these images in print and online media have been discussed extensively since their
appearance in the early 2000s.4 Indeed, these images are the perfect
example of perpetrator photography in the twenty-first century.
Whether as documentation, propaganda or procedural images,
photographic works by perpetrators have often re-emerged in the
public sphere through different visual practices. In this regard, Cortis
and Sonderegger’s reconstruction of iconic images exemplifies a case
in which a perpetrator image re-surfaces as an artwork to demystify
its original function.
However, in a society where the culture of impunity is still strong,
and perpetrators continue to live side by side with their victims, perpetrator images demand further scrutiny. Indeed, governments, the military and media organisations are often interlinked in the production
and circulation of perpetrator images. Furthermore, they are fully aware
of these images’ strong emotional and ideological potential. In the case
of Indonesia, perpetrator images documenting one of the bloodiest mass
killings in the twentieth-century continue to dominate the public sphere.
The ferocity of the mass violence that occurred in the morning of
1 October 1965 after an abortive coup attempt was considered to be
unprecedented in Indonesia’s modern history. Scholars have estimated that in less than six months, up to half a million people lost their
lives through state-sanctioned mass killings across Indonesia, notably
in the massacres on the islands of Java, Sumatra and Bali.5 The victims,
which were of diverse class, ethnic and gender background, were al3 Philip Gourevitch and Errol Morris, ‘Exposure: The woman behind the camera at Abu Ghraib’,
The New Yorker Magazine, 17 March 2008, <https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2008/03/24/
exposure-5> [accessed 01 August 2019].
4 See, e.g., Dora Apel, ‘Torture Culture: Lynching Photographs and the Images of Abu Ghraib’,
Art Journal, 64.2 (2005), 88–100; Stephen Eisenman, The Abu Ghraib Effect (London: Reaktion Books, 2007); Kari Anden-Papadopoulos, ‘The Abu-Ghraib Torture Photographs: News
Frames, Visual Culture and the Power of Images’, Journalism: Theory, Practice and Criticism,
9.1 (2008), 5–30; Susie Linfield, The Cruel Radiance: Photography and Political Violence (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010); W.J.T.Mitchell, Cloning Terror: The War of Images,
9/11 to Present (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011).
5 The literature on this topic is extensive. See, e.g., The Indonesian Killings 1965–1966: Studies from
Java and Bali, ed. by Robert Cribb (Clayton: Centre of Southeast Asian Studies: Monash University,
1990); John Roosa, Pretext for Mass Murder: The September 30 Movement and Suharto’s Coup d’Etat
in Indonesia (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 2006); Kate McGregor, The Contours of
Mass Violence in Indonesia: 1965–68 (Singapore: NUS Press, 2012); Vanessa Hearman, Unmarked
Graves: Death and Survival in Anti-communist Violence in East Java (Singapore: NUS Press, 2018).
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leged and real members or sympathizers of the Indonesian Communist
Party (Partai Komunis Indonesia, hereafter PKI) and its organizational
affiliations. The failed coup and the subsequent mass killings paved the
way for the New Order regime (1966–1998) to emerge.
During the thirty-two years of the authoritarian regime, the state
banned and suppressed all discussion on the topic of the events of
1965–66. Any images or issues thought to refer to communism and socialism thus fell under the censorship.6 The military produced the only
photos that circulated widely about the events. Among these were
documentation of military operations, court documentation, interrogations and forensic evidence. Some of these images were reproduced
in army-controlled newspapers such as Angkatan Bersendjata and Berita
Yudha, mostly as propaganda material to whip up anti-communist hatred within Indonesian society.7
When the regime fell in 1998, many saw the subsequent Reformasi
(‘Reform’) era as opening the way towards truth and reconciliation for
many victims and their families. However, this was, and still is, not the
case. The Indonesian state has remained reluctant to hear the voices of
the victims and to provide justice. Thus, the ghost of communism and its
accompanying trauma narratives continue to haunt the national psyche.
As an artist who grew up during the late New Order period, Patriot
Mukmin (born 1987) has been interested in manipulating images to
create optical illusions, mainly through photography. In 2014, Mukmin began creating a series of works that incorporate images related
to the New Order regime and to the 1965–66 mass killings in particular. While Mukmin has no personal connection to the events described
above (that is, none of his family members have been imprisoned or
killed), his work has been driven by critical questions on the fraught
connection between truth, history and collective memory.8
6 See Ariel Heryanto, ‘Where Communism Never Dies: Violence, Trauma and Narration in the Last
Cold War Capitalist Authoritarian State’, International Journal of Cultural Studies, 2.2 (1999), 147–177.
7 To this date there is very little visual analysis on perpetrator photography in Indonesia. Most
existing scholarship on the topic examines films and media, see, e.g., Ariel Heryanto, Identity and Pleasure: The Politics of Indonesian Screen Culture (Singapore: NUS Press and Kyoto
University, 2014); Intan Paramadhita, ‘Narratives of Discovery: Joshua Oppenheimer’s Films
on Indonesia’s 1965 Mass Killings and the Global Human Rights Discourse’, Social Identities,
25.4 (2019), 512–522. For media and propaganda, see Geoffrey Robinson, ‘“Down to the Very
Roots”: The Indonesian Army’s Role in the Mass Killings of 1965–66’, Journal of Genocide Research, 19.4 (2017), 465–486; Saskia Wieringa and Nursyahbani Katjasungkana, Propaganda
and the Genocide in Indonesia: Imagined Evil (London: Routledge, 2019).
8 See ‘Patriot Mukmin’, SAC Gallery, <https://www.sac.gallery/artists/patriot-mukmin/>
[accessed 19 August 2019].
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Figure 1. Patriot Mukmin, Pancasila Sakti dan Teror Putih (Pancasila and White Terror).

The work Pancasila Sakti dan Teror Putih is a composite of two photographs.9 The first image seems to have been taken during a roundup of
suspected ‘communists’ by the military. It depicts a group of men with
their hands behind their head, squatting inside an open truck while men
in military uniform hold assault rifles standing around them. The scene
unfolds outdoor: we can discern trees, buildings, civilian cars and a
military-style jeep. The second image shows the Monumen Pancasila Sakti (Sacred Pancasila Monument), a monument set in a woodland grove
in East Jakarta. The monument features seven high-ranking military
officers who were allegedly killed and tortured by the PKI in the abortive coup attempt in the morning of 1 October 1965. The image is taken
frontally with the figures facing the viewer, while the shadowy form of
Garuda Pancasila (Indonesia’s national symbol) hovers above them.
Mukmin merges both images into one. In the process, each strand of
paper is measured and cut to precision before he and his assistant weave
them together carefully, regularly checking the originals to avoid any
deviation. The result is a tightly woven image that produces a lenticular
effect: different images depending on your perspective – a double-take.
The work Pancasila Sakti dan Teror Putih and, in particular, the image of the monument, have been used regularly to represent the evil
of communism in Indonesia. By combining the two images, the work
could be read as a form of testimony exposing the foundations of a political regime built on the killing and torture of many innocent people.
Pancasila Sakti dan Teror Putih thus illustrates how a perpetrator image
9 Patriot Mukmin, Pancasila and White Terror, 2015, manual woven digital print on book paper,
196x258cm, private collection, currently on view at Asia Institute, University of Melbourne, Australia.
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can re-enter the public sphere reconfigured as an artwork – its signifiers altered in such a way that its original meaning is deconstructed.
In addition, Mukmin’s work echoes Cortis and Sonderegger’s work
discussed earlier by highlighting the materiality of the medium. In both
works, materiality constitutes a central aspect in the construction of
meaning; whether by exposing the artifice of the camera or by showing a surprising affinity with craft skills. Furthermore, attending to the
materiality of the image offers an opportunity to acknowledge the bodies that laboured over it – the many hands that cut and wove the images
together. In this way, the artwork cristallizes as a metaphor for memory-work: one linked not only to materiality and multiple temporalities,
but also to deliberate effort and human labor.
Lastly, Mukmin’s work materializes the problems of perpetrator photography’s claim to truth as each image refers to another. In a subtle act
to challenge the state’s version of history, Pancasila Sakti dan Teror Putih
thus places a renewed demand on the viewer, asking them to reconstruct
the historical and ideological connections that each photograph carries.

Works Cited
Anden-Papadopoulos, Kari, ‘The Abu-Ghraib Torture Photographs: News Frames,
Visual Culture and the Power of Images’, Journalism: Theory, Practice and Criticism,
9.1 (2008), 5–30
Apel, Dora, ‘Torture Culture: Lynching Photographs and the Images of Abu Ghraib’, Art
Journal, 64.2 (2005), 88–100
Eisenman, Stephen, The Abu Ghraib Effect (London: Reaktion Books, 2007)
Cribb, Robert, ed., The Indonesian Killings 1965–1966: Studies from Java and Bali (Clayton,
Vic.: Centre of Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University, 1990)
Cortis, Jojakim, and Adrian Sonderegger, Making of Abu Ghraib, 2014, C/O Berlin
Cortis & Sonderegger: Double Take, 16 March–1 June 2019, C/O Berlin
Gourevitch, Philip, and Errol Morris, ‘Exposure: The woman behind the camera at Abu
Ghraib’, The New Yorker Magazine, 17 March 2008, <https://www.newyorker.com/
magazine/2008/03/24/exposure-5> [accessed 01 August 2019]
Hearman, Vanessa, Unmarked Graves: Death and Survival in Anti-communist Violence in
East Java (Singapore: NUS Press, 2018)
Heryanto, Ariel, ‘Where Communism Never Dies: Violence, Trauma and Narration in
the Last Cold War Capitalist Authoritarian State’, International Journal of Cultural
Studies, 2.2 (1999), 147–177

47

48

Roundtable
———, Identity and Pleasure: The Politics of Indonesian Screen Culture (Singapore: NUS
Press and Kyoto University, 2014)
Linfield, Susie, The Cruel Radiance: Photography and Political Violence (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2010)
McGregor, Kate, The Contours of Mass Violence in Indonesia: 1965–68 (Singapore: NUS
Press, 2012)
Mitchell, W.J.T, Cloning Terror: The War of Images, 9/11 to Present (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2011)
Mukmin, Patriot, Pancasila and White Terror, 2015, manual woven digital print on book
paper, 196 x 258cm, private collection, currently on view at Asia Institute, University
of Melbourne, Australia
Paramadhita, Intan, ‘Narratives of Discovery: Joshua Oppenheimer’s Films on Indonesia’s
1965 Mass Killings and the Global Human Rights Discourse’, Social Identities, 25.4
(2019), 512–522
Robinson, Geoffrey, ‘“Down to the Very Roots”: The Indonesian Army’s Role in the Mass
Killings of 1965–66’, Journal of Genocide Research, 19.4 (2017), 465–486
Roosa, John, Pretext for Mass Murder: The September 30 Movement and Suharto’s Coup
d’Etat in Indonesia (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 2006)
Wieringa, Saskia and Nursyahbani Katjasungkana, Propaganda and the Genocide in
Indonesia: Imagined Evil (London: Routledge, 2019)
Wulan Dirgantoro is a McKenzie Postdoctoral Fellow in the School of
Culture and Communication, the University of Melbourne, Australia.

Journal of Perpetrator Research 2.2 (2019)

JPR
Photography, Collaboration and the Holocaust:
Looking at the Independent State of Croatia (1941–
1945) through the Frame of the ‘Hooded Man’
Lovro Kralj

F

rom the 1904 photograph of a father staring at the severed hand
and foot of his daughter in the Congo, to the 2004 Abu Ghraib
photo of the ‘Hooded Man’, visual representations of mass violence and genocide in the past century have been dominated
by atrocity images depicting dehumanization, humiliation, torture and
executions. Reflecting on the significance of the Abu Ghraib photographs, Susan Sontag has noted that ‘photographs have laid down the
track of how important conflicts are judged and remembered’.1 In other
words, images have the power to significantly shape our interpretation
and memory of historical events.
Despite the large circulation of atrocity photographs depicting genocide and the Holocaust in World War II Croatia,2 it was not the image of victims that became the predominant visual representation of
Ustasha terror but that of the perpetrators of this terror. As a response
to Cortis and Sonderegger’s re-take of the Abu Ghraib picture, this paper will discuss a picture taken by taken by Heinrich Hoffman, Hitler’s
personal photographer, on 6 June 1941. The picture in question depicts
the first meeting between Ante Pavelić, the leader of the Croatian fascist Ustasha movement, and Hitler.3 The photograph, taken at Berghof,
shows Hitler in a physically superior position, standing two steps above
Pavelić: the Führer bending down to shake his hand. The exchange is
observed by a German sentinel in the back and SS officers to his side,
isolating Pavelić as the sole figure from the Ustasha delegation. The angle from which the photograph was taken renders Pavelić an almost
1

Susan Sontag, ‘Regarding the Torture of Others’, New York Times, 23 May 2004, <https://
www.nytimes.com/2004/05/23/magazine/regarding-the-torture-of-others.html> [accessed
1 August 2019].
2 Jovan Byford, ‘Picturing Jasenovac: Atrocity Photography Between Evidence and Propaganda‘, in Fotografien aus den Lagern des NS-Regimes: Beweissicherung und ästhetische Praxis,
ed. by Hildegard Frubis and others (Vienna: Böhlau, 2019), pp. 227–248.
3 This image can be found in the Ustasha newspapers: ‘Poglavnik kod Fuhrera’, Hrvatski narod
[Croatian People], 538, 25 September 1942. Due to better quality, the image used here is
from the United State Holocaust Museum Collection (photograph number: 85432). Available
on: https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/pa25465.
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Figure 1. Pavelić meets with Hitler for the first time (Berghof, June 1941).

faceless participant. This image is one of the most widely circulated
visual representations of the Second World War and the Holocaust in
the Independent State of Croatia (Nezavisna Država Hrvatska, NDH).
At first sight, little seems to connect the ‘Hooded Man’ to the photograph of the Hitler-Pavelić meeting at Berghof which I propose to discuss here. Unlike the prisoner at Abu Ghraib, Pavelić is not a victim. He
is a perpetrator. And yet, several parallels can be drawn between these
two images by comparing them. Both achieved iconic status within
their own context. The exposure and circulation of these images continues to shape the public and scholarly perception of the events which
they depict. Although in different forms, the interpretation of these images is often determined by the power relations which they supposedly
embody. Moreover, the asymmetry represented in and enacted by the
photos not only keeps shaping our perception of what happened but, I
contend, may also explain why these two pictures are icons of atrocity.
Even though Ante Pavelić and Hitler met at least four times during
the course of the war, and there are more than twenty different images
of them together,4 it is the image from the Berghof staircase which is
predominantly used in historical textbooks, monographs, documentaries and various exhibitions related to the Ustasha movement. Furthermore, this photograph is the single most reproduced digital image of
4 Carl Savich has traced and republished more than twenty images taken from various Hitler-Pavelić meetings. See Carl Savich, ‘Adolf Hitler and Ante Pavelic: The Wartime Meetings,
1941–1944’, Serbianna <http://serbianna.com/analysis/archives/2882> [accessed 1 August 2019].
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Pavelić on the internet.5 Why is it that this image stands out to such a
degree? Does it possess a particular explanatory value of Ustasha terror
or the Holocaust? Or does it rather foster a kind of ‘historical distortion’? If so, what can be (re)constructed on the basis of such a visual
source? In their interpretation of the ‘Hooded Man’, Cortis and Sonderegger re-frame the photograph’s frame. In the case of the photo discussed here, what would a similar process of double ‘framing’ imply?
And what would it say about perpetrators more generally?
This paper suggests that the emphasis on this particular photo is
rooted in a desire to represent a specific kind of historiographical narrative – that of collaboration. The leader of the Yugoslav Partisans, Josip Broz Tito, epitomized this interpretation in December 1942 when he
asked ‘[w]hat does Pavelić and his Ustasha gang represent in Croatia?
Nothing else than simple agents of the occupiers in the enslaved Croatia’.6 The Yugoslav collaboration narrative is part of the ‘Brotherhood
and Unity’ policy, which delineated the Ustashe as deviant individuals,
setting them aside from the rest of the Croatian nation. This narrative
was taken up by Yugoslav historiography. For example, in his influential
book, historian Mladen Colić wrote that ‘once brought to power by the
Italians and Germans, Pavelić and the Ustashe started to immediately
implement the policies of their masters, implementing their orders and
wishes from day one’.7 In this sense, the Berghof image seems to work
as an accompanying allegory to this narrative: as an eloquent symbol
of the unbalanced and servile relationship between the NDH and Nazi
Germany. One which seemingly confirms the thesis prevalent in Yugoslav historiography that treats Pavelić as a servant of Italian Fascism
and Nazi Germany – a mere executioner of their will.
The Ustasha regime was indeed established under the auspices of
the Axis forces which had previously defeated the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in April 1941. The Ustashe were principally dependent on military
support from Germany and Italy, both of whom had large army garrisons stationed in the NDH and allowed for the economic exploitation
5 According to the available data on the search engine TinEye, which traces the circulation of
photography on the internet, this particular image was uploaded 207 times. No other existing digital image of Pavelić comes close to this circulation. See TinEye <https://tineye.com/
search/b3cd275445f511b0c6e3fc6993d89e148faa32d4?page=1> [accessed 8 September 2019].
6 Josip Broz Tito, ‘Nacionalno pitanje u Jugoslaviji u svjetlosti Narodno-Oslobodilačke Borbe’,
Jugoslavenski Federalizam, ed. by Petranović Branko and Zečević Momčilo (Belgrade: Prosveta,
1987), p. 745.
7 Mladen Colić, Takozvana Nezavisna Država Hrvatska 1941 (Beograd: Delta-press, 1973), p. 352.
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of the country.8 Nonetheless, the Ustasha genocide conducted against
Serbs and Jews, as well as against Roma later on, was initiated by the
Ustashe themselves. This took place very early – already by the end of
May 1941 – before Pavelić met with Hitler. Moreover, there is no conclusive evidence stating that the Ustashe initiated such genocidal measures
against Serbs and Jews because of pressures from Germany and Italy.
In fact, the rampant Ustasha antisemitism, which was fully integrated
into the movement’s ideology and propaganda by 1940,9 as well as other sources,10 reveal that the Ustashe were the driving force behind the
planning and implementation of the Holocaust in the NDH.
It was only in mid-1942 that the Ustashe started to deport a part of
Croatia’s Jews to the German death camps. However, this was not done
under duress from the German side. The Ustashe had, by that time, already killed or imprisoned the majority of Croatian, Bosnian and Herzegovinian Jews in its own domestic concentration camps located inside
the NDH. The most infamous Ustasha extermination site was Jasenovac,
the largest operating death camp in Europe independent from the German SS. Here, between 1941 and 1945, the Ustashe systematically murdered
more than 83,145 people – Serbs, Roma, Jews and anti-fascist Croats.
What is especially striking when it comes to Jasenovac, is the prominent role given to the Pavelić-Hitler image throughout the wide arrange
of publications and exhibitions related to the camp’s history. Today, the
photograph stands out in the Jasenovac Memorial Site exhibition. Below
it, a caption states: ‘Hitler gave Pavelić his full support for the policy of
genocide against the Serbian population’. Therefore, according to the
Memorial Site’s interpretation, the Hitler-Pavelić photograph does not
only depict the perpetrators but the perpetration itself, since the meeting
is presented as one of the key moments in the decision-making process
leading to the genocide against the Serbs in the NDH. However, a deeper
analysis shows that the mass murder of the Serbs in the NDH started
already in late April 1941, long before Hitler and Pavelić first met. Moreover, initially, Germany did not envision the removal of Serbs from the
NDH. Rather, it intended to deport ethnic Slovenes from north Slovenia, which was annexed to the Third Reich after the defeat of Yugosla8 Documents on German Foreign Policy 1918–1945, Series D (1937–1945), Vol. XII: The War Years
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1962), p. 831–832.
9 Ante Pavelić first elaborated his version of antisemitic ideology in 1936. A reprint of the text can be
found in Dr. Ante Pavelić riešio je hrvatsko pitanje, ed. by Ivo Bogdan (Zagreb: Naklada Europe, 1942).
10 The German military attaché in the NDH, Edmund Glaise Von Horstenau, wrote in his diary already in April 1941 that the Ustashe would launch the persecution of the Jews in the NDH on their
own ‘as soon as possible’. See Glaise von Horstenau, Zapisi iz NDH (Zagreb: Disput, 2013), p. 92.
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via, to Serbia proper.11 It was the Ustasha regime who managed to assert
itself and put forward an alteration of the German plans for the ethnic reorganization of South Eastern Europe. At the meeting in Berghof
in June 1941, Hitler only approved of the Ustasha plans for ethnic homogenization.12 However, there was no talk of mass murder. Therefore,
careful contextualization of the Hitler-Pavelić meeting reveals that the
Ustashe were not merely the executioners of a foreign power, but actually succeeded in implementing their own agenda of ethnic cleansing
which ultimately altered Germany’s plans in South Eastern Europe.
This undermines the one-sided collaboration narrative, partially
adopted by the Jasenovac Memorial, which maintains that the Ustashe
were ‘entirely dependent on the policies of the Third Reich’ and declares
that Pavelić was ‘under the domination and complete influence’ of Nazi
Germany.13 Perhaps unintentionally, such interpretations implicitly
perpetuate the idea of an impotent Ustasha regime by downplaying
its agency. This, in turn, relativizes the active role of the Ustasha in
the Holocaust. Strikingly, the collaboration narrative overlaps significantly with the Ustasha post-war narratives that tried to whitewash its
responsibilities for the Holocaust in the NDH and lay the blame for all
crimes on Germany. For example, Vladimir Židovec, Ustasha official
and NDH ambassador to Bulgaria, argued that the Ustasha narrative
on the Holocaust was a taboo issue and after the war,
ministers from the circle of Ante Pavelić avoided talking about the
measures against the Jews. Their official story is that everything [related to the persecution of the Jews] happened under the pressure or
suggestions from the Germans.14

However, according to early German diplomatic reports, Germany
consistently followed a policy of non-interventionism into the minority policy of the NDH. Hitler thought that ‘the shaping of Croatia’s future system of government should be left entirely to the Croats them11 Documents on German Foreign Policy, Vol. XII, pp. 725–726.
12 Ibid., Vol. XII, 725–726, 831, 977–981.
13 ‘Jasenovac Concentration Camp’, Jasenovac Memorial Site <http://www.jusp-jasenovac.hr/
Default.aspx?sid=6793> [accessed 1 August 2019].
14 Zagreb, Hrvatski Državni Arhiv (Croatian State Archives, HDA), Služba Državne Sigurnosti
(State Security Service, SDS), Republički Sekretarijat za Unutrašnje Poslove (Republican
Secretariat for Internal Affairs, RSUP), Socijalističke Republike Hrvatske (Socialist Republic
of Croatia, SRH), HR-HDA-1561, 013.0.56 (Vladimir Židovec), 138–139. See also Danijel Crljen,
Svjedočanstvo II (Toronto: NDH Publishing, 1988), pp. 44–45.
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selves. Germany did not think it wise to force anything upon them’.15
The persecution of the Jews was not mentioned at all during the Hitler–
Pavelić meeting at Berghof in June 1941. By that time, however, the mass
murder of the Jews at hands of the NDH was well under way.

Conclusion
Much like in other European countries affected by Nazi occupation,
the term ‘collaboration’ in Croatia has acquired a distinctly pejorative
connotation, ‘becom[ing] synonymous with treason and the adoption
of a Fascist or Nazi ideological position’.16 The analysis of the Ustasha
relationship with Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy can offer important
insights into the history of the NDH. Still, projecting the one-sided, collaborationist narrative onto every Ustasha action and policy can create
dangerous historical distortions. After the war, many Ustasha members
claimed that they were manipulated and forced to commit the mass
atrocities – that they were, in fact, victims. Not surprisingly, similar arguments can be found in defence of the Abu Ghraib perpetrators (that is,
the military police soldiers who were court-martialled and sentenced).
Their apologists argued that the perpetrators Frederick, Harman and
the others had been ‘encouraged by their superiors to behave in a certain
way and then hung out to dry when things went bad.’17 That may well be,
yet such narratives treat the perpetrators as people without any choices,
agency or will – and consequently without any responsibility.
The Ustasha press used the Hitler-Pavelić photographs publicly
in order to legitimize the leader of the Ustasha movement, due to the
perceived prestige of German military and Germany’s political influence in Europe. After the fall of the Ustasha regime in 1945, the photograph was repurposed with the exact opposite intention. Much like
the ‘Hooded Man’, the Berghof meeting image is attributed with a high
level of symbolism, through which it aims to provoke emotional responses. The ‘Hooded Man’ might invoke familiar Christian iconography of Christ’s crucifixion, and its main appeal is compassion with the

15 Documents on German Foreign Policy, Vol. XII, p. 597.
16 Stathis Kalyvas, ‘Collaboration in comparative perspective’, European Review of History, 15
(2018), 109.
17 George R. Mastroianni, 'Looking Back: Understanding Abu Ghraib', Parameters, 43.2 (2013), 59.
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victims and anger at the perpetrators.18 In the case of the Berghof photograph, the appearance of Hitler is used as the familiar and universally
accepted representation of ‘evil’, a secularized Devil, with the aim to
trigger an immediate response of disgust and revulsion. Invoking the
association with Hitler forces us to interpret the collaborator Pavelić
through the lens of his ‘master’. Therefore, historians overemphasizing
the interpretative significance of the image have used it to delegitimize
Pavelić and the Ustashe by tying them to the external Other.
Even though comprehensible, such emotional responses often hide
more than they reveal. Scholars working in the field of Perpetrator
Studies have noted that the ‘Abu Ghraib [scandal] was a missed opportunity’ to have a serious debate about torture, individual and command responsibility, as well as policymaking.19 Similarly, in the case of
the Ustasha movement, such emotional responses distance the reader
from understanding the genocidal policies of the Ustasha in their own
right, their domestic roots and consequences. Used in such a way, the
term ‘collaboration’ becomes nothing more than a moral label and
stops being a useful analytical tool.
When the Abu Ghraib images were revealed to the public, journalist
Seymour Hersh, wrote that ‘[t]he photographs tell it all.’20 However, the
variety of responses to the publication of the images – ranging from
sheer relativism of mistreatment21 to attempts at pinning the responsibility onto the ‘American culture’ – bears witness to the fact that photographs do not in fact speak for themselves:
The image of [the Hooded Man] achieves its power from the fact that it
does not show the human form laid bare and reduced to raw matter but
creates instead an original image of inhumanity that admits no immediately self-evident reading. Its fascination resides, in large part, in its
mystery and inscrutability – in all that is concealed by all that it reveals.22

18 Katrin Dauenthauer, 'Do the Photos Tell it All? Representing Torture in the Images from Abu
Ghraib', COPAS, 10 (2009).
19 Mastroianni, 64–65.
20 Seymour M. Hersh, 'Torture at Abu Ghraib', The New Yorker, 30 April 2004, <https://www.
newyorker.com/magazine/2004/05/10/torture-at-abu-ghraib> [accessed 8 September 2019].
21 ‘GOP Senator Labels Abused Prisoners “Terrorists”’, CNN.com, 14 May 2004, <https://edition.
cnn.com/2004/ALLPOLITICS/05/11/inhofe.abuse/> [accessed 7 September 2019].
22 Philip Gourevitch and Errol Morris, ‘Exposure: The woman behind the camera at Abu Ghraib’, The
New Yorker, 17 March 2008, <https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2008/03/24/exposure-5>
[accessed 01 August 2019].
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In some way, this is what Cortis and Sonderegger’s work reminds us:
we need to go behind the image and understand that the picture, always
framed, demands analysis and not only an emotional response.
Much like the case of the Abu Ghraib photos, the Hitler-Pavelić image does not speak for itself either. Its decontextualized usage, especially
in relation the to persecution of minorities, misplaces the responsibility
for the mass murder and minimizes the agency of the Ustasha. The continued recycling of such images in popular history and collective memory reveals that the interpretation offered within Yugoslav historiography on the nature of the collaboration remains very much ingrained
today. As a result, such narratives produce a misleading understanding
not only of the relationship between the NDH and Nazi Germany, but
also of Croatia’s own relationship with the Holocaust and with its past.
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A Double ‘Double Take’
Kobi Kabalek and Zuzanna Dziuban

W

here does a picture, a visual depiction of an act of
violence, locate us, the observers? Whose perspective do
we adopt and/or perform, when we are confronted with
an image of the tormented body, the object of pain and
suffering of a vulnerable victim, with or without the presence of the
perpetrators? In what follows, we start with discussing the propensity
to adopt certain positionalities in facing these questions, and their analytic and ethical implications, to suggest a reading that could unsettle
this familiar repertoire – a double ‘double take’.
The insights of Carolyn Dean in discussing Daniel J. Goldhagen’s
book Hitler’s Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust
(1996) seem relevant here, despite of the different medium of expression
they address.1 In reviewing the book’s many critics, Dean points to
Goldhagen’s attempt to uncover the brutality of the perpetrators by
providing extensive and detailed descriptions of their violence against
Jews, which ‘transforms sadistic and voyeuristic impulses into a virtuous quest for truth’. But, at the same time, this voyeuristic logic ‘also
identifies the reader with the perpetrators, contaminating any pure
identification with victims’2 – whatever ‘pureness’ is to mean in this
context. In other words, the moral indignation that propels the historian’s wish to expose the criminals’ motivations by focusing on a
minute portrayal of their crimes, so goes the argument, ends up replicating both victims’ and perpetrators’ perspectives and experiences:
‘The reader is thereby identified both with the perpetrators’ shameless,
objectifying, morally numb gaze and with the moral outrage proper
to witnessing atrocities against innocents.’3 Dean sees the emerging
conundrum as going beyond the problematic features of Goldhagen’s
or any other specific historical representation, thus pointing to an
The project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (GMM – grant agreement No 816784).
1 Daniel J. Goldhagen, Hitler’s Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (New
York: Vintage 2001).
2 Carolyn J. Dean, ‘History Writing, Numbness, and the Restoration of Dignity’, History of the
Human Sciences, 17.2/3 (2004), 57–96 (pp. 63–64).
3 Ibid., 64.
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inherent difficulty in the representation of historical knowledge of this
event and of the emotions associated with it.
This problematic seems not to be unique to the Holocaust and may be
indicative of many of ‘our’ moral judgments and the difficulty (perhaps
impossibility) of disengaging the perspectival orientation of perpetrators and victims. The late philosopher Agnes Heller has argued that
our moral nature is split between the two biblical archetypes, Abel and
Cain. Subconsciously, whether we are the victims or the perpetrators,
we all have the resentful, murderous instincts of Cain. On the level of
moral consciousness, however, we identify with Abel, the sufferer.4

In itself, the wish to identify with the victims, to commemorate their
suffering, and to prevent such violence from taking place in the future
are worthy moral engagements. But in the process of making violence
visible, in aiming to arouse people’s indignation toward the acts, the
distinction between victim and perpetrator may be conflated. On the
one hand, our rejection, repulsion, and wish to look away might direct
itself toward the weak, helpless victims and the situation they are in,
rather than toward the perpetrators alone. On the other hand, our fascination with the horror and ‘evil’ might also testify to a certain envy
we share, of perpetrators who are free to express and exercise the ‘resentful, murderous instincts’ that Heller sees embodied in Cain – a certain admiration of criminals, who, as Walter Benjamin has observed,
rebel against the constraints of society through their violent actions.5
And yet, if we are willing to accept our (at least latent) double perspective as inevitable or even necessary, an ethical standpoint may indeed emerge that would go beyond a simple wish to identify with the
victims to imagining ourselves as potential perpetrators or enabling
bystanders. Therefore, a more insightful ethical message may arise by
employing depictions of violence that challenge viewers and make them
aware that they may adopt both victims’ and perpetrators’ perspectives
or move beyond the two. We believe that Jojakim Cortis and Adrian
Sonderegger’s Double Take poster, showing a diorama of the Abu Ghraib
torture photographs, might enable such a complex, double, perspective.6
4 Summarized in E. W. Clowes, ‘Constructing the Memory of the Holocaust: The Ambiguous
Treatment of Babii Yar in Soviet Literature’, Partial Answers: Journal of Literature and the
History of Ideas, 3.2 (2005), 153–182 (p. 157).
5 Walter Benjamin, ‘Critique of Violence’, in On Violence: A Reader, ed. by Bruce B. Lawrence
and Aisha Karim (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), pp. 268–285 (p. 271).
6 Jojakim Cortis and Adrian Sonderegger, Double Take, 2019, exhibition poster, C/O Berlin.
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Double Take seems to ask the viewers to reconsider the seemingly
clear distinction that exists between these perspectives. In other words,
it makes room for questioning the distinction observers are commonly inclined to make between the two perspectives (of victims and perpetrators).
Jacques Derrida’s discussion of the frame (parergon), which rejects
any simple opposition between the work of art and its surroundings, the cut that seemingly separates them, might be useful to think
through Double Take.7 Framing refers to the setting (or accepting) of
difference between the examined object, as having stable content and
meaning, and that which is beyond it, a difference marked by the object’s edges. But Derrida points to the cracks that reside within frames,
creating moments of communication at the site of the dividing line of
inside-outside. The cracks, and occasional movements or adjustments
of the frame, alter our conception of the relationship and the distinction between two seemingly separate entities, the work of art and its
surroundings or context. The focus on the frame introduces the performative aspect (or potential) of the work of art but also of the frame
itself, which enables a positionality, a perspective, to emerge. Rather
than conceiving of a painting as a direct or truthful recounting of reality or as having an integral, unchanging truth within it, Derrida’s argument that the ‘truth in painting’ is both internal and external conceives
it as a doing (a visual ‘speech act’ of sorts), whose meaning depends on
the particular situation in which it is performed and the framing in
which it is placed. The framing, therefore, produces the work and its
meaning by positioning it vis-à-vis or against what lies outside/beyond.
Double Take may be seen as articulating Derrida’s observations in a
number of ways. First, it does so through the choice to recreate, rather
than merely depict, the torture using the medium of diorama. This diorama, a meticulous transformation of a two-dimensional photograph
into a three-dimensional figure, replicates not only the scene of violence, but also the tormented body and its manipulation. Its reproduction of the figure as an object thus parallels (at least symbolically) the
objectification and dehumanization of the prison inmate by the American guards in the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq in 2003. The diorama
maker thus introduces the aspect of observers’ performance of the violence depicted and the option of further reproducing it in the present,
rather than assigning it to a defined and foregone past. Furthermore,
in choosing to portray the tormented body, with head completely cov7 Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987).
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ered and body shape distorted, but without showing the prison guards
themselves (who do appear in some of the existing footage), the possibility of assigning responsibility to specific perpetrators (and marking
them as ‘others’) is diminished. The diorama thus places viewers in a
position that combines the victim’s helplessness with the victimizer’s
control in a way that incorporates what is explicitly described in the
diorama with its implicit surroundings – ‘we’ are not merely viewers
anymore but, performatively, made into participants of/in the scene.
The performative aspect of the visual framing of violence is enhanced by the artists’ choice to photograph not the diorama alone, but
also the various instruments and materials used to create it. By taking
a ‘step back’ from the diorama itself, the photograph removes it from
its original surrounding and introduces a new situation, in the home
or studio of the artists, thereby revealing, beyond the original scene,
a viewer’s fascination with the violence. But, even more so, the tools
and materials, themselves a Derridean parergon, further destabilize the
cut. We are implicated in a violence in the making, confronted with
the mechanism through which it comes about, through which the
difference between the victim and the perpetrator comes into being –
sometimes contingent precisely on the means through which such distinctions are established: the ability, better yet, the power to frame and
control the reality effects of framing. The location of the poster next
to the Amerika Haus in Berlin, where the exhibition was shown, further enhances this interpretation, placing the scene of violence in the
everyday environment of construction works and mundane concerns
next to Berlin’s Zoologischer Garten train station, with its constant flow
of people, allowing for additional ways to imagine its potential recurrence and adaptation in the present, perhaps with the use of different
materials and instruments, perhaps with different reality effects.
The shifting or loss of the accepted frame of the original photograph, along with the clear distinction between outside and inside,
implies a loss of protection, an unsettling recognition of our potential
involvement in despicable acts. The borders of time and space, which
allow viewers to confine the scene of torment and violence to others – perpetrators in another time and place – and thus to distance
ourselves from them, are challenged by these acts of framing and reframing, ‘allowing things usually considered ‘off-frame’ […] to move
into this permeable frame, opening it to risk.’8 In this case, the risk is
8 Ranjana Khanna, ‘Frames, Contexts, Community, Justice’, Diacritics, 33.2 (2003), 11–41 (pp. 15–16).
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the affront involved upon realizing that we, as viewers/participants of
a visual depiction of violence, might not only become victims, but also
perpetrators or at least fascinated consumers of violence, unless we at
least try to unsettle the frame.
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Viewing Violence in the British Empire: Images of
Atrocity from the Battle of Omdurman, 1898
Michelle Gordon
Abstract: This article explores a range of photographs taken in the aftermath of the Battle
of Omdurman on 2 September 1898, the final and decisive battle of the Anglo-Egyptian
Reconquest of the Sudan (1896–98). This campaign was particularly controversial for the
methods that were used against the Mahdia, which included the massacring of the enemy
wounded and those trying to surrender. The photographs under examination are relevant
to considerations of the ensuing controversies of the campaign in which Kitchener was
obliged to write directly to Queen Victoria to explain his actions, notably in relation to
the bombing of the Mahdi’s tomb and the treatment of his remains. As historians have
previously noted, the events in Omdurman constituted a massacre rather than a battle,
and areas of dispute include whether Emirs were specifically targeted for destruction
in the campaign. The photographs in question contribute to this debate. This article
addresses the photographs in the wider context of violence throughout the British Empire
and in the context of other images of British violence. That such photographs are not
commonly viewed and discussed speaks to wider issues regarding popular perceptions
of the ‘benevolent’ British Empire, particularly in comparison to its European counterparts.
Keywords: Sudan, colonial violence, British Empire, atrocity photography, mass violence,
genocide studies

T

his article examines a selection of photographs taken by
correspondent Francis Gregson in the final days of the Anglo-Egyptian reconquest of Sudan in 1898. These images were
included in an album which conveyed various aspects of the
campaign, from the mundane to the atrocious. Some of these images
relate to the most controversial aspects of the campaign and depict the
violence and aftermaths of the Battle of Omdurman, under Horatio
Herbert Kitchener. This battle entailed a range of appalling acts on the
part of the Anglo-Egyptian army, including the massacring of the enemy wounded. I argue that these images of atrocity provide a counterbalance to the representation of Britain’s ‘small wars’ across the
Empire as ‘colonial derring-do’. Such accounts contribute to masking
the brutalities of British colonial warfare.1 While discussions on atrocI would like to thank the organisers and participants of the following events: The Holocaust Research Institute Workshop Series: ‘Atrocity Photography’, Royal Holloway, University of London,
December 2017 and ‘Double Exposures: Perpetrators and the Uses of Photography’, organised by
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ity photography typically centre on issues of ethics, my focus here goes
beyond these debates.2 I argue that the album represents a part of the
atrocity and, by extension, in his actions as photographer Gregson is
part of these events as a perpetrator of violence.
The British examples of atrocity photography that I address here
have been largely overlooked in the historiography of both this conflict
and atrocity photography more broadly; that these images have garnered limited exposure is indicative of wider issues related to popular
perceptions of a ‘benevolent’ British Empire and the failure of some
imperial historians to grapple with its legacies. This apparent neglect
has again come to the fore in reaction to Nigel Biggar’s ‘Ethics and
Empire’ project, which takes a typical ‘balance-sheet’ approach that
has long dominated attitudes towards the Empire in Britain.3 However,
there are imperial historians and genocide scholars who are exploring
Britain’s colonial practices within a wider history of European mass
violence; this history is part of an important context to the genocidal violence of the first half of the twentieth century.4 I argue that greater engagement with images of violence from the British Empire is necessary
and represents an important antidote to popular representations of the
Empire, notably Niall Ferguson’s.5 The mis- and unremembering of violence across the British Empire has important consequences, not least
in ongoing debates on Brexit, in which the Empire has loomed large.
The first collections of war (and atrocity) photography contributed
to an important visual record of the violence that British troops perpetrated in the pursuit of the imperial project. However, I argue that the
the Perpetrator Studies Network in Mechelen, Belgium, January 2018. This article has benefited
greatly from feedback received at these workshops as well as from the two anonymous reviewers on an earlier draft of this article. For their comments and support I would particularly like to
thank Dan Stone, Rebecca Jinks, Susanne Knittel and Olov Simonsson.
1 See, e.g., Donald F. Featherstone, Colonial Small Wars: 1837–1901 (Newton Abbot: David &
Charles, 1973).
2 See, e.g., Susan A. Crane, ‘Choosing Not to Look: Representation, Repatriation, and Holocaust
Atrocity Photography’, History and Theory, 47.3 (2008), 309–30.
3 Matthew Reisz, ‘Oxford Project’s “Balance-Sheet View” of Colonialism Criticised’, Times Higher
Education, 22 December 2017, <https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/oxford-projectsbalance-sheet-view-colonialism-criticised>; Charlotte L. Riley, ‘Imperial History Wars’, History
Workshop, 19 March 2018, <http://www.historyworkshop.org.uk/imperial-history-wars> [accessed
9 May 2018].
4 Tom Lawson, The Last Man: A British Genocide in Tasmania (London: I. B. Tauris, 2014);
Michelle Gordon, ‘Colonial Violence and Holocaust Studies’, Holocaust Studies: A Journal of
Culture and History, 21.4 (2015), 272–91.
5 Niall Ferguson, Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World (London: Penguin, 2002).
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images under discussion here – and indeed those from this campaign
more generally – have been neither sufficiently integrated into the historiography of the British Empire, nor the body of work on warfare
and photography.6 This situation is indicative of wider issues related to
imperial historians’ treatment – and at times, sanitisation – of colonial
violence. Notable visual records include Felice Beato’s images of the aftermaths of the Indian Uprising of 1857;7 Beato’s significance includes
providing the first dead bodies in photographic form to the British public.8 Beato did not sanitise scenes of violence, indeed, he undertook the
‘manipulation of the dead’, by ordering that the bones of the enemy fallen
be dug up for his famous images of Secundra Bagh on the outskirts of
Lucknow.9 The photographer’s images of the aftermaths of the Second
Opium War in China (1857–1860) also contributed to an early photographic archive of British colonial violence.10 Also noteworthy are Willoughby Wallace Hooper’s execution photographs from the Anglo–Burmese War in 1885, owing to the context in which he took them: Hooper
apparently put the execution of two Burmese rebels on hold until his
camera was ready to ‘shoot’ them as they were being shot.11
The practices of Beato and Hooper illuminate the potential for photographers to contribute to the suffering of their subjects. Other important ‘images of bodily suffering’ in the trajectory of atrocity imagery
include Hooper’s posed photographs of victims of the Madras famine
in 1876–8.12 The images from the concentration camps of the Second Anglo–Boer War (1899–1902) also brought home the brutalities of empire,13
6 One exception is Pat Hodgson, Early War Photographs: 50 Years of War Photographs from the
Nineteenth Century (Reading, Berks: Osprey, 1974), pp. 119–23. However, there is no systematic
study of the images of violence that came out of the Sudan campaign.
7 Such as Felice Beato, ‘The Hanging of Two Rebels’, 1858 or 1859, photograph. This rare image
is made use of in: Zahid R. Chaudhary, Afterimage of Empire: Photography in Nineteenth-Century India (Minneapolis; London: University of Minnesota Press, 2012), p. 103.
8 John Hannavy, The Victorians and Edwardians at War (Oxford: Shire, 2012), p. 8.
9 Chaudhary, p. 77; Sean Willcock, ‘The Aesthetics of Imperial Crisis: Image Making and Intervention in British India: C. 1857–1919’ (unpublished PhD thesis, University of York, 2013), pp.
118–19; however, Colonel Maude stated, ‘I presume the dogs dug them up’, see Hodgson, p. 51.
10 London, National Army Museum (NAM), Felice Beato, Photograph Album: 1857–1860, 1962-08-16-12.
11 Chaudhary, pp. 161–67; ‘Willoughby Wallace Hooper: Photographer of Death’, Madras Courier, 18
July 2018, <https://madrascourier.com/biography/willoughby-wallace-hooper-photographerof-death> [accessed 17 August 2018].
12 Christina Twomey, ‘Framing Atrocity: Photography and Humanitarianism’, in Humanitarian
Photography: A History, ed. by Heide Fehrenbach and Davide Rodogno (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2015), p. 52.
13 Elizabeth van Heyningen, The Concentration Camps of the Anglo-Boer War: A Social History
(Auckland Park, South Africa: Jacana Media, 2013); Emanoel Lee, To the Bitter End: A Photo-

67

68

Viewing Violence in the British Empire
and the controversial (but also rarely discussed) ‘Malaya decapitation’
photographs from the Malayan Emergency (1948–60) starkly convey
extreme British violence.14 I argue that Gregson’s images warrant recognition as an integral component of this ‘archive’ of violence,15 and I
will address the importance of these images within a wider consideration of atrocity photography in the British Empire.
The photographs under discussion were taken during the Anglo-Egyptian reconquest of Sudan, which took place from 1896 to 1899.
These images are a visual expression of the campaign’s extreme violence and its ensuing controversies. Kitchener, the Sirdar of the Egyptian army, was obliged to write directly to Queen Victoria to explain
his actions at the end of the reconquest campaign; notably in relation
to the bombing of the Mahdi’s tomb and the treatment of his remains.16
The Gordon Relief Mission of 1885 is an essential context to Kitchener’s
campaign. The former occurred after General Charles Gordon travelled
to Khartoum to oversee the withdrawal of the Egyptian military and
the civilian population in response to the rise of an Islamic movement,
the Mahdia, under the leadership of the Mahdi, Muhammed Ahmad.
This movement was viewed as undermining Egyptian rule in Sudan
from the early 1880s.17 After the Mahdists had succeeded in a number of
crushing defeats on the Egyptian forces,18 Gordon became trapped and
overrun by Mahdist troops, and Prime Minister William Gladstone belatedly sent a relief expedition to rescue Gordon. However, by the time
the expedition had arrived, Mahdist troops had murdered and decapitated Gordon – apparently in direct contravention of Ahmad’s orders.19
Gordon’s murder and the subsequent withdrawal of British and Egypgraphic History of the Boer War 1899–1902 (London: Penguin, 1986).
14 See Simon Harrison, Dark Trophies: Hunting and the Enemy Body in Modern War (New York, NY:
Berghahn Books, 2012), p. 158 ‘End this Horror!’, Daily Worker, 10 May 1952; see also the admission by the Secretary of State for the Colonies that the images were genuine: London, House
of Commons Hansard (HC), HC Debate, 7 May 1952, vol. 500, c388, ‘Malaya (Decapitation)’.
15 Donald Bloxham and others, ‘Europe in the World: Systems and Cultures of Violence’, in Political Violence in Twentieth-Century Europe, ed. by Bloxham and Robert Gerwarth (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 19. For a discussion of some of these images see Paul Fox,
‘Severed Heads: The Spoils of War in the Egyptian Sudan’, Mapping War: Mapping Europe (MWME),
1—33 <http://www.mwme.eu/essays/index.html> [accessed 18 October 2019].
16 See M. W. Daly, Empire on the Nile: The Anglo-Egyptian Sudan: 1898–1934 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. 5.
17 On the rise of the Mahdia see P. M. Holt, The Mahdist State in the Sudan, 1881–1898: A Study of
Its Origins, Development and Overthrow (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970 [1958]).
18 Notably, the Hicks Expedition, which was annihilated on 5 November 1883. See P. M. Holt,
‘The Place in History of the Sudanese Mahdia’, Sudan Notes and Records, 40 (1959), 110.
19 See Holt, The Mahdist State, p. 95 (n. 2).
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tian forces from Sudan dealt a significant blow to British prestige. The
British public was outraged by these events and supported the need to
avenge Gordon, who was now glorified as a Christian hero.20 The Mahdi also died 1885 (from typhus), and the Khalifa Abdallahi Muhammad
took over as leader of the Mahdia. In 1896, Italy requested support in
the region in the wake of the ‘Italian débâcle at Adowa’ on 1 March 1896,
thereby presenting Britain – and Lord Cromer, consul general of Egypt
– with an opportunity to re-enter the country by force.21
First-hand accounts of the battle convey the key role that avenging
Gordon’s death played in the campaign, and the troops were encouraged by Kitchener to ‘remember Gordon’ during combat.22 A number of
smaller battles occurred before the reconquest’s culmination at Omdurman on 2 September 1898. This military campaign was extreme in nature from the start. For example, Prime Minister Lord Salisbury advised
Cromer to ‘starve out’ the enemy from their camp.23 The Anglo-Egyptian army routinely utilised tactics, which included ‘offering no quarter’ to surrendering and wounded troops, as well as the destruction of
towns, villages and food stores. The first military engagement was the
Battle of Firket on 7 June 1896 which, as Major Farley recollected, was
conducted in an uncompromising manner as ‘many of [the opposition]
were only waiting the opportunity to surrender, and as they came out
with hands in the air, they were duly put in the bag’.24 These practices
were undertaken en masse in the final battle in Omdurman, which, as
one observer acknowledged, ‘was not a battle, but an execution.’25

20 On ‘Gordon mania’ see Fox, ‘Severed Heads’; Richard Fulton, ‘The Sudan Sensation of 1898’,
Victorian Periodicals Review, 42.1 (2009), 37–63.
21 Ian F. W. Beckett, ‘Kitchener and the Politics of Command’, in Sudan: The Reconquest Reappraised, ed. by Edward M. Spiers (Oxford: Frank Cass, 1998), p. 35. See also London, The National Archives (hereafter: TNA), Cromer Papers, Kimberley to Cromer, 15 February 1895, FO633/114.
22 For example, Winston S. Churchill, The River War: An Historical Account of the Reconquest of
the Soudan, 2 vols (London: Longman’s Green, 1899), I, 196; on British propaganda targeting the
Mahdia see Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts: El Niño Famines and the Making of the Third
World (London; New York: Verso, 2001), p. 136; Joseph Ohrwalder, Ten Years’ Captivity in the
Mahdi’s Camp: 1882–1892, ed. by F. R. Wingate (London: Sampson Low & Co, 1894).
23 TNA, Cromer Papers, Salisbury to Cromer, 20 March 1896, TNA, FO633/114.
24 Durham, University of Durham Library, Sudan Archive (hereafter: SAD), J. B. B. Farley, ‘Recollections of the Dongola Expedition’, SAD/304/2.
25 G. W. Steevens, With Kitchener to Khartum (New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 1898), p. 264.
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‘Khartum 1898’
The photographs under analysis are part of an album put together by
Francis Gregson, correspondent for the St. James’s Gazette.26 The album,
simply entitled ‘Khartum 1898’, commemorates victory over the Mahdia.
There are 232 photographs in this album, of which several copies still
exist.27 ‘Khartum 1898’ contains images that relate to a variety of aspects
of the reconquest and takes us through the campaign step-by-step, providing a visual narrative of the events that unfolded in the processes
of colonial conquest.28 I shall focus here on key aspects of the Battle of
Omdurman and Gregson’s images in relation to perceptions of colonial
warfare both then and now. I will explore what these photographs reveal (and conceal) regarding the more controversial aspects of the campaign, as well as the context of these photographs as commemorative, an
extension of the atrocity and the implications of ‘colonial blind spots’.29
While it was often the case in colonial warfare that indigenous opponents sought to fight Europeans with guerrilla tactics and refused
to fight in open battle, this was not the case regarding the Mahdists,
and the results were devastating for the enemy troops.30 In the final
battle, 11,000 of the Khalifa’s army were killed and 16,000 wounded –
although the number of actual fatalities would have been significantly
higher owing to the neglect and killing of the wounded.31 In contrast,
Anglo-Egyptian forces lost just 48 men and 382 were wounded.32 In figure 1, we see the troops waiting to engage with the enemy.33 This photograph conveys signs of the impending violence, and our attention is immediately drawn to the ominous bayonet in the foreground. This image
provides an important counterbalance to the written sources and historiography in which there is an overemphasis on the role of the Max26 I refer the reader to the Royal Collection, Windsor website (hereafter: RCW) <https://www.royalcollection.org.uk/collection>, where the digitised album can be viewed: RCIN: 2501722-2501955.
Figures 1–7 are provided courtesy of the National Army Museum. I thank the museum for granting
permission to reproduce them (captions used with the images are Gregson’s own, unless otherwise
stated). I provide the RCW’s catalogue reference when referring to further images from the album.
27 Held at the following: the National Army Museum, London; the Royal Engineers Museum,
Gillingham; the Sudan Archive, University of Durham; and the Royal Collection, Windsor.
28 London, NAM, Francis Gregson, Photograph Album, ‘Khartum 1898’, NAM 1973-05-42.
29 Jane Lydon, Photography, Humanitarianism, Empire (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), p. 76.
30 H. L. Wesseling, ‘Colonial Wars: An Introduction’, in Imperialism and War: Essays on Colonial
Wars in Asia and Africa, ed. by J. A. de Moor and Wesseling (Leiden: Brill, 1989), p. 3.
31 See Daly, Empire on the Nile, pp. 2–3.
32 Holt, The Mahdist State, p. 240.
33 Francis Gregson, The Grenadiers during the Fight, photograph, NAM, London, NAM 1973-05-42-111.
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Figure 1. The Grenadiers during the Fight (September 2, 6 am). Courtesy of the National
Army Museum.

im gun in portrayals of the victory; as Hilaire Belloc famously quipped,
‘[w]hatever happens we have got The Maxim Gun, and they have not.’34
Indeed, arguments related to the central role of modern technology in
this campaign have led Vinay Lal to make direct comparisons between
the ‘terrible tedium’ experienced by Kitchener’s men in shooting down
their enemy and the alleged bureaucratisation of killing in the Holocaust, referencing the Schreibtischtäter.35 However, this viewpoint underplays the role of face-to-face killing in the battle (as well as in the Holocaust) and certainly, there was no anonymity when troops bayoneted
the wounded on the battlefield or surrendering troops.
Contemporary arguments supporting colonial violence are directly
related to concepts of ‘civilised warfare’ and assumptions regarding the effects of modern technology including dum-dum bullets, which were specif-

34 Hilaire Belloc, The Modern Traveller (London: Edward Arnold, 1898), p. 41.
35 Vinay Lal, ‘The Concentration Camp and Development: The Pasts and Future of Genocide’, in Colonialism and Genocide, ed. by A. Dirk Moses and Dan Stone (London: Routledge, 2007), pp. 131–32; Hannah
Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (New York: Viking Press, 1963).
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ically designed for use in the colonies.36 However, accounts of the campaign
make it quite clear that there was nothing ‘civilised’ about the tactics used
here. As Winston Churchill, who was present as both a war correspondent
and as a soldier, observed regarding the opening scenes of the battle:
bullets were shearing through flesh, smashing and splintering bone;
blood spouted from terrible wounds; valiant men were struggling on
through a hell of whistling metal, exploding shells, and spurting dust –
suffering, despairing, dying.37

More ‘primitive’ methods of violence were also used in the killing
of the wounded and also during the infamous Charge of the 21st Lancers; as Churchill stated, ‘[t]he other [battle] might have been a massacre;
but here the fighting was fair, for we too fought with sword and spear.’38
Historians have also perpetuated the view of ‘cold’ technology – Paul
Fox discusses the images of another photographer present in Omdurman, René Bull, and describes Bull’s photographs as having ‘documentary qualities […] as cool and distant as the tactics themselves’.39 However, I argue that such a portrayal of the violence is inaccurate.
While the first war photographers had hoped to capture battles in action,
at this time, technological limitations made photographs of ‘live’ battle impossible. However, as Gregson’s work shows, photographers were still able
to record the brutalities of colonial warfare in the immediate aftermaths of
battle. Indeed, as I discuss below, the atrocity continued after the fighting
was over. In the strangely titled ‘Like Snowdrifts’ (figures 2 & 3), we see an
overview of one section of the battlefield (figure 3), across which the bodies of
the dead and wounded enemy troops are strewn.40 While this image conveys
the brutalities of battle, it is only through first-hand accounts that we can fully understand the violence that Gregson depicts: the troops are likely checking for wounded soldiers (possibly to bayonet41), as well as looting the bodies.42
36 David Killingray, ‘Colonial Warfare in West Africa: 1870–1914’, in Imperialism and War, ed. by de
Moor and Wesseling, p. 155.
37 Churchill, The River War: An Historical Account of the Reconquest of the Soudan, 2 vols (London: Longman’s Green, 1899), II, 119.
38 Ibid., 138.
39 Paul Fox, ‘An Unprecedented Wartime Practice: Kodaking the Egyptian Sudan’, Media, War &
Conflict, 11.3 (2018), 322.
40 Gregson, Like Snowdrifts, photograph, NAM, London, NAM 1973-05-42-121. Figures 2 and 3
share the same bibliographical reference because they were developed onto one photograph paper in the album.
41 See, e.g., Lt. H. V. Fison, in Marching over Africa: Letters from Victorian Soldiers, ed. by Frank
Emery (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1986), p. 171.
42 E.g., H. P. Creagh-Osborne, Diary Extracts, in SAD, J. Longe Papers, SAD/643/1.
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Figures 2 & 3. Like Snowdrifts (September 2, 11:30 am). Courtesy of the
National Army Museum.
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Figure 4. Is He Moving? (September 2, 11:30 am). Courtesy of
the National Army Museum.

Figure 4 shows the image ‘Is He Moving?’ as captioned by Gregson.43
There is some dispute regarding what we are viewing in this image, as
evidenced by the differing interpretations that have been applied to it.
While several copies of the original album were produced and bound
in the same way, with Gregson’s own captions, archives have provided differing descriptions in their catalogues.44 In so doing, the archives
have inferred further meaning onto the images. This example demonstrates the subjective role of archives in cataloguing archival materials.
As such, the album is both singular and multiple, conveying a variety of
43 Gregson, Is He Moving?, photograph, NAM, London, NAM 1973-05-42-120.
44 I have viewed the album at the NAM, which provides no information on provenance and at the
SAD (Wingate’s copy). The albums appear to be identical. The images at the Imperial War Museum are copies and have been placed in plastic photograph sleeves (although this fact is not
evident from the catalogue entry: London, Imperial War Museum (IWM), Edward Douglas Loch,
Photograph Collection, IWM 2006-04-05. Unfortunately, I have not viewed the album at the Royal Engineers Museum; the archive was undergoing renovations at the time of writing and was
inaccessible. The Royal Collection does not currently allow personal viewing of the album they
hold, but the digitised version shows that the copy is identical to the other two I have viewed.
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meanings.45 The ambiguity of figure 4 is revealed by the following descriptions: the Sudan Archive at Durham University Library (hereafter
SAD) describes the image as ‘Egyptian soldier approaching a wounded
Mahdist on the battlefield at Karari after the battle of Omdurman’.46 In
contrast, the Royal Collection, Windsor, dispassionately describes the
image as: ‘Photograph of an Egyptian standing next to a sitting camel,
foreground left; a wounded Mahdist-Sudanese soldier sits up, behind
left, on plain after battle of Omdurman.’47 In a rare publication of the
image, William Wright describes it as ‘[a] rare photograph of a correspondent … trying to take a picture of a dying dervish.’48 Hence, it is
unclear whether the man to the left is reaching for camera equipment
or a weapon – clearly, he had the power to do either. Gregson’s assumed
knowledge of these practices makes his caption particularly menacing,
suggesting as it does possible further violence. Wright has used this image, but does not engage with it, or any others from Gregson’s collection.
Typically, photographs are used as illustration; as Peter Burke has
noted, historians tend to take the approach of ‘reproducing [photographs] in their books without comment.’49 While historians are increasingly looking to photographs within their historical analysis, it is
often the case that this medium is used to illustrate conclusions already
met rather than to give new answers, to ask new questions or critically
engage with them.50 In this case, the implications of the image can only
be fully realised in relation to our knowledge of the practice of massacring the enemy wounded. This information shapes our perception of
the image, and the caption guides our interpretation of its meaning.51 Of
course, a caption is not objective, as demonstrated by the discrepancies
between the captions of the photographer and third parties.52 The act
of taking a photograph in these circumstances is an integral part of the
45 Elizabeth Edwards, ‘Objects of Affect: Photography Beyond the Image’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 41.1 (2012), 223.
46 See SAD’s catalogue, <http://reed.dur.ac.uk/xtf/view?docId=ark/32150_s15h73pw10k.xml>
[accessed 1 September 2018].
47 RCW/RCIN 2501841.
48 William Wright, Omdurman 1898 (Stroud, Gloucestershire: Spellmount, 2012), p. 133.
49 Cited in Jennifer Tucker, ‘Entwined Practices: Engagements with Photography in Historical
Inquiry’, History and Theory, 48.4 (2009), 4.
50 See Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 2001), p. 10; Tucker.
51 Crane, 125; Walter Benjamin acknowledged the key role of captions related to the interpretation of
photography in 1931: Walter Benjamin, ‘A Small History of Photography’, in One-Way Street and Other
Writings, trans. by Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter (London: NLB, 1979), p. 256.
52 Susan Sontag, On Photography (London: Penguin, 1978), pp. 108–9.
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Figure 5. Looting after the Battle (September 2, 11:30 am). Courtesy of the National
Army Museum.

(colonial) aggression. Indeed, photographically capturing someone’s dying moments is violence. As Sean Willcock has described,
[A]cts of documentation were also acts of aggressive intervention. The
psychological effects of being photographed in extremis rendered such photography controversial even when it worked in harmony with relatively uncontroversial (to the British, that is) methods of state-sanctioned violence.53

We cannot imagine the ‘psychological effects’ of being photographed
in such circumstances. In this sense too, photography is a ‘performative act’, creating an ‘intimidating spectacle’ marked by indifference to
suffering.54 These images thereby contribute to and are consistent with
the aforementioned body of work from this period in exacerbating the
suffering of the photographer’s subject.
Figure 5, captioned by the SAD as ‘Soldiers looting from dead and
wounded Mahdists on the battlefield at Karari after the battle of Omdurman’, demonstrates a practice that was prevalent throughout the re53 Willcock, p. 122.
54 In relation to imperial famine photography see Ibid., p. 104.
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Figure 6. Bodies of Baggaras (Omdurman). Courtesy of the National Army Museum.

conquest.55 Looting was standard across the Empire in colonial warfare
and in this case, soldiers wrote home to their families listing the articles
they had procured for them; items included Mahdist flags and spears.56
Both soldiers and war correspondents returned to the horrors of the battlefield in the days after to loot the bodies.57 Clearly, violence and looting
were intertwined (as figure 6 shows): in Sudan, this occurred both on the
battlefield and in the events that took place in the city that evening. As
General Archibald Hunter’s statement conveys, after the battle:
[W]e could now enjoy ourselves like boys ratting in a stack yard. And we did
have an afternoon, poking into houses, in and out of narrow alleys, kicking
down doors, forcing gateways, chasing devils all over the place, most surrendered, but we had to kill some 300 or 400.58

55
56
57
58

Gregson, Looting after the Battle, photograph, NAM, London, NAM 1973-05-42-118.
London, IWM, Carleton, Frederick Montgomerie, Private Papers, 11 June 1986 and 19 June 1986.
SAD, A. Hunter, ‘Sudan Campaign May-Oct 1898’, SAD/964/3.
Ibid.
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In figure 6, we are confronted with the aftermaths of violence in viewing the post-looted, stripped ‘Bodies of Baggaras’.59 This photograph expresses a clear lack of empathy for the fallen enemy soldiers and strips
these ‘fanatics’ of their humanity, thereby mirroring the view of the
colonisers. Furthermore, the naked corpses here suggest that, contrary
to Fox’s interpretation of these images as ‘the representation of combat’,60 there is more than ‘standard’ warfare here. However, Fox does
acknowledge that albums such as Gregson’s and René Bull’s ‘depict with
candour the effect of Anglo-Egyptian firepower on Sudanese bodies in
a way that further transformed the representation of combat’s battlefield ‘“realities”’.61 But again, the focus in this statement is on technology
and ‘firepower’. That these images depict an atrocity is evident from
the naked, looted corpses of the Baggara. Gregson presents us with intimate and at times, voyeuristic images, defying the distance between the
photographer/viewer and subject. However, rather than reflect on the
suffering that he captured, Gregson repeatedly expressed his experience
positively in private correspondence, stating his ‘thorough enjoyment
of the whole show from start to finish’.62
Of course, Britain’s imperial project was informed by racial prejudices which categorised and hierarchised indigenous populations based on
their supposed ‘savage’ or ‘semi-civilised’ status.63 The dehumanisation
of the enemy was demonstrated both before and during the campaign:
rather than human beings, the Mahdists were considered ‘fanatics’ or
‘Fuzzy Wuzzy’, and this way of thinking was present in first-hand accounts written by those who took part in the violence.64 As Lt. A. Unsworth expressed, the ‘sight of the mutilated bodies had no more effect
on me than the sight of a wounded fly would have’.65 Gregson’s images
are consistent with the use of photography during the second half of the
nineteenth century; they represent violence as part of wider cultural
practices as well as ‘knowledge’ related to the ‘natives’. As a result of the
dehumanisation of ‘natives’ in the rhetoric of empire, both on the bat59
60
61
62
63

Gregson, Bodies of Baggaras, photograph, NAM, London, NAM 1973-05-42-183.
Fox, ‘An Unprecedented Wartime Practice’, 309.
Ibid., 321.
SAD, Wingate Papers, Gregson to Wingate, 23 November 1898, SAD/226/3/50.
See, e.g., Alex Hinton, ‘Savages, Subjects, and Sovereigns: Conjunctions of Modernity, Genocide, and Colonialism’, in Empire, Colony, Genocide: Conquest, Occupation, and Subaltern
Resistance in World History, ed. by A. Dirk Moses (New York: Berghahn, 2010 [2008]), p. 443.
64 E.g., C. E. Callwell, Small Wars: Their Principles and Practice (London: General Staff, War Office,
1906 [1896, 1899]), p. 148.
65 SAD, A. Unsworth, 16 April 1898, SAD/233/5.
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Figure 7. Baggara Emir Killed (Omdurman). Courtesy of the National Army Museum.

tlefield and in the metropole, the enemy, to use Judith Butler’s term, was
not deemed ‘grievable’.66 We are not supposed to recognise humanity
in these images: the ‘gaze’ is colonial and our disgust should be directed at those who are dead, rather than at how they came to die. While
photographer Robert Frank claimed, ‘there is one thing the photograph
must contain, the humanity of the moment’;67 from Gregson’s point of
view, humanity is wholly lacking here. However, this missing element is
to be compensated by the role of British ‘civilisation’ in ridding Sudan
of these ‘fanatics’. Rather than seeing these images through Gregson’s
‘gaze’, and as an extension of British ‘civility’, we are witness to the barbaric practices that British troops took part in and the imperial ideology that underpinned the project. As such, it is possible to think of these
images as self-portraits of degradation on behalf of the British troops.68
While the Baggara as a whole were not to be ‘grieved’, the Anglo-Egyptian Army specifically targeted their leaders, the Khalifa’s
Emirs, for violence throughout the reconquest campaign. Figure 7,

66 Judith Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? (London: Verso, 2016 [2010]).
67 Cited in Sontag, p. 122.
68 In relation to Nazi atrocity photographs see Susie Linfield, The Cruel Radiance: Photography
and Political Violence (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010), p. 71.
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‘Baggara Emir Killed’,69 provides ‘proof’ of this practice.70 In 1896, as one
Royal Engineer’s account conveys, prisoners were only taken selectively.
He states that, ‘500 of the less desperate characters’ were taken prisoner; in addition, at least 40 Emirs were ‘among the slain’.71 First-hand
accounts also describe how the Emirs were targeted on the night of 2
September 1898, and Sudanese soldiers from the Anglo-Egyptian army
‘captured four big Baggara Emirs [the] next day, all severely wounded
from the fight and shot them the next morning’.72 Colonel John Maxwell also later admitted his involvement in individual killings in private
correspondence, admitting that he ‘quietly made away with a bunch
of Emirs after Omdurman and I was very sorry for them after all was
over’.73 Therefore, it is clear that British forces not only permitted Sudanese soldiers to carry out acts of revenge, they actively encouraged
them, as well as committing atrocities themselves. Ronald Lamothe
has argued that many of the Sudanese soldiers of the Egyptian army
were motivated to ‘avenge’ the 'social death’ they [had] suffered via the
Baggara’– this vengeance is exhibited in these photographs.74 It is noteworthy that Gregson specifically refers to these men as ‘Baggara’ in his
captions, related to the most graphic and disturbing images.
Ernest Bennett, a war correspondent who was present at the final
battle, drew attention to these issues in an article, in which he criticised
key aspects of Kitchener’s campaign.75 Responses to his accusations
were telling. For example, one soldier’s denial of Bennett’s claims presented a rather peculiar argument. After stating that Bennett’s claims
were ‘clap-trap’ with regards to the killing of the Emirs, he continued: ‘I
regret very much that we have not nearly exterminated all the Baggaras, only, unfortunately, they are endowed by Nature with strong knees,
and many escaped.’76 The Baggara were targeted for specific violence
69 Gregson, Baggara Emir Killed, photograph, NAM, London, NAM 1973-05-42-182.
70 Henry S. L. Alford and W. Dennistoun Sword, The Egyptian Soudan: Its Loss and Recovery
(London: Macmillan, 1898), p. 227. For a list of the Emirs killed in Omdurman, see SAD, Sudanese
Intelligence Report 60, appendix 19b.
71 E. W. C. Sandes, The Royal Engineers in Egypt and the Sudan (Chatham: Institute of Royal
Engineers, Mackays, 1937), pp. 164–65.
72 SAD, J. S. R. Duncan Papers, Egerton, 9 September 1898, SAD/477/8.
73 SAD, Wingate Papers, Maxwell to Wingate, 24 May 1908, SAD/282/5; see also: Daly, Empire
on the Nile, p. 4.
74 Ronald M. Lamothe, Slaves of Fortune: Sudanese Soldiers & the River War, 1896–1898 (Oxford:
James Currey, 2011), p. 147.
75 Ernest N. Bennett, ‘After Omdurman’, Contemporary Review, 75 (1899), 18–33.
76 ‘Omdurman. Charge of Killing the Wounded. Letters of Denial’, The Daily Telegraph, 4 January 1899.
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due to their perceived ‘nature’: one Royal Engineer described them as
‘fierce, war-like, vicious and treacherous’,77 and the Director of Military
Intelligence of the Egyptian Army, Reginald Wingate, referred to them
as the ‘Red Indians of the Sudan’.78 Major-General G. M. Franks openly
elaborated on how the enemy was pursued into the desert and stated
that the Baggara ‘for an excellent reason are not at all likely to come in
[…] he carries his own death warrant in his name.’79
Gregson’s album includes an image entitled ‘Defiant Baggaras made
prisoners’, which shows a group of men standing in front of the Mahdi’s
bombed-out tomb.80 It is significant that Gregson refers specifically to
these men as ‘Baggara’ and that they are given the characteristic of ‘defiance’ in having survived the onslaught, though we do not know if they
survived the night. However, the view of the Mahdi’s bombed tomb is
no coincidence, and this desecration had huge symbolic significance.
As Churchill stated, ‘[t]his place had been for more than ten years the
most sacred place and holy thing that the people of the Soudan knew.’81
As General Hunter confirmed, it had to be destroyed, as its presence
‘was a conspicuous memorial to celebrate the Victory of the Savage
over us’.82 Further symbolism was clear in Kitchener’s order to have the
Mahdi’s body dug up, and his skull removed. This action led to outrage
in Britain not least as a result of the persistent rumours that the Mahdi’s skull was to be packaged up for Kitchener to use as a drinking cup.83
Churchill described how ‘[t]he limbs and trunk were thrown into the
Nile. Such was the chivalry of the conquerors!’84
Ultimately, the desecration of the Mahdi’s tomb was a display of
power and proof of conquest as well as a way of avenging Gordon’s
death and symbolically ‘killing’ the Mahdi in a mirror image of the
treatment of Gordon’s corpse. Fox discusses the reconquest within the
context of trophy taking and ‘severed heads’ in reference to the killing
of Gordon and argues: ‘The taking of trophies and their display would
prove fundamental to narrative accounts of a job well done and moral
77
78
79
80
81
82
83

Sandes, p. 161.
Wingate cited in ibid.
SAD, G. M. Franks, 9 April 1898, SAD/403/2.
RCW/RCIN 2501884.
Churchill, II, 211.
SAD, Hunter, ‘Sudan Campaign May–Oct 1898’, SAD/964/4.
See Kim A. Wagner, The Skull of Alum Bheg: The Life and Death of a Rebel of 1857 (London: Hurst,
2017), pp. 209–12.
84 Churchill, II, 212.
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order re-established.’85 As Simon Harrison has described, ‘Kitchener’s
treatment of the Mahdi’s remains was a post-mortem settling of scores
over the death of Gordon, and the mutilation of his body.’86 Gregson’s
album may be viewed as an extension of this rationale and as such,
these photographs are not innocent and can be viewed as part of the
atrocity.87 Clearly, the relationship between the photographer and the
photographed within a colonial context also represented colonial power over the colonised – colonial power relations were, as I discussed
above, articulated throughout photographs from this period.88 As Willcock highlights, photography ‘was historically entwined with an imperialistic drive to gain visual knowledge that could facilitate the control
of distant people, objects, and space’.89 As such, it is clear that the camera was ‘no innocent instrument’,90 and by extension, the photographer
no innocent agent. By taking these pictures, Gregson’s actions were
complicit in, as well as witness to, British imperial aggression.91 We
cannot know what Gregson was thinking while he took these images,
but his descriptions of the campaign in private correspondence suggest he considered his actions as consistent with contemporary norms.
Gregson created a souvenir of ‘colonial derring-do’ and did not intend
to catalogue British atrocities – however, it is interesting to note the
meticulousness with which he presented the photographs, not least
providing the exact times for key images.
The outrage that ensued in the aftermath of the controversial reconquest campaign was aimed at the taking of the Mahdi’s skull and
the desecration of his grave, rather than at the treatment of the enemy wounded, and it was only the treatment of the Mahdi’s corpse that
forced Kitchener to write personally to Queen Victoria, explaining
his actions.92 In the context of the Indian Uprising of 1857, Kim Wag85 Fox, ‘Severed Heads’, 18.
86 Simon J. Harrison, ‘Skulls and Scientific Collecting in the Victorian Military: Keeping the Enemy
Dead in British Frontier Warfare’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 50.1 (2008), 290.
87 See Jay Prosser, ‘Introduction’, in Picturing Atrocity: Photography in Crisis, ed. by Geoffrey
Batchen and others (London: Reaktion Books, 2012), pp. 7–14.
88 See Eleanor M. Hight and Gary D. Sampson, ‘Introduction: Photography, "Race", and Post-Colonial Theory’, in Colonialist Photography: Imag(in)ing Race and Place, ed. by Hight and Sampson (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 1.
89 Willcock, p. 38; on issues of power and photography see also John Tagg, The Burden of
Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories (London: Macmillan, 1988).
90 Willcock, p. 112.
91 In relation to Beato’s Lucknow photographs see ibid., p. 122.
92 See TNA, Cromer Papers, Cromer to Salisbury, 12 March 1899, TNA, FO633/68.
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ner highlights that the taking of human body parts inevitably included
some degree of violence.93 It was standard within colonial warfare for
Europeans to adapt their methods subject to their indigenous foes, and
deviating from international standards of warfare was deemed necessary based on assumptions regarding the ‘nature’ of the ‘natives’ – in
this case, this ‘uncivilised’ behaviour extended to the treatment of the
enemy dead.94 While the British public expressed aversion to these practices, even contemporary critics of empire subscribed to the basic tenets of the racial rhetoric of the imperial project. British forces claimed
the use of ‘savage’ methods was necessary in colonial warfare. Charles
Callwell’s key treatise on ‘small wars’ represented a commonly held acceptance that there was a clear distinction between ‘civilised’ and ‘uncivilised’ warfare, and that ‘small war’ tactics might mean ‘committing
havoc which the laws of regular warfare do not sanction’.95 Bennett’s
aforementioned article highlighted the question of applicability regarding international standards of warfare to ‘savages’, stating,
To assert that because Dervishes or Zulus never signed the Geneva Convention […] we are at liberty to pillage their villages after surrender or to kill
their unarmed wounded is simply monstrous.96

Within the album, images of the enemy fallen strewn across the battlefield are placed next to those of ‘civilised’ burials of the British dead,
whose bodies are absent, and only their neat and tidy graves are to be
seen.97 The juxtaposition of these images highlights the treatment of the
‘uncivilised’ dead in relation to the ‘civilised’ treatment of fallen British
troops. The relationship between photography and mortality is commonly acknowledged. Gregson’s album provides ‘proof’ that the Mahdia is dead; in contrast, throughout Gregson’s album the British are full
of life, both before and after the final major battle.98 Hence, while Siegfried Kracauer argues that our attraction to photographs is our desire
to deny mortality, in this case, a sense of immortality is further but93 Wagner, The Skull of Alum Bheg, p. 2.
94 Harrison, 'Skulls and Scientific Collecting', 291.
95 Callwell, p. 42; for more on the nature of colonial warfare, see Imperialism and War, edited by
de Moor and Wesseling, which remains a key text.
96 Bennett, 19.
97 See RCW/RCIN 2501851 and RCW/RCIN 2501852.
98 The Khalifa escaped the Anglo-Egyptian forces until the final showdown in which he was
killed during the Battle of Umm Diwaykarāt on 24 November 1899: SAD, A. Cameron, ‘In
Pursuit of the Khalifa’, SAD/622/6.
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tressed by the perceived inevitable demise of the ‘savage’ and the nature
of photography in immediately turning the present into the past.99
The reconquest campaign was concluded with a memorial service for Gordon, which Kitchener recognised as a ‘media opportunity’.100 This memorial marked the salvaging of British prestige and the
achievement of a ‘long-delayed duty’ to avenge Gordon’s death, a mission that was seen to vindicate the troops’ brutal actions.101 Gregson
and others captured the memorial service on camera, including the
former’s ‘Three Cheers for the Queen’.102 These images express military
triumphalism, and in turn commend rather than condemn cruelty.103
Significantly, while the army was busy presenting ‘proof’ that Gordon
had been avenged, the enemy wounded who had not already been killed
or pulled into the town by locals were still lying unaided on the battlefield, left for dead.104 It is curious that the victors did not help these
wounded men after the Anglo-Egyptian wounded had been attended
to, particularly as British accounts of the battle’s aftermath convey that
troops were able to revisit the battlefield over a number of days. One
example was General Neville Lyttelton:
I rode over the battlefield, a grisly sight. I saw two wounded Arabs who had
been shot through both thighs and unable to walk. They were propelling
themselves along the ground in a sitting position with short sticks and left
a conspicuous track in the sand. A day or two later after I came across the
two just arriving in our lines, I should say nearly 3 miles from where I had
first seen them.105

Indeed, there are even some images in another collection of photographs by Major H. N. Dunn, which specifically show the corpses left
on the battlefield; these images were taken on 17 September 1898 and
are a stark reminder of this atrocity.106
99 See Linfield, p. 65. On ‘extinction discourse' see Patrick Brantlinger, Dark Vanishings: Discourse on the Extinction of Primitive Races, 1800–1930 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003).
100 Fox, ‘An Unprecedented Wartime Practice’, 311.
101 See Steevens’ account, With Kitchener to Khartum, pp. 310–16; Churchill, II, 204–5; Lt. Samuel
FitzGibbon Cox, in Omdurman Diaries 1898: Eyewitness Accounts of the Legendary Campaign,
ed. by John Meredith (Barnsley: Pen and Sword Books, 1998), p. 88.
102 RCW/RCIN 2501919 and RCW/RCIN 2501860.
103 Linfield, p. 51.
104 Churchill, II, 225.
105 Neville Lyttelton, Eighty Years: Soldiering, Politics, Games (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1927), p. 195.
106 NAM, H. N. Dunn, Photograph Album, NAM 1974-09-81-9, 10, 11, 12.
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Certainly, the neglect of the enemy wounded on the battlefield was an
atrocious act on the part of Kitchener’s army. This atrocity is not visible
in Gregson’s album; hence, the images celebrating the vindication of
Gordon and the ‘death’ of Mahdism are also of significance for what
they do not show us. As Ariella Azoulay has commented, a photograph
does not need to depict the atrocity occurring to be an ‘atrocity photograph’107 – there can be an absence rather than a presence of violence.108
As such, there is much that is ‘outside the frame’ in this album, and the
viewer requires further details about the campaign to truly grasp the
significance of what is viewable in Gregson’s images.109 On the other
hand, this album provides visual confirmation that atrocities did take
place, and Gregson’s act of photographing these images without further reflection articulates his acceptance of the events. While Gregson’s
images would likely be more controversial today and possibly lead to
recriminations, there was no such danger of that at the end of the nineteenth century. Indeed, in spite of repeatedly controversial campaigns,
Kitchener’s willingness to engage in extreme methods of violence was
continuously rewarded: after the Sudan campaign he received £30,000
and became Baron Kitchener of Khartoum;110 after the Second Anglo-Boer War he became Viscount and was awarded £50,000.111 This acceptance of extreme violence that underpinned the Empire is substantiated by the fact that one copy of this album ‘presenting mass death’ was
presented to Queen Victoria.112 According to Gregson, the Queen had
requested a copy, and he later expressed his delight that the Queen was
‘much pleased and greatly interested’ with the album.113
Gregson was the main photographer of this album,114 but he was by
no means the only person present who captured the campaign on cam107 Ariella Azoulay, ‘The Execution Portrait’, in Picturing Atrocity, ed. by Batchen and others, p. 251.
108 On ‘vacant spaces’ in the aftermath of conflict see Willcock, p. 35.
109 Linfield, p. 51; Azoulay, p. 252. On suffering within photography see also Elizabeth Edwards
and Matt Mead, ‘Absent Histories and Absent Images: Photographs, Museums and the Colonial Past’, Museum and Society, 11.1 (2013), 19–38.
110 Daly, Empire on the Nile, p. 24.
111 V. G. Kiernan, European Empires from Conquest to Collapse: 1815 – 1960 (London: Fontana,
1982), p. 133.
112 As I have stated, Fox treats Gregson’s photographs from the perspective that they represent
‘combat’. However, he hints at the nature of the violence in reference to the fact that ‘it was
even possible to offer Queen Victoria pages of album prints of mass death for her delectation’, Fox, ‘An Unprecedented Wartime Practice’, 23.
113 SAD, Wingate Papers, Gregson to Wingate, 27 December 1898, SAD/226/4/42.
114 The section of the album, which relates to the Battle of the Atbara, consists of photographs taken,
according to Gregson, by F. Rhodes, Cecil’s brother: SAD/226/3/50. Pat Hodgson speculates that
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era. As Peter Harrington observes, ‘Kodak cameras were in evidence
everywhere during the [Sudan] campaign.’115 Gregson had fought at Abu
Klea, part of the Gordon relief campaign in 1885, and therefore he would
already have been familiar with tactics of shooting dead the wounded.
Certainly, there is no indication in private, previously overlooked correspondence from Gregson to Wingate that he was shocked by what he
saw at Omdurman.116 On the contrary, Gregson expressed his pleasure
in accompanying the campaign in 1898, stating his ‘disappointment’ that
‘it didn’t last much longer […] you know how mad keen I was to come
and it was all far better than I ever expected.’117 Within his letter, Gregson
also revealed having ‘taken about 300 Kodaks’, of which ‘I am having
the best of them collected in an album […] as a little souvenir of your
kindness to me and as you appear in it frequently I hope it may prove of
interest to Lady Wingate and her boys’ – the latter being around aged
six and nine at the time of the battle.118 Here, Gregson voices his desire to
create a ‘souvenir’ in the more traditional sense, as a gift or memento of
his ‘enjoyment’ during the campaign. Indeed, he may have created the album to preserve the ‘trip’, after stating ‘I am longing for another now’.119
Gregson’s album provides a visual narrative of the unfolding of the
campaign and subscribes to the official British line regarding the need to
avenge Gordon. In it, Gregson adheres to the rhetoric of empire which
included the dichotomisation of the ‘civilised’ and the ‘barbaric’ and
racial assumptions related to ‘fanatics’.120 It is unsurprising that these
photographs of the aftermaths of direct violence were not used in newspapers. As Willcock has argued, it was deemed acceptable to represent
violence through other means; it was not the killing in colonial violence
that was upsetting to contemporaries, but rather a belief that ‘to capture
that killing on camera is morally suspect’.121 However, Gregson was not
either E. D. Loch or Gregson took them and also states that ‘Loch was certainly responsible for
distributing the photographs afterwards’, Hodgson, p. 120.
115 Peter Harrington, ‘Images and Perceptions: Visualising the Sudan Campaign’, in Sudan, ed. by
Edward M. Spiers, p. 88.
116 See, e.g., Private William Burge’s account of this battle cited in Emery, Marching over Africa, p. 226.
117 SAD, Wingate Papers, Gregson to Wingate, 23 November 1898 SAD/226/3/50.
118 Ibid., SAD/226/3/51.
119 On souvenirs see Chaudhary, p. 21; Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature,
the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993).
120 On racial categorisations see, e.g., Elizabeth Kolsky, ‘The Colonial Rule of Law and the Legal
Regime of Exception: Frontier "Fanaticism" and State Violence in British India’, The American
Historical Review, 120.4 (2015), 1218–46.
121 Willcock, p. 123.
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concerned by such considerations. Representations of the Battle of Omdurman typically focused and have continued to focus on the heroism of
the troops and the ‘order’ that the colonisers would bring to Sudan, ‘liberating’ Omdurman from ‘savagery’, in the usual rhetoric of the ‘civilising mission’ and the colonial project. The explicit nature of Gregson’s images (unintentionally) comes in stark contrast to this prevalent viewpoint.
Gregson’s images have not been considered previously in line with
his expressed thoughts on the campaign. Indeed, the National Army Museum’s (NAM) inventory simply describes them as ‘photographs from an
album associated with the 2nd Sudan war’, with no mention of Gregson.
As Janina Struk reminds us, ‘archives are not neutral spaces; they impose
their own meaning on photographs.’122 In this case, the archives have procured them, but neglected to place them within their full historical context. It seems that while the albums were initially viewed by their intended
recipients, they have since languished in homes and archives. The dying
experiences of these men have not been deemed worthy of ‘visibility’.123
Hence, these images have enjoyed little ‘visual economy’.124 It is doubtful
that these photographs would have had an impact on the metropole, had
they been made available for public consumption: to the contemporary
audience, these images convey what they believed to already know regarding the ‘nature’ of ‘the native’ and the ‘necessity’ for British troops
to engage in ‘uncivilised’ practices. These photographs were neither used
nor taken with the aim of engaging the British public in humanitarian
sentiment, a practice of increasing prevalence in humanitarian discourse
in this period, related to atrocities elsewhere, notably in the Congo.125
While the British public received images of the concentration camps of
the Second Anglo-Boer War with condemnation, the outcry against this
loss of civilian life was motivated by the victims’ skin colour. No moral
outrage was directed against the ‘native’ camps, the conditions of which
were far worse and which were long ignored in historical memory.126
As I have alluded to, Gregson was not alone in trying to capture the
events at Omdurman: Bull also took images, which were published at
122 Janina Struk, Photographing the Holocaust: Interpretations of the Evidence (London: I. B.
Tauris, 2011), p. 13.
123 See Chaudhary, p. 89.
124 Deborah Poole, Vision, Race, and Modernity: A Visual Economy of the Andean Image World
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997).
125 On humanitarian photography see, e.g., Humanitarian Photography, ed. by Fehrenbach and Rodogno.
126 Elizabeth van Heyningen, ‘Costly Mythologies: The Concentration Camps of the South African
War in Afrikaner Historiography’, Journal of Southern African Studies, 34.3 (2008), 495–513.
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the time.127 However, these were fewer in number and less graphic than
Gregson’s. As material objects, Gregson’s images were ignored and neglected. Arguably, the languishing of such stark representations of colonial suffering adds further insult to injury: there is no ‘mattering’ here
from a British perspective.128 Likewise, Dunn’s powerful images are
stored away in an archive; these also do not fit with official narratives
of the war.129 A wider comparison between these albums is beyond the
scope of this article, but an endeavour for my future research. In any case,
I argue that Gregson’s album/s is/are of unique significance for their
stark imagery, the insights garnered in connection with his work and
motivations in private correspondence, as well as for his presentation
of them to the Queen. It seems that Gregson was not commissioned for
his photographs, and, as one source emphasises, he was ‘a rich man and
with every comfort at home!’ He therefore did not need to be there.130 At
this time, it seems there was little in the way of censorship for war photographs, and Gregson’s images do not suggest that he was inhibited with
regards to what he chose to take images of. This situation would obviously change in the twentieth century.131 In contrast, written accounts from
Sudan were scrutinised and censored.132 Details that were forbidden include the difficult conditions of the campaign. For example, Lt. Samuel
FitzGibbon Cox reported: ‘Very hot in the day, reporters not allowed to
send temperatures home to papers, yesterday it was 115° in the shade’.133
With regards to the neglect of Gregson’s images historically, there are
of course ethical considerations related to displaying these images, not
least the inability of the subjects to give their consent to being ‘captured’
in the first place. However, it is unsettling, but indicative of wider treatments of British violence, that these images have been largely ignored. It
is unfortunate that the archives that hold them appear to have accepted
the albums without ascertaining the album’s journey to them. It seems
127 René Bull, Black and White War Albums: Soudan No. 1, Omdurman (London: Black and White,
n. d. [1899]).
128 Edwards, ‘Objects of Affect’, 224.
129 NAM, H. N. Dunn, NAM 1974-09-81.
130 Hugh Cecil, ‘British Correspondents and the Sudan Campaign of 1896–98’, in Sudan, ed. by
Edward M. Spiers, pp. 115–16; NAM, David Francis Lewis, Journal: August to December 1898,
NAM 1975-03-09. As Janina Struk notes, ‘the business of photographing war was primarily the
domain of entrepreneurial travellers, wealthy "enthusiasts" or military officers’, Struk, Private
Pictures: Soldiers’ Inside View of War (London; New York, NY: I. B. Tauris, 2011), p. 24.
131 Notably in World War I: Struk, Private Pictures, p. 25.
132 Cecil, ‘British Correspondents’, pp. 109–10; Hannavy, pp. 23–24.
133 Cox, in Omdurman Diaries, ed. by John Meredith, p. 81.
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that the ‘mattering’ of these images has been deemed low.134 The omission
of these images in works of photography from the period are part of a
wider issue regarding representations of British violence in the Empire.
Both military and regimental archives focus on heroic aspects of British
military history, while tending to ignore Britain’s relationship with extreme violence and the Empire’s legacy.135 From their point of view, these
photographs do not necessarily depict anything of significance, but are
simply viewed as the realities of battle.136 But I would argue that we need
to consider such images within a context of studies of extreme and mass
violence; we need to remove them from the purview of what Wagner has
termed, ‘parochial military history’.137 Britain’s ‘small wars’ need to be
explored within a wider framework of extreme violence. A consideration of visual records confirms this perspective; British military history
needs to be ‘demilitarised’ and viewing such violence challenges those
approaches that focus on tactics and ‘drum and trumpet nationalism’.138
It was typical to take ‘souvenirs’ or ‘trophies’ from colonial wars, as
demonstrated by the regularity with which looting took place; Kitchener presented souvenirs to the Queen including the Khalifa’s Qu’ran
originating from the fifteenth century.139 It is also possible to view the
album within the context of ‘war trophies’ and as a symbol of conquest.
The traditional use of photography to convey explicit power is identifiable in the American cases of Wounded Knee, lynching photography
and, more recently, Abu Ghraib.140 In the case of Gregson, his album
represents victory and power over the Mahdia.
134 Edwards, ‘Objects of Affect’, 224. The following work ignores Gregson’s images altogether:
M. W. Daly and Jane R. Hogan, Images of Empire: Photographic Sources for the British in the
Sudan (Boston: Brill, 2005).
135 Debates on the IWM and the Holocaust Exhibition have illuminated similar issues: see, e.g., Tom
Lawson, ‘The Holocaust and Colonial Genocide at the Imperial War Museum’, in Britain and the
Holocaust: Remembering and Representing War and Genocide, ed. by Caroline Sharples and Olaf
Jensen (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), pp. 160–70.
136 See Fox, ‘An Unprecedented Wartime Practice’.
137 See Kim A. Wagner, ‘Seeing Like a Soldier: The Amritsar Massacre and the Politics of Military History’,
in Decolonization and Conflict: Colonial Comparisons and Legacies, ed. by Martin Thomas and Gareth
Curless (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), p. 25.
138 Matthew Ford, ‘Towards De-Militarising Military History’, Defence-in-Depth, 12 January 2018,
<http://www.defenceindepth.co/2018/01/12/towards-de-militarising-military-history> [accessed
12 July 2018]; Edwards and Mead, ‘Absent Histories and Absent Images’; Jenny Kidd, ‘Challenging
History: Summative Document, <https://www.city.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/84082/
Challenging-History-Summative-Document.pdf> [accessed 5 July 2018].
139 See RCW/RCIN 1005000.
140 Lydon, p. 67.
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Liam Kennedy and Caitlin Patrick explore photography’s complicity
in violence and argue that photography ‘commonly functions as a privileged medium of “Western” values and worldviews.’141 Clearly, this is the
case in the colonial context of the nineteenth century, and we cannot trace
a ‘universal language’ in these photographs; we cannot view them in line
with their original intent.142 As has also been typical within war photography, as well as colonial and atrocity photography more specifically, images
of violence are interspersed with photographs of ‘the natives’, tourism and
relaxed scenes of troops and officers: the mundane meets the extraordinary.143 However, in consideration of Gregson’s comments on his time in
Sudan and his ability to take such photographs without being censored,
it is clear that these photographs were not viewed as extraordinary at all.
Significantly, these images were informed by the racial ideology that underpinned the British imperial project, to which Gregson evidently subscribed. Rather than encourage the viewer to recognise the humanity of
their subjects, Gregson sought to affirm British racial ‘superiority’ and
provide ‘proof’ of the justification of Britain’s ‘moral duty’ to intervene.144
As James Ryan observes, ‘photographic images do not simply “speak
for themselves” or show us the world through an innocent historical
eye’.145 We certainly do not view the images in the same way that Gregson intended, but the images do provide us with a glimpse of the rationale of the colonial gaze. But to understand the true meaning behind the
images and the violence we are viewing, a wider range of evidence is
necessary, including the context of colonialism, the information provided in first-hand accounts of the battle by perpetrators of the violence
and our knowledge of the extremities of the campaign. In this sense,
Zahid Chaudhary suggests that there is a dialectic between words and
images, which is necessary to ‘see’ the violence ‘and discern the nature
of the (in)visibility of violence laid out before us.’146 As Susan Sontag
stated, ‘photographs do not explain; they acknowledge’.147
141 Liam Kennedy and Caitlin Patrick, ‘Introduction: The Violence of the Image’, in The Violence of the Image: Photography and International Conflict, ed. by Kennedy and Patrick (London: I. B. Tauris, 2014), p. 1.
142 Crane, 311.
143 See NAM 1973-05-4-5/6/7/8/9/10; the photograph ‘At the Slave Marketplace’ 1973-05-4-165, 190-197;
Chaudhary, pp. 79–80.
144 Hilary Roberts, ‘War Trophy Photographs: Proof or Pornography?’, in Picturing Atrocity, ed. by
Batchen and others.
145 James R. Ryan, Picturing Empire: Photography and the Visualization of the British Empire
(London: Reaktion Books, 1997), Kindle edition.
146 Chaudhary, pp. 73–74.
147 Sontag, p. 111.
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Unviewed Suffering
While these images focus on the violence perpetrated against combatants, non-combatants were also caught up in the campaign. The war
effort significantly worsened the situation for local populations, as they
were expected to provide food to troops on both sides of the campaign.148
Furthermore, this album is a record of violence attributable to both
sides of the conflict, as evidenced by images such as ‘The Gallows’ and
the ruins of Gordon’s palace, including the stairs where he was murdered and the view Gordon had as he awaited the relief expedition.149
In addition, much is missing from these photographs and evidently of
little interest to Gregson. There is an invisibility of suffering or to use
Jane Lydon’s term, ‘colonial blind spots’.150 So much of the suffering that
resulted from colonialism was captured neither in war photographs nor
in drawings by war artists, or indeed in the archives; this invisibility
includes the aftermaths of scorched earth and the burning of villages in Britain’s ‘small wars’. As Struk has observed, ‘photographs, like
memory, can reveal evidence of a moment-in-time but they can also
conceal the story that lies outside the image’.151 In this, as in other cases
of colonial violence, much suffering is concealed in the historical record.
This issue relates to the fact that photography presents that which the
photographer deems ‘worth recording’ or, in Elizabeth Edwards’ words,
the ‘mattering’ of potential subjects.152
Clearly, the role of British troops stands at the forefront of Gregson’s representations and Lamothe in particular has highlighted the
ways in which Sudanese troops fighting under Kitchener have been ignored in the historiography and representations of the campaign. In so
doing, he cites E. P. Thompson’s phrase regarding the ‘enormous condescension of posterity’.153 Certainly, based on Gregson’s album one would
not realise that the Anglo-Egyptian army was made up by two-thirds
148 Henry Keown-Boyd, A Good Dusting: A Centenary Review of the Sudan Campaigns: 1883–1899
(London: Secker & Warburg, 1986), p. 212. On the pressures exerted on the local populations
by the colonists see SAD, Hunter, ‘For Information of Sirdar and Chief of Staff’, 24 September
1897, SAD/964/3.
149 RCW: RCIN 2501886, RCIN 2501863, RCIN 2501865 and RCIN 2501866.
150 Lydon.
151 Struk, Photographing the Holocaust, p. 212.
152 John Berger, Understanding a Photograph, ed. by Geoff Dyer (London: Penguin, 2013), p. 25;
Edwards and Mead, ‘Absent Histories and Absent Images’, 224.
153 Cited in Lamothe, p. 6.

91

92

Viewing Violence in the British Empire
of Sudanese and Egyptian troops.154 It would be of interest to explore
Sudanese representations of the Mahdia and the reconquest campaign;
certainly, as P. M. Holt has observed, the Mahdi has been revered as
a ‘national hero and a fighter against alien rule’.155 I have not been able
to conduct comprehensive research regarding Sudanese representations of the battle resulting from geographic and language constrictions, however, it is clear that the events remained present in Sudanese
consciousness throughout the twentieth century. The followers of the
Mahdi, the Ansar, have made direct links in folklore between the Battle
of Omdurman and the Aba Island massacre in 1970.156 Clearly, more
research is needed in this regard.157

A Photographic ‘Archive’ of Violence
While war photographs that laid bare the results of British colonial violence and conquest were perhaps more rare in the nineteenth century,
there were photographers who bucked this trend and went beyond providing sanitised views of violence and colonialism. Such visual records
of the effects of colonial violence, including Gregson’s, directly contradict British claims of the Empire as a ‘civilising mission’ and its alleged
benevolence, both then and now.
Gregson’s ‘Khartum album’ is an important record of the brutalities and contradictory rhetoric of the British Empire. Such rhetoric
includes ‘Despatching the Dervish Wounded’, and Gregson’s images
work powerfully against this euphemistic language of Empire and are
an important addition to the ‘archive’ of nineteenth-century colonial
photography.158 That such photographs are not commonly viewed and
discussed, is consistent with the wider approach and view regarding
popular perceptions of the British Empire, particularly in comparison

154 Ibid., p. 2.
155 P. M. Holt, ‘The Mahdia in the Sudan: 1881–1898’, History Today, 8.3 (1958), 187–95.
156 Gabriel Warburg, ‘Mahdism and Islamism in Sudan’, International Journal of Middle East Studies,
27.2 (1995), 221.
157 One example in English is Amil Khan, ‘Sudanese Honour Warriors who Fell Fighting British’,
Sudanese Tribune, 2 September 2005, <http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article11447>
[accessed 18 August 2018].
158 The actions of both armies were depicted in the images: ‘Despatching the Dervish Wounded’
and ‘The Reason Why’, in W. T. Maud, ‘The Dark Side of Campaigning’, The Graphic, 1 October 1898.
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to its European counterparts.159 We need an open and honest conversation about extreme violence in British history, related but not limited
to the British Empire. There remains a ‘disavowal’ and a state of ‘colonial aphasia’ in Britain related to its empire.160 These issues within British memory have been further highlighted by the rhetoric surrounding
arguments for Brexit in post-EU referendum Britain.161 This situation
is part of a wider issue in which there is an ongoing reluctance of
some imperial historians to engage with the issues at hand regarding
the relationship between violence and the British Empire. This reluctance extends to images of extreme violence. Despite a general lack of
familiarity with such images, clearly, an important range of atrocity
photography exists, but unlike photographs that capture the violence
of others, we are not exposed to the results of the British Empire.162
This neglect is indicative of an issue that has been illuminated by a recent roundtable on John Darwin’s The Empire Project.163 Within Duncan
Bell’s contribution to this debate, he argues that rather than a sanitised
view of empire, we need to focus on ‘the broken and abused bodies – almost invariably black or brown – on which empire was erected’.164 This
focus needs to include a consideration of the indigenous populations
who fought against the British colonisation process in Britain’s nineteenth-century ‘small wars’. As Dominik Schaller and Jürgen Zimmerer emphasise, in cases of colonial warfare ‘in which colonial military
commanders did not aim at exterminating their indigenous enemies
they usually willingly and cynically accepted the death of thousands of
Africans or Asians as a collateral damage of their method of warfare’.165
Photographs of empire are littered with evidence of violence, but
hundreds of thousands of ‘bodies’ are missing from contemporary photographs. That images of ‘the dead native’ are frequently overlooked
may be understood in terms of the concept of ‘grievability’ related to
159 On British ‘peaceableness’ see Jon Lawrence, ‘Forging a Peaceable Kingdom: War, Violence,
and Fear of Brutalization in Post-First World War Britain’, The Journal of Modern History, 75.3
(2003), 557–89.
160 Edwards and Mead, ‘Absent Histories and Absent Images’, 20; A. L. Stoler, ‘Colonial Aphasia:
Race and Disabled Histories in France’, Public Culture, 23.1 (2011), 121–56.
161 A point also made by Wagner, ‘Seeing like a Soldier’, p. 37 (n. 56).
162 Again, this issue relates to representations of violence in British museums.
163 John Darwin, ‘Roundtable: Imperial History by the Book: A Roundtable on John Darwin’s The
Empire Project. Reply’, Journal of British Studies, 54.4 (2015), 993–97.
164 Duncan Bell, ‘Roundtable: Imperial History by the Book: A Roundtable on John Darwin’s The Empire
Project. Comment: Desolation Goes before Us’, Journal of British Studies, 54.4 (2015), 987–93.
165 Dominik J. Schaller and Jürgen Zimmerer, ‘Settlers, Imperialism, Genocide: Seeing the Global without Ignoring the Local: Introduction’, Journal of Genocide Research, 10.2 (2008), 193–94.
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‘colonised’ victims.166 This idea extends to the millions who died in ‘colonial blind spots’; the repercussions of tactics of colonial warfare extended beyond armed opponents, and their stories are all but invisible in the
archives and historiography. Genocide scholars have been key in highlighting the relationship between European colonialism and extreme
violence, including genocidal violence.167 The often one-sided nature
of colonial violence had implications for the ‘potentiality’ of genocide
throughout the Empire, not least as a result of the racial assumptions
and ‘total’ tactics that marked colonial conquests.168 Scholars of genocide have previously recognised the extreme nature of the reconquest
campaign. For example, Doris Bergen emphasises the campaign within
the context of a period which ‘must have contributed to a sense among
many Europeans that human life – at least the lives of people they considered inferior – was extremely cheap’.169 While the one-sided nature of
this campaign was part of a wider pattern of colonial warfare, it stands
apart for the massacring of enemy wounded and surrendering troops,
although these practices were not without precedent.170
In the aforementioned roundtable, Darwin acknowledges the role
that violence played in empire building, but he deems this violence to be
self-evident and unworthy of further exploration. Darwin claims that
an emphasis on the centrality of violence to the Empire ‘is not to add
much to the sum of knowledge’.171 However, the aim is certainly not to
claim that the British ‘invented’ empire and its corresponding violence,
but to locate, as Darwin himself states, ‘the scale, operation, and meaning of British imperial violence’.172 We need to assess the role of extreme
violence, not as the result of individual ‘excesses’, but as part of the ‘logic’
of the British Empire.173 Of course, we know that empire building was
brutal and that colonial warfare was ‘barbaric’, but I argue that pho166 Chaudhary, p. 85.
167 Notable examples are Empire, Colony, Genocide, ed. by Moses; Mark Levene, Genocide in the
Age of the Nation State, 2 vols (London; New York, NY: I.B. Tauris, 2005), II: Rise of the West
and the Coming of Genocide.
168 Michelle Gordon, ‘British Colonial Violence in Perak, Sierra Leone and the Sudan’ (unpublished PhD thesis, Royal Holloway, University of London, 2017).
169 Doris L. Bergen, The Holocaust: A New History (Stroud: Tempus, 2008 [2003]), p. 260.
170 Michael Lieven, ‘“Butchering the Brutes All Over the Place”: Total War and Massacre in Zululand, 1879’, History, 18 (1999), 614–32.
171 Darwin, 994.
172 Ibid., 995.
173 Historians of Empire are exploring the everyday violence that was inherent within the
structures of the colonial systems. One example is Jill C. Bender, The 1857 Indian Uprising
and the British Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016).
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tographs such as Gregson’s are important in comprehending that violence and the racial ideology that underpinned it. As has been the case
with other events of mass violence, images provide an irrefutable veracity to descriptions of violence, and speak in ways that words cannot.
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Challenging the Perpetrators’ Narrative: A Critical
Reading of the Photo Album ‘Resettlement of the
Jews from Hungary’
Ulrike Koppermann
Abstract: In the discourse on photographs taken by the SS or the Wehrmacht at
concentration camps, ghettos, and during mass shootings, the ‘perpetrators’ gaze’ or
‘perpetrators’ perspective’ is referred to repeatedly. Notwithstanding the ubiquity of
the term, theoretical or empirical approaches to the issue are largely missing from the
discussion. Drawing on a well-known photo album produced by SS-photographers at
the Auschwitz II (Birkenau) concentration camp in 1944, this article analyses the photographic mediation and narration of events preceding the mass murder of hundreds
of thousands of Jewish deportees from Hungary. To this end, the paper explores the
limited scope of the representation, the construction of an alleged rationale behind
the murder and various dimensions of photography in the context of violence.
Keywords: photography, perpetrators’ perspective, Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp, photo album

Introduction

O

ur visual imagination of the murderous proceedings at the
Auschwitz II (Birkenau) concentration camp is considerably
shaped by a set of almost 200 photos taken in the summer
of 1944, when 434,000 to 437,000 Jews were deported from
Hungary, and the SS murdered 325,000 to 349,000 of them upon arrival.1
Operating behind the cameras were two SS-photographers, Bernhard
Walter and Ernst Hofmann, both working in the Identification Service

This contribution is an extended and revised version of a previous article by the author, published in German: ‘Das visuelle Narrativ des Fotoalbums “Umsiedlung der Juden aus Ungarn”.
Ein kritischer Blick auf die Täterperspektive’, Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft, 67.6 (2019),
518–37. It is part of a research collaboration with Stefan Hördler (Weimar), Christoph Kreutzmüller
(Berlin) and Tal Bruttmann (Paris).
1 For details on the death rates and the administrative organisation of the murder of the Jews
from Hungary see Stefan Hördler, Ordnung und Inferno: Das KZ-System im letzten Kriegsjahr
(Göttingen: Wallstein, 2015), pp. 298–314.
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of the camp.2 Often exhibited and published separately, the photos stem
from a photo album titled ‘Resettlement of the Jews from Hungary’.3
In the past 25 years, caution has been voiced repeatedly against using
visual records produced by perpetrators when teaching and exhibiting
the history of the Holocaust today. Critics warn against ‘a danger of
viewing the past only through the eyes of the perpetrators’ because
‘we risk seeing the victims as the Nazis saw them’.4 While this issue
remains relevant, it has gained yet another facet in more recent years
due to the increasing number of exhibitions at German memorial sites
which explicitly focus on National Socialist perpetrators.5 At these curatorially challenging exhibitions, records revealing the perpetrators’
perspective may – if appropriately framed and countervailed – enable
viewers to critically confront subject positions of those involved in
mass murder.6 This approach is rooted in a larger discourse emphasis-

2 For details on the two photographers see Janina Struk, Photographing the Holocaust: Interpretations of the Evidence (London/New York: Tauris, 2004), pp. 102–119; Stefan Hördler,
Christoph Kreutzmüller and Tal Bruttmann, ‘Auschwitz im Bild: Zur kritischen Analyse der
Auschwitz-Alben’, Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft, 63.7/8 (2015), 609–33 (pp. 615–16).
3 The German title given to the album by the SS reads ‘Umsiedlung der Juden aus Ungarn’.
In the following, I refer to the photos by the numbers 1–190 according to the signatures
FA268/1–FA268/190 in the Yad Vashem Online Photo Archive. My analysis is concerned with
the album as an integrated whole and discusses a number of photos and sequences. Therefore, reproducing individual photos would run contrary to the approach. However, the album
is available as an online exhibition: Yad Vashem, The Auschwitz Album, <https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/en/exhibitions/album_auschwitz/index.asp> [accessed 1 June 2019].
4 International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, 'How to teach about the Holocaust in Schools',
<https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/educational-materials/how-teach-about-holocaustin-schools> [accessed 5 September 2019]. See also Struk, pp. 211–15; Susan A. Crane, ‘Choosing
not to look: Representation, Repatriation, and Holocaust Atrocity Photography’, History and Theory, 47.3 (2008), 309–30; Philipp Weigel, ‘Schrecken erzieht nicht: Zum Einsatz von Fotografien in
den Ausstellungen Polnischer Shoah-Gedenkstätten’, in Orte der Shoah in Polen: Gedenkstätten
zwischen Mahnmal und Museum, ed. by Jörg Ganzenmüller and Raphael Utz (Vienna: Böhlau, 2016),
pp. 49–66; K. Hannah Holtschneider, The Holocaust and Representation of Jews: History and Identity in the Museum (London/New York: Routledge, 2011), pp. 62–78.
5 The Ravensbrück Memorial opened an exhibition on female guards in 2004, the Neuengamme
Memorial opened an exhibition on the camp’s SS-staff in 2005, and the Sachsenhausen Memorial opened two exhibitions on SS-perpetrators in 2015 and 2017. For case studies see Sarah
Kleinmann, ‘The Representation of Nazi Perpetrators in Exhibitions in Germany: An underexposed Part of Memory Politics’, The Journal of Social Policy Studies, 13.3 (2015), 465–76; Christine Eckel, ‘Fotografien in den “Täterausstellungen” der KZ-Gedenkstätten Ravensbrück und
Neuengamme im Vergleich’, in Das KZ Neuengamme und seine Außenlager: Geschichte, Nachgeschichte, Erinnerung, Bildung, ed. by Oliver von Wrochem (Berlin: Metropol, 2010), pp. 199–216.
6 Michaela Dixon, ‘The unreliable Perpetrator: Negotiating narrative Perspective at Museums
of the Third Reich and the GDR’, German Life and Letters, 70.2 (2017), 241–61.
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ing ‘perspective’ as an exhibition concept which grants visitors access
to individual and diverging experiences of the past.7
Against this backdrop, the following case-study aims to provide an
analysis of the album ‘Resettlement of the Jews from Hungary’ highlighting indications and characteristics of the ‘perpetrators’ perspective’. Focusing on the photographic and narrative construction of mass
murder as a rational and seamless process,8 the close and critical reading of the album investigates three aspects.9 Firstly, I compare the representation in the album to the historical events of mass murder. While
any photographic representation remains notoriously fragmentary, the
selective and formalised narrative needs to be analysed meaningfully.
Secondly, I unfold how the visual construction of the Jewish deportees
suggests an alleged rationale and reasoning behind their murder and
slave labour. While the first aspect is concerned with the selection and
sequence of events presented in the album, this second aspect examines
how coherence is constructed to link the events. Thirdly, I turn to the
complex interrelations between photography and violence. With regard
to the album, this issue has mainly been discussed in terms of its evidential value for the murder committed at Auschwitz II (Birkenau), and
contradicting views characterise the discourse. Suspending the unresolved question of evidence temporarily, further nuances of the role of
photography in collaboratively organised mass murder are explored.10
Taken together, all three layers concern ‘the complex, formed by internal and external factors, of conditions for the comprehension and representation
7 Among others: Dixon, p. 242; Martin Lücke and Irmgard Zündorf, Einführung in die Public
History (Göttingen: Vadenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2018), pp. 42–45.
8 This peculiar focus of the album has been stressed repeatedly. See, among others, Habbo
Knoch, Die Tat als Bild: Fotografien des Holocaust in der deutschen Erinnerungskultur (Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, 2001), p. 99; Hördler, Kreutzmüller, and Bruttmann, pp. 616, 631; Yasmin Doosry, ‘Vom Dokument zur Ikone: Zur Rezeption des Auschwitz-Albums’, in Representations of Auschwitz, ed. by Yasmin Doosry (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 1995),
pp. 95–103 (p. 98); Cornelia Brink, ‘Das Auschwitz-Album vor Gericht’, in Auschwitz-Prozeß 4 Ks
2/63 Frankfurt am Main, ed. by Irmtrud Wojak (Cologne: Snoeck, 2004), pp. 148–59 (p. 149).
9 My analysis applies a post-structuralist definition of ‘narrative’ as a cognitive scheme: ‘Narrative involves the construction of the mental image of a world populated with individuated
agents [...]. This world must undergo not fully predictable changes of state [...]. In addition
to being linked to physical states by causal relations, the physical events must be associated with mental states and events […]. This network of connections gives events coherence,
motivation, closure, and intelligibility and turns them into a plot.’ Marie-Laure Ryan, ‘On the
Theoretical Foundations of Transmedial Narratology’, in Narratology beyond Criticism: Mediality,
Disciplinarity, ed. by Jan Christoph Meister (Berlin/New York: De Gruyter, 2005), pp. 1–23 (p. 4).
10 This last aspect is greatly inspired by: Cornelia Brink and Jonas Wegerer, ‘Wie kommt die
Gewalt ins Bild? Über den Zusammenhang von Gewaltakt, fotografischer Aufnahme und
Bildwirkung’, Fotogeschichte, 125 (2012), 5–14.
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of happenings’, which is how Wolf Schmid defines ‘perspective’ in a narratological sense.11 Thus we come to understand how the circumstances
under which the photos were taken and their compilation as a narrative
album determine not only their existence, but their motifs and composition. Moreover, characteristic details of the limited scope of the album favouring the SS’ perception of mass murder are unmasked.12
Before turning to the album, we need to briefly look at its background and history. So far, no definite information is available regarding the photographers’ assignment and the production of the album.13
Presumably, the album served as a form of internal self-praise and
proof of performance addressed to superior SS-functionaries.14 Since
such a large number of photos would not have been taken without an
intended purpose, the album must have been planned beforehand.15
Considering the photographers’ liberty to operate in spite of a general
ban on photography in the camps, the pictures could not have been taken secretly.16 Thus, it is likely that Rudolf Höß, the first commandant of
the Auschwitz Camp, who had been sent back to administer and oversee the murder of the Jews from Hungary, initiated the compilation of
the album.17 After the war, Wilhelm Brasse, a Polish internee and professional photographer, testified that not only one, but 15 albums had
been produced at the photo lab, and that he had processed the photos.18
11 Wolf Schmid, Narratology. An Introduction (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010), p. 99, emphasis in the
original. Although the term ‘perpetrator’s gaze’ is more commonly used in English, applying a
narratological approach based on the analytical category ‘perspective’ allows me to address
characteristic features of the album as a narrative medium which would not be within the
scope of the concept of ‘gaze’.
12 Hildegard Frübis recently proposed analysing the album as a pictorial narrative. She focuses on
short picture series which depict aspects of the workflow and follow visual traditions of industrial
photography. Hildegard Frübis, ‘Evidenz der Fotografie und die fotografischen Erzählweisen des
Judenmords’, in Darstellen, Vermitteln, Aneignen: Gegenwärtige Reflexionen des Holocaust, ed. by Bettina Bannasch and Hans-Joachim Hahn (Göttingen: V&R unipress, 2018), pp. 257–280 (pp. 272–78).
13 Tal Bruttmann, Christoph Kreutzmüller, and Stefan Hördler, ‘L’ “album d’Auschwitz”, entre
objet et source d’histoire’, Vingtième Siècle, 3 (2018), 22–44 (pp. 24–25).
14 Doosry, p. 102; Brink, ‘Das Auschwitz-Album vor Gericht’, p. 149.
15 Nina Springer-Aharoni, ‘Photographs as Historical Documents’, in The Auschwitz Album: The Story
of a Transport, ed. by Israel Gutman and Bella Gutterman (Jerusalem: Yad Vashem/Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2002), pp. 87–97 (p. 94); Hördler, Kreutzmüller, and Bruttmann, p. 616.
16 Struk, p. 111; Springer-Aharoni, p. 94.
17 Bruttmann, Kreutzmüller, and Hördler p. 26; Luca Crippa and Maurizio Onnis, Wilhelm Brasse:
Der Fotograf von Auschwitz (Munich: Blessing, 2014), pp. 10–11.
18 Bruttmann, Kreutzmüller, and Hördler, pp. 26–27; Reiner Engelmann, Der Fotograf von Auschwitz:
Das Leben des Wilhelm Brasse (Munich: JBC, 2015), p. 60; Anna Dobrowolska, The Auschwitz Photographer (Warsaw: Rekontrplan, 2015), p. 164; MOCAK/Museum für Gegenwartskunst Krakau, Wilhelm Brasse, Fotograf, 3444: Auschwitz 1940–1945 (Krakow/Berlin: Revolver, 2012), p. 121.
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Tadeusz Myszkowski, another Polish inmate and graphic artist, wrote
the calligraphic captions.19 However, we cannot attribute individual
photos to the respective photographers, and it remains unknown who
decided on the structure of the album and selected the photos.20
In January 1945, when the staff of the SS headquarters, including
Bernhard Walter, was relocated from Auschwitz to the Mittelbau-Dora
concentration camp, the album traveled with them.21 Lili Jacob, a former
prisoner, claimed to have found the album in a deserted SS-barrack
after the US-Army had liberated the camp in April 1945. According to
Jacob, who had been deported from the ghetto Beregszász on 26 May
1944 to Auschwitz II (Birkenau), she had recognised herself and several
members of her family in the photographs.22 She kept the album as a
memento before handing it over to Yad Vashem in 1980.23 Hence, while
some of the photos had been known and had been reproduced since the
late 1940s, it was not until 1980 that Serge Klarsfeld published the first
complete edition of the album.24

Constructing a Linear and Selective Narrative of Mass
Murder25
Although it is impossible to know and reconstruct the course of events
to the last detail, it is evident that those seven weeks during which Jews
were deported from Hungary to Auschwitz II (Birkenau) are – at best
– represented fragmentarily. The photos are divided into five chapters
and additional subchapters with the following headings: ‘Arrival of a
19 Struk, p. 117.
20 Bruttmann, Kreutzmüller, and Hördler, p. 26–27.
21 Judith Cohen and Rebecca Erbelding, ‘Auschwitz durch die Kameralinse der SS: Die Entschlüsselung eines vielschichtigen Fotoalbums’, in Das Höcker-Album: Auschwitz durch die
Linse der SS, ed. by Christophe Busch, Stefan Hördler, and Robert Jan van Pelt (Darmstadt:
von Zabern, 2016), pp. 20–35 (p. 33).
22 However, two different women are identified as Lili Jacob in photo 166. For comparison see
The Auschwitz Album: Lili Jacob’s Album, ed. by Serge Klarsfeld (New York: Beate Klarsfeld
Foundation, 1980), [n. pag]; Gutman and Gutterman, The Auschwitz Album, p. 208.
23 On the history of the album see among others, Gideon Greif, ‘The “Auschwitz Album”. The Story
of Lili Jacob’, in The Auschwitz Album, ed. by Gutman and Gutterman, pp. 71–86; Klarsfeld.
24 Klarsfeld. Additional editions followed, e.g.: The Auschwitz Album: A Book Based upon an Album Discovered by a Concentration Camp Survivor, ed. by Peter Hellman (New York: Random
House, 1981); Gesichter der Juden in Auschwitz: Lili Meiers Album, ed. by Hans-Jürgen Hahn
(Berlin: Das Arsenal, 1995); The Auschwitz Album, ed. by Gutman and Gutterman.
25 By analysing the selected scenes in contrast to the historical context and the order in which
they are arranged, I follow the theoretical framework introduced by Schmid, pp. 190–93.
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transport’, ‘Sorting’ (‘Men upon arrival’, ‘Women upon arrival’), ‘After
the sorting’ (‘Men still fit for labour’, ‘Women still fit for labour’, ‘Men
no longer fit for labour’, ‘Women and children no longer fit for labour’),
‘After delousing’ (‘Assignment to the work camp’), ‘Effects’. Within these
very brief headings some aspects are repeated. In this way, they introduce and develop certain subjects. They express as well as structure a
biased interpretation of the events – one focusing on the functional and
processual aspects of mass murder.26 Regarding our working definition
of ‘perspective’ it is important to note that the order in which the few
chosen moments appear coincides neither with the personal experience
of one or more deportees, nor with the experience of one or several
SS-men and the SS-photographers. The assembled sequence creates
a super-personal viewpoint and constructs a plot of a finite, chronologically progressing process of a transport arriving at Auschwitz II
(Birkenau), a subsequent sorting of the deportees and their assignation
to forced labour. The pages of the album lend a material basis to the successive chapters, while its front and back covers frame the beginning
and ending. Therefore, the material structure of the album shapes its
content in such a way that it succeeds in making the represented process appear sequenced and coherent.27
At second glance, the exemplified pattern proves to be a mere construction as it includes photos of several transports, merging them in
an undifferentiated manner.28 Due to their similar motifs and composition, it is not immediately apparent that the pictures were not always taken in the order in which they appear in the album. As a result,
an entirely constructed version of an arriving deportation transport
achieves a universal representative function for all 137 transports from
Hungary.29 Likewise, the title claims a representative value for the album itself by referring to the ‘Resettlement of the Jews’, as in all Jews
from Hungary. Since the title alludes to the entire Jewish population of
Hungary, whereas the album presents only one thoroughly constructed
26 Erich Kulka, ‘Photographs as Evidence in the Frankfurt Court’, Yad Vashem Bulletin, 17 (1965),
56–58 (p. 56); Springer-Aharoni, p. 96.
27 On how the material basis of an album gives shape to the content see, Matthias Bickenbach, ‘Das
Dispositiv des Fotoalbums. Mutation kultureller Erinnerung. Nadar und das Pantheon’, in Medien
der Präsenz: Museum, Bildung und Wissenschaft im 19. Jahrhundert, ed. by Jürgen Fohrmann,
Andrea Schütte, and Wilhelm Voßkamp (Cologne: DuMont, 2001), pp. 87–128 (pp. 88, 100–101).
28 At least seven transports have been distinguished, but most photos relate to four transports: Bruttmann, Kreutzmüller, and Hördler, p. 34.
29 For a list of the deportation transports see, Randolph L. Braham, The Politics of Genocide: The
Holocaust in Hungary, 2 vols. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1981), ii, Appendix 6, pp. 1403–05.
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deportation transport, an invariable repetition and standardisation of
mass murder is suggested. Hence, the referential relationship between
the album and its historical point of reference is itself highly significant
– not to mention the euphemistic use of ‘resettlement’ to refer to the
subjection to forced labour and mass murder of the deportees.
Due to the chosen headings, some aspects are depicted in more detail than others. For example, the selection process is conceptualised in
terms of the act itself (‘sorting’) as well as the groups of deportees (men,
women and children) and their alleged condition (‘upon arrival’, ‘still fit’
or ‘no longer fit’ for labour). In comparison, few headlines and photos
serve to depict the deportees’ assignment to forced labour. Within three
chapters, captions referring to men and women follow one after another,
thereby creating a linear structure. On the one hand, indicating the
separation of the sexes repeatedly suggests an orderly and systematic
procedure according to clear-cut categories. On the other hand, the
successive chapters on men and women contribute to the construction
of a chronological process, and it appears as if the selection was evolving
gradually. By contrast, a division of men and women during the ‘delousing’ is not mentioned in the caption, although the photos depict the
sexes separately and indicate that the deportees were in fact split up
when being showered and dressed in the so-called ‘sauna’. Therefore, it
seems that the captions’ primary purpose was to conceptualise the selection. Scenes such as those shown on the last pages – namely, prisoner
functionaries working in the ‘Canada-Commando’ – took place simultaneously to the selection. More specifically, while the selection was
taking place, prisoner functionaries gathered luggage left behind alongside the train (81). Moreover, they worked continuously in day and night
shifts sorting looted personal belongings in the warehouses.30 Captions
could have indicated which tasks were carried out simultaneously, but
instead, a constructed chronology is suggested, which renders the entire process more easily discernible. Since the sequences in the album
seem to follow the natural flow of time, its ex post facto construction is
barely noticeable, and the chronology serves to characterise the event
as an evolving process – change happening over time.31
30 Verena Walter, ‘Raub’, in Der Ort des Terrors: Geschichte der Nationalsozialistischen
Konzentrationslager, 9 vols., ed. by Wolfgang Benz and Barbara Distel (Munich: Beck,
2007), V: Hinzert, Auschwitz, Neuengamme, pp. 128–30.
31 On the construction of chronology as a temporal order in narrative see Schmid, pp. 205–07;
Werner Wolf, ‘Das Problem der Narrativität in der Literatur, bildender Kunst und Musik: Ein
Beitrag zu einer intermedialen Erzähltheorie’, in Erzähltheorie: Transgenerisch, Intermedial, Interdisziplinär, ed. by Ansgar Nünning and Vera Nünning (Trier: WVT, 2002), pp. 23–104 (pp. 47–48).
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The deportees’ assignment to the work camp is represented in
relatively few photos and is blatantly fragmentary. Firstly, what the
SS euphemistically called ‘delousing’, namely shaving the deportees’
heads and body hair, is mentioned in a caption and therefore marked
as integral to the procedure. However, the shaving itself is not depicted
visually, men were rather photographed ‘after delousing’. It thus seems
that only the result – the total loss of all individual features when entering the camp – was considered worth a picture (146–168).32 In one
of the private albums of Karl Otto Koch, the first commandant of the
Buchenwald concentration camp, the missing scene is included.33 The
image was taken in October 1939 and shows Polish deportees sitting on
stools, stark naked, within a fenced area outdoors, being shaved and
bathed by prisoner functionaries. The photographer must have been
relatively close to the scene and was a direct witness to the humiliation of the Poles. By excluding similar pictures from the album, the
SS withheld such degrading and destructive aspects from the official
visual record of their work at Auschwitz II (Birkenau). Thus, in how far
viewers are able to reconstruct the painful procedures on the basis of
the photos depends on their background knowledge and inclination.34
Moreover, the caption makes readers believe that deportees selected for forced labour were assigned to the work camp immediately ‘after
delousing’. In fact, however, after arriving at Auschwitz II (Birkenau),
deportees were led to the so-called ‘sauna’ and – often without registration – were temporarily detained in a provisional transit camp in the
camp sections BIIc, BIIb, BIIe and the yet unfinished sector BIII.35 Organisational difficulties delayed their transfer to other camps, and the
deportees were stranded for weeks in the overcrowded transit camp.36
For example, Lili Jacob arrived at the camp on 26 May 1944, but she was

32 Doosry, p. 98.
33 Photo taken by an unkown photographer, October 1939, Buchenwald Memorial Photo Archive,
photo no. 006.006, <http://fotoarchiv.buchenwald.de/detail/2848> [accessed 1 June 2019].
34 Brink and Wegerer, p. 5.
35 In the summer of 1944 an average number of 30.000–50.000 men and women were detained in the
transit camp. Danuta Czech, Kalendarium der Ereignisse im Konzentrationslager Auschwitz-Birkenau
1939–1945 (Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1989), pp. 699–700; Irena Strzelecka and Piotr Setkiewicz, ‘Bau, Ausbau und Entwicklung des KL Auschwitz und seiner Nebenlager’, in Auschwitz 1940–1945: Studien
zur Geschichte des Konzentrations- und Vernichtungslager Auschwitz, 5 vols., ed. by Aleksander
Lasik and others (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 1999), i, pp. 81–155 (pp. 115–17).
36 Christian Gerlach and Götz Aly, Das letzte Kapitel: Der Mord an den ungarischen Juden 1944–
1945 (Frankfurt a.M.: Fischer, 2004), pp. 375–79.
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only registered and given a prisoner’s number on 25 July 1944.37 Thus, it
is most likely that she was detained in the provisional transit camp for
eight weeks.38 Ultimately, the heading ‘Assignment to the Work Camp’
does not reveal the provisional, at times lengthy detention in the transit
camp and the fact that these circumstances worsened the living conditions of the deportees immensely.39
Finally, the depiction in the album does not allow conclusions about
deportees engaging in acts of resistance. And yet, at least twice (on 25
May and 28 May 1944), deportees attempted to escape right outside the
gas chambers, and the SS shot all fugitives on both occasions.40 Such
violent scenes resulted from the SS’ momentary loss of control and
briefly challenged their dominance. Notwithstanding the recurrence
of these incidents, the album omits the shooting of innocent people
as well as their initiative to escape. Therefore, the pictures taken and
selected for the album – like so many other pictures taken by perpetrators – ‘perpetuate a narrative in which Jews who were persecuted only
ever appear as passive, nameless victims.’41
Taking the aforementioned into account, it becomes clear that ‘[i]
t is only against the background of the non-selected that the selected
gains its identity and meaning. Experiencing a story as a meaningful
whole entails inferring the logic of its selectivity.’42 A critical analysis of the
album’s narrative enriches Schmid’s theoretical argument with precise
data by investigating the specific context and contrasting it with the
document. The selection was determined by the SS’ internal discourse
and negotiation on what is ‘relevant’, ‘showable’ and ‘tellable’.43 Where37 ‘Testimony of Lili Zelmanovic‘, 3 December 1964, Frankfurt on the Main (Germany), <http://
www.auschwitz-prozess.de/download.php?file=Zelmanovic-Lili.pdf> [accessed 1 June 2019];
Czech, p. 829; Peter Moses-Krause, ‘Bericht über das Auschwitz-Album der Lili Jacob Meier‘,
in Gesichter der Juden in Auschwitz, ed. by Hahn, pp. 7–27 (p. 22).
38 Hördler, Kreutzmüller, and Bruttmann, pp. 619–20.
39 Gerlach and Aly, p. 376; Ota Kraus and Erich Kulka, The Death Factory: Document on Auschwitz
(Oxford/London: Pergamon Press, 1966), p. 195; Hermann Langbein, People in Auschwitz
(Chapel Hill/London: The University of North Carolina Press, 2004), p. 48.
40 Czech, pp. 785, 787.
41 Michaela Christ, ‘Photographs of Violence: Exhibiting and viewing Images of Brutality and
Suffering’, in Mass Shootings: The Holocaust from the Baltic to the Black Sea 1941–1944, ed.
by Topography of Terror Documentation Center and Foundation Memorial to the Murdered
Jews of Europe (Berlin: Topography of Terror Documentation Center/Foundation Memorial
to the Murdered Jews of Europe, 2016), pp. 303–315 (p. 315).
42 Schmid, p. 204, emphasis in the original.
43 On the social standardisation of the ‘showable’ in photography and the ‘tellable’ in narrative see,
Pierre Bourdieu, Photography: A Middle-Brow Art (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990), pp. 8, 19, 24;
Jerome Bruner, ‘The Narrative Construction of Reality’, Critical Inquiry, 18 (1991), 1–21 (p. 15).
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as the album highlights extensively how deportees are forcedly integrated
in the camp, the rampant overcrowding in the camp and the sporadic
challenges to SS domination are not communicated to viewers of the
album. From the deportees’ perspective, this means that their unbearable living conditions and resistance are absent from the visual record.
Regarding the shaving, bathing and changing of clothes, viewers may
only decode visual traces of the humiliation if they are acquainted with
the implications of ‘delousing’ from other sources.

Alleged Rationality and Narrative Coherence
Of the over 400.000 deportees, relatively few were photographed and
even fewer are featured in the album.44 It seems that motifs were chosen to construct causality and give coherence to the process, thereby legitimising and rationalising the atrocity of subjecting the deportees to
selection, murder and forced labour. The cover page is significant, as it
serves to establish an image of those being ‘resettled’ – that is, deported, exploited and murdered. The first two photos (1 and 2) – showing
elderly, orthodox men in semi profile and portrait format – were taken
in the style of eugenic photography in order to emphasise alleged ‘racial
traits’.45 Interestingly, photo 1 was taken in the studio of the Identification
Service in Block 26 at the main camp.46 Using professional equipment,
the portrait was taken in front of a monochrome background and with
carefully arranged lighting. The spotlight outlines the men’s noses and
foreheads, considered to be ‘racial traits’ by the National Socialists. As
the spotlight accentuates the two faces in a similar fashion, they look
very much alike, almost like duplicates or mirror images. Since their
identities remain unknown, it is impossible to determine whether the
photo was taken in the context of the ‘Hungarian Action’ or whether
the two men had been deported to Auschwitz at some other point. According to Bernhard Walter’s testimony, the first picture is not a rarity,
since ‘typically looking’ Jews, e.g. Rabbis in their traditional costume,
were brought to the studio on several occasions.47
Moreover, the studio photograph raises major questions concerning the notion of the ‘perpetrators’ perspective’, since it may have been
44
45
46
47

Bruttmann, Kreutzmüller, and Hördler, p. 34.
Doosry, p. 94; Springer-Aharoni, p. 92; Frübis, p. 278.
Gutman and Gutterman, The Auschwitz Album, 139.
Bernhard Walter’s testimony is reprinted in: Klarsfeld, [n. pag.].
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taken by the aforementioned prisoner Wilhelm Brasse.48 Indeed, if
an inmate took this frankly stereotyping picture as part of his work
requirements as a prisoner functionary, the visual coding of the picture, which follows the SS’ instructions, and its production, which
again was embedded in hierarchic power relations, must be described
and analysed separately. Conceptualising the ‘perpetrators’ perspective’ solely based on the photographer fails to grasp the complexities
behind this – and ultimately all – mug shot pictures taken routinely
of and by concentration camp inmates.49 Hence, if one wants to adhere
to the concept, they will need to account for the ways in which prisoners were instrumentalised and forcedly subjected fellow prisoners to
standardising mug shots. A more nuanced understanding of the term
has to go beyond the photographer and consider the intentions and
circumstances surrounding the photos’ production, which may lead to
certain motifs and visual codes as required by the SS.50
Restoring the pictures’ original order reveals that photo 2 was taken
together with photos 101–103, which are part of the chapter ‘Men no
longer fit for labour’.51 Therefore, the cover page also brands the deportees as typically ‘unfit for labour’. Taken together, the cover photos
encode anti-Semitic attributions and apply them to all ‘Jews from Hungary’. Similarly to Christoph Hamann’s observations regarding photos
of Soviet POWs taken by German Propaganda Troops, an entire collective is thus allegedly represented through a single face.52
Following the cover page, the captions ‘Arrival of a transport’,
‘Sorting’ as well as men and women ‘upon arrival’ do not imply an
evaluation of the deportees. However, the people in the pictures display precisely the sort of characteristics which marked them as ‘unfit
for labour’ in the eyes of the SS. Among the ‘Men upon arrival’ series,
either elderly men are presented in the foreground (37, 41, 43, 45, 46, 50,
52) or others whose physical weakness is evident at first glance: men
48 Hördler, Kreutzmüller, and Bruttmann, p. 616.
49 For Brasse’s account of his task see, Dobrowolska, pp. 78–91.
50 In his analysis of the permanent exhibition in Block 16 at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State
Museum Philipp Weigel refers to the display of these mug shots as an unintended but unfortunate reproduction of the ‘perpetrators’ gaze’. He argues persuasively that the attempt to
personalise the children based on these photos fails because the children had already been
robbed of their individual features, e.g. clothes and hair. Weigel, pp. 53–55.
51 Hellman, p. 88.
52 Christoph Hamann, ‘Feindbilder und Bilder vom Feind’, in Beutestücke: Kriegsgefangene in
der Deutschen und Sowjetischen Fotografie 1941–1945, ed. by Margot Blank and Museum Berlin-Karlshorst (Berlin: Ch. Links, 2003), pp. 16–31 (p. 17).
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carrying walking sticks (40, 41, 42), a man with a wooden leg and an
amputated arm (41), men wearing glasses (37, 38, 42, 51) and a man with
a hunchback (52). Additionally, a high percentage of children is claimed
as characteristic of the group by featuring several photos of children
(5, 7, 10, 11, 12, 48, 53–56, 58, 59). Ultimately, the depiction of the arriving
deportees marks a majority as ‘unfit for labour’ right from the outset by
displaying features that were part of the SS’ internal sign system.
Furthermore, pictures of deportees who had been declared as ‘unfit for labour’ can be found in preceding chapters. For example, two
photos (38 and 51) were taken after the selection and not ‘upon arrival’.
On both pictures, the background indicates that the men were walking along the middle path between camp section BIIc and BIId leading
towards the gas chambers IV and V. Additional pictures of the same
series showing the same group of men are placed in the chapter ‘Men
no longer fit for labour’ (106, 98, 111, 110).53 Similarly, the age composition
of the women and children depicted on the photos 54, 56–60 suggests
that they had already been considered ‘unfit for labour’, but the pictures
are used to depict their arrival. Thus, there are two distinct moments of
classifying the deportees and assigning them to the binary categories:
during the actual selection and when compiling the album – herein
lies a fundamental interrelation between the historic event and the
document. I do not mean to suggest that these pictures were deliberately
used in the ‘wrong’ chapter, since there is no evidence to support such
a claim. However, the example demonstrates that the captions do not
necessarily correspond to the situation depicted, and the context information provided in the captions needs to be questioned and revised.
The following four chapters ‘After the sorting’, express a clear
evaluation of the deportees as ‘still’ or ‘no longer fit for labour’ [noch
or nicht mehr einsatzfähig]. For one thing, the adverb ‘still’ [noch] leaves
no doubt as to the fact that the deportees will lose their ability to work
conceivably whilst being detained in the camp. On the other hand, by
using ‘no longer’ the topos of man power remains the dominant argument, whereas alternative descriptions such as ‘old’, ‘weak’, ‘ill’, or even
‘mother’ and ‘child’ would not explicitly refer to the apparently rational criterion of labour force.54 The pictures taken and selected for these
53 Consequently, in the regrouped picture appendix of their edition Gutman and Gutterman
place photos 38 and 51 in a chapter labelled ‘Doomed to Death: “No longer able-bodied Men,
Women and Children”’. Gutman and Gutterman, The Auschwitz Album, pp. 189, 191.
54 According to Habbo Knoch, the album’s focus on labour and efficiency mirrors the risen
demand in manpower in wartime economy in the summer of 1944. Knoch, pp. 99–100.
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chapters seem to employ visual codes that would allegedly explain the
allocation and define the category visually. In this way, the photos chosen for each chapter vouch for the SS’ decision-making regarding the
selection of the deportees. Taken by itself and without a caption, an
old person’s stooping may be read as a sign of many years of manual
labour, life experience, vulnerability, dignity or sorrow.55 The signifier
itself does not determine its significant interpretation. Roland Barthes’
argument that text tends to have ‘a repressive value’56 on photos applies
to the album in two ways. Captions define photographic meaning, and
the interpretation manifest in the captions mirrors the very real and
ultimately deadly ascriptions forced on the deportees. Definite and unequivocal linguistic meaning rules over visual polysemy and echoes the
SS’ power to decide on the deportees’ fate within the framework of the
binary selection categories. While a single quality is marked as relevant,
the verbal ascription denies all other individual traits of the deportees.
However, beyond the SS’ utilitarian vocabulary, they enjoyed a wide
margin of discretion regarding the reasons behind their decision making.57 Situational factors, e.g. accommodation capacities, the SS’ demand for forced labourers and their ability to deport them to other concentration camps remain invisible although they affected the number of
people to be murdered.58 Instead, the alleged inferiority and uselessness
of the deportees is claimed to be the only decisive factor. Consequently,
the category’s title and visual representation do not mirror the complex
and variable reasoning behind the decision-making process.
In contrast to those labelled ‘no longer fit for labour’, close-ups and
single shots of healthy, young, energetic men and women, which would
indicate their ‘fitness’ through physical characteristics, are largely
missing from the album. Rather than visually signalling labour force,
their photos presumably serve a demonstrative purpose beyond the
people themselves: they seem to prove the SS’ ability, as described by
Hannah Arendt, ‘to organize the infinite plurality and differentiation
55 The following analysis is based on Roland Barthes, ‘Rhetoric of the Image’, in Roland Barthes
Image, Music, Text, selected and translated by Stephen Heath (London: Fontana Press, 1977),
pp. 32–51 (pp. 37–41).
56 Ibid., p. 40, emphasis in the original.
57 Jan Erik Schulte, ‘Die Wannsee-Konferenz und Auschwitz. Rhetorik und Praxis der jüdischen
Zwangsarbeit als Voraussetzung des Genozids’, in Die Wannsee-Konferenz am 20. Januar
1942: Dokumente, Forschungsstand, Kontroversen, ed. by Norbert Kampe and Peter Klein (Cologne: Böhlau, 2013), pp. 216–38 (pp. 234–37).
58 Gerlach and Aly, pp. 291–96.
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of human beings as if all of humanity were just one individual […]’.59
The way this impression is created predominantly by the image and
page composition is most evident on two pages, each showing four pictures of men and women previously selected for forced labour.
The photos of men are composed very similarly in that they were
taken from the same angle. Therefore, these men seem to be walking
from left to right past the photographer; the lower picture’s edge cuts
through the men’s legs just below their waist and the upper edge includes a narrow strip of sky. However, the photos do not belong together as one, but as two series (72, 75 and 73, 74). In photo 158, depicting
women with bald heads wearing working dresses, the guards’ barracks
located right at the entry of camp section BI can be seen in the upper left corner. 60 In the other three pictures (155–157) similarly dressed
women are passing prisoners’ barracks or warehouses in camp section
B II. On both pages, photos taken on different occasions, but similar in
their motif and composition, were put together to construct a uniform
picture of forced labourers in the unit of a page.
Three close-ups (149–151) do indeed show men with their heads shaven, wearing striped prisoners’ clothes – apparently after ‘delousing’.
Due to the view from below, the undersized clothes and their shaved
heads, the men in the front row appear clumsy and stocky, with bloated
faces. The picture frame includes the men’s heads, chests and shoulders
but, strangely enough, it cuts off their hands and legs – those body parts
most essential to physical labour.61 The prisoners’ clothes, on the other
hand, seem to be in good condition – no buttons are missing, and there
are no noticeable stains or patches. Considering the verbal and visual
stigmatisation, it seems as if their ‘new’ clothes are really their only qualification to perform forced labour – which they had just received at the
camp and through the SS.62 Overall, it seems that these photographs are
subjected to conflicting interests: namely the SS’ eagerness to demonstrate their significance and impact by providing the war economy with
forced labourers, and, at the same time, to degrade the deportees.63
59 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (San Diego: Harcourt, Brace, 1976), p. 438.
60 Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, Auschwitz-Birkenau: The Place Where You Are Standing
(Oświęcim, 2012), [n. pag.]; Hellman, p. 120.
61 Peter Hellman suggests that these men are physicians chosen to provide medical care for
the prisoners. The caption’s emphasis on manual labour (mis-)leads readers to perceive
them as slave labourers. Hellman, p. 112.
62 I gratefully owe this interpretation to Ulrich Prehn (Berlin).
63 With regard to slides taken by Walter Genewein, a member of the administration of the
Ghetto Lodz, a similar analysis has been suggested by Gertrud Koch, Die Einstellung ist die
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Regarding the two subchapters depicting men and women categorised as ‘no longer fit for labour’, the first pages are dispositive in that
they show close-ups of individuals (88–89, 115–117). In the light of the
caption ‘no longer fit for labour’, these men and women are declared
as prototypes of the groups established during the selection. On the
first page of the chapter on ‘Men no longer fit for labour’, photos 88 and
89 exaggerate two criteria degrading men racially and anti-Semitically
and thereby allegedly proving their inability to perform forced labour.
Photo 88 is a portrait of a man apparently suffering from osteogenesis
imperfecta and sitting on a broken wicker chair. In the picture’s background, the feet of a crowd of people gathered a few yards away from
him can be seen, indicating that the portrait was arranged while the
selection was going on nearby. Photo 89, for its part, shows an elderly
orthodox Jew, the semi profile take highlighting the outline of his forehead, beard and nose similarly to the two photos on the cover page. The
individual shots of women focus on three deportees, all of whom are at
an advanced age, wear torn clothes and have a stooped posture.64 Only
because the pictures are composed similarly – in portrait format with a
single individual placed in the centre – and then arranged in a sequence,
do these aspects stand out as shared characteristics. In the light of the
caption, furthermore, they become criteria. The anonymous depiction
has the effect of degrading the individuals to case examples.65 On both
pages, photos belonging to separate series were chosen and put together to provide a set of individuals that would serve as an alleged visual
definition of those ‘no longer fit for labour’.
Pictures of men declared ‘no longer fit for labour’ encode and correlate the ascribed attributes ‘Jewish’ and ‘unable to work’. Photos
showing individual men (89, 93) and small groups (94–97, 101–103, 111)
– which resonate with common stereotypes of the ‘Eastern Jews’ due
to their traditional hats, black coats and long beards – were chosen to
construct this category.66 Within it, the diverse group of men is reduced
to stereotypes based on a limited set of signs.67 Additionally, the photos
foreground the men’s physical weakness, as they carry walking sticks
64
65
66
67

Einstellung: Visuelle Konstruktion des Judentums (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1992), p. 177.
Frübis, p. 278.
Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (London: Penguin Books, 2004), p. 70.
Doosry, pp. 97–98; Kulka, p. 57.
See Hans Henning Hahn, ‘12 Thesen zur historischen Stereotypenforschung’, in Nationale
Wahrnehmungen und ihre Stereotypisierung: Beiträge zur historischen Stereotypenforschung,
ed. by Hans Henning Hahn and Elena Mannová (Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang, 2007), pp. 15–24.
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(90, 91, 93–95, 97, 98, 109, 111) and sit on the ground, exhausted (90, 91, 93,
94–97, 107, 113). These signs are deemed characteristic, significant, and
evident by remaining distinctly visible throughout the chapter. In this
sense, it seems reasonable to suggest that the photos were carefully chosen to provide a repetition of these traits and to naturalise stereotypes.68

Taking Pictures in a Violent Setting
The discourse surrounding the album is pervaded by its contested evidential value regarding the murder committed in Auschwitz. Some view
the album as a ‘weapon’ against revisionists and a testimony to the terror of the camp.69 Others stress the absence of pictures showing physical
violence and refer to the album as an ‘alibi’ or ‘Nazi camouflage’ which
deliberately covers up the mass murder.70 During the Auschwitz-Trial
in the 1960s, the court in Frankfurt eventually dismissed the album
as evidence, because it seemed to provide no unambiguous, easily decodable information on the perpetrators or the crime scene.71 Instead
of assessing the link between photography and violence solely based
on what is (or isn’t) visible in the pictures, Cornelia Brink and Jonas
Wegerer bring into consideration additional facets of this complex relationship such as the production, presentation, distribution and use of
photographs.72 Since the available sources do not allow me to investigate all of these aspects equally, I focus on the first, excavating details
on the photographers’ operation on-site and attending to how they
shape the visual information conveyed to viewers. Moreover, I draw
attention to the aesthetic dimensions of photography, which constitute
a visual prerogative of interpretation of the depicted events. Both aspects reflect the role of the photographers as mediating agents, who
determine what will be conveyed to the future audience.73
68 On the concept of ‘prototype‘ in picture theory see, Klaus Sachs-Hombach, Das Bild als kommunikatives Medium: Elemente einer allgemeinen Bildwissenschaft (Cologne: Halem, 2003), pp. 292–96.
69 Among others: Hellman, p. XXVIII; Israel Gutman and Bella Gutterman, ‘Preface’, in The
Auschwitz Album, ed. by Israel Gutman and Bella Gutterman, pp. 11–13; Bill Peschel, ‘Album
proves the Reality of Holocaust Horrors’, The Daily Tar Heel, 18 February 1982, p. 11.
70 Quotes: Kulka, p. 56; Springer-Aharoni, p. 97. See also: Telford Taylor, ‘Picturing the Holocaust’, The New York Times, 24 January 1982, p. BR8.
71 Brink, ‘Das Auschwitz-Album vor Gericht’, pp. 151–55.
72 Brink and Wegerer, p. 6.
73 Brink and Wegerer, p. 9; Dixon, p. 250.
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There are two ways in which the photographers’ operation on-site
interacts meaningfully with the photos’ spatial perspective and their
visual encoding. Firstly, more than half of the pictures were taken from
a high vantage point: the photographers climbed on top of boxcars, took
pictures standing on the threshold of an empty wagon or walking on a
ridge lining either side of the middle path in camp section BII.74 In some
cases, the photographers took pictures of people sitting on the ground or
– in the case of women and children – they were simply taller than the
people they photographed. Due to their elevated position, the photographers not only seem removed and separate from the events, but above
all, these were locations that were inaccessible to the deportees. Their
vantage point provided the two photographers – and later the viewers
– with information about the camp-site to which the deportees were
not entitled. As for pictures taken of people resting on the ground or of
those shorter than the photographers, the view from above accentuates
significant differences in their physical condition and constitution. It
also implies the photographers’ privileges to move freely across the site
without keeping a respectful distance to people they photographed.75
Secondly, the camera is often directed straight at the faces of the
Jewish deportees, diametrically opposite to their viewing direction.
Not once does the camera capture what the deportees saw when waiting in line, namely the backs of the heads and the necks of the people in
front of them and the SS-physician at the very front of the line. Viewing directions constitute a powerful means to give insight into someone’s visual perceptions and shape the scope of information conveyed
to the audience.76 Hence, the camera’s orientation favours the SS’ visual
perception, whereas the inverse view – the Jews’ perception of the SS –
remains unknown to viewers of the album.77
Some pictures reveal how the photographers intervened in the
course of the events for the purpose of carrying out their task. It has
been presumed that the picture of a man on a wicker chair (88) was
arranged to shoot a distinctive portrait. Furthermore, some deportees
walking in the direction of the crematoria IV and V were stopped along
the way to take their picture, as can be deduced from their feet, stand74
75
76
77

Springer-Aharoni, p. 94; Struk, pp. 110–11.
Springer-Aharoni, p. 94; Hördler, Kreutzmüller, and Bruttmann, p. 631.
Schmid, pp. 100–101.
Others have pointed to the glaring void of a reciprocal depiction within the photographic
documentation of the Holocaust. Crane, p. 318; Gerhard Schoenberner, The Yellow Star: The
Persecution of the Jews in Europe 1933–1945 (New York: Fordham University Press, 2004), p. XIII.
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ing still, and their bodies, turned slightly sideways towards the camera
(118, 122, 123). Two further details suggest that others were also ordered
to stop and turn to face the photographer behind them (111, 120). Firstly,
there is a rail track visible in some pictures, which – looking at it from
a northbound direction – went along the right side of the middle path
in camp section BII (118, 119, 122).78 Secondly, in the background of photo 120, a group of people walking ahead of those depicted in the foreground can be seen from behind. Continuing the passage in the direction
of the crematoria, they were out of earshot of the photographer and not
targeted by his intrusion. Even though these are minor interventions,
they indicate how the photographers gave directions that would facilitate their task – the scenes captured in the pictures, in this way, reflect
the photographers’ involvement.79
What is more, the photographers held the privilege of composing
the pictures and assigning a visual structure to the events. Pictures 21
und 22 were taken from the roof of a boxcar and portray the moment
after the separation of the deportees according to sexes, as they were
lining up beside the deportation train. Due to the chosen shooting
location and angle as well as picture frame, the two lines of men and
women as well as the train tracks form straight lines leading towards
the vanishing point in the picture’s background: the main entrance
gate. On the right side of the picture, the men’s heads form a straight
line parallel to the train tracks, while on the left side the deportation
train flanks the line of the women. At a visual level, the lines of the deportees are thus incorporated into the camp’s architectural structures,
merging with them. Since the picture was taken twice and two almost
identical prints are brought together on the same page, the aesthetically evoked impression of ‘order’ is strengthened even further. Due to
the elevated viewpoint and the great distance from which the pictures
were taken, only a group of SS-men is clearly contoured and defines
the picture’s centre. The deportees, by contrast, are slightly blurred and
out of focus. What lies behind the impression of ‘order’ is nothing else
than a forcefully achieved scene of heteronomy and collectivisation:
split up in lines, families, couples und friends were separated and a new

78 Photo 64 shows the beginning to the rail tracks right by the entrance gate to camp section BII.
79 Urs Stahel, ‘Körper, Bilder, Macht und Gewalt’, in Darkside II: Fotografische Macht und Fotografierte Gewalt, Krankheit und Tod, ed. by Urs Stahel (Göttingen: Steidl, 2009), pp. 8–11 (p. 11).

Journal of Perpetrator Research 2.2 (2019)

U. Koppermann
arrangement of the group was enforced according to the SS’ objectives
and organisational procedures in the concentration camp.80
Similarly, prisoners near the camp entrance or lines of deportees
waiting along the deportation trains become little more than variations of the same theme when photographed repeatedly according to
the same picture composition. On an aesthetic level, composing the
pictures re-enacts the moment when the deportees were actually allocated and herded across the site – only this time according to visually-formalistic criteria: instead of instructing people to form lines, the
photographers fixated them as diagonals or horizontals within the picture frame. Eventually, the photos were symmetrically arranged – two,
three, or four at a time – and pasted onto the album’s pages. Therefore,
the outward appearance of the deportees is repeatedly subjected to the
geometric layout of the pictures and the album. Visually, the orderly organisation of the events is achieved by compositional means which do
not necessarily correspond to the actual situation on-site. However, aesthetic layers of meaning are superimposed on the photographic subject
and work their way into the viewer’s perception of the historical events.
With strictly limited leeway for self-determined actions left to the deportees, their facial expressions would appear to be a personal, nonverbal means of expression.81 However, very few pictures display noticeable
expressions. It remains unknown whether more photos existed which
were not selected for the album – maybe even because the deportees’ expressions were conspicuous. Reviews of the editions of the album illustrate how readers have tried relentlessly to read the deportees’ emotions:
they perceive their faces as ‘dignified and brave, but utterly exhausted,
and unsuspecting of the savagery awaiting them’,82 make out ‘confusion,
but a basic calm, belief that each would see his family after the ‘processing’’,83 or silent sorrow and an awaiting of the unknown but inevitable.84
Undermining the viewer’s empathetic impulses, photography constitutes an exterior view limited to the outer surface of the depicted people,
and facial expressions fixated on paper are unable to communicate subtle nuances of self-representation unambiguously as the following ex80 It has been argued, that the SS-men even waited for the photographer to take the pictures
before beginning the selection. Bruttmann, Kreutzmüller, and Hördler, p. 38.
81 Cornelia Brink, ‘Vor aller Augen: Fotografien-wider-Willen in der Geschichtsschreibung’,
WerkstattGeschichte, 47 (2008), 61–74 (p. 61).
82 Todd Crespi, ‘The Auschwitz Album’, The Jackson Sun, 14 February 1982, p. 58.
83 Beth Harris, ‘Beth Looks at Books’, The Desert Sun, 15 January 1982, p. A16.
84 Michael Schäfer, ‘Wenn das Grauen zu sprechen beginnt’, Göttinger Tageblatt, 26 January
2005, p. 15, translation from the German original.
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ample illustrates.85 Photo 156 shows a column of women, frontally photographed. All five female prisoners in the front row look down at the
ground; the second to the right lowers her head and her hand is in front
of her face. Maybe she is ashamed of the way she looks as a prisoner;
maybe refusing eye contact with the camera is the only attempt to exercise agency left to her; or maybe she is simply adjusting her headscarf.
In the picture, her movement is frozen into an undecodable pose.86 Thus,
the reviewers’ and my own interpretations are rather unspecific guesses or mere projections informed by retrospective knowledge, while the
deportees’ personal feelings, experience and anticipation remain unknown and are not accounted for in our readings of their body language.87 As Prager has argued, ‘we cannot know the horizon of expectation in the minds of those depicted, and we also cannot attribute one to
them.’88 Since photography does not allow for a nuanced introspection,
the photographic record does not – and cannot possibly – convey the
diverse and individual emotions of the Jewish deportees.
A final aspect reveals strikingly how the photographic documentation of the crimes was interwoven with organisational aspects of the
collaborative murder. Several photos were taken in a clearing near the
crematorium V – in immediate spatio-temporal vicinity of the subsequent murder: men, women and children are gathered, waiting underneath the trees, some standing up, some sitting on the ground.89 Due to
the camera orientation, the crematoria and the burning pits were not
included in the picture frames (except for photo 112); only the nearby
warehouses of ‘Canada II’ are visible in the background (104, 108, 114,
133, 139, 140).90 Therefore, only viewers familiar with the site and killing procedure will associate these photos with the imminent murder.
What appears to be a crowded but mostly calm setting only crystallizes
as deserving of particular attention by considering the deportees’ un85 Marie-Laure Ryan, ‘Narration in Various Media’, in Handbook of Narratology, 2 vols., ed. by
Peter Hühn and others (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014), i, pp. 468–88 (p. 478); Wolf, p. 54; Hans-Jürgen Pandel, ‘Interpretieren als Selbsterzählen: Das Problem der narrativen Empathie’, in
Inszenierung des Fremden: Fotografische Darstellung von Sinti und Roma im Kontext der
historischen Bildforschung, ed. by Silvio Peritore and Frank Reuter (Heidelberg: Dokumentations- und Kulturzentrum deutscher Sinti und Roma, 2011), pp. 19–37 (pp. 34–36).
86 Pandel, pp. 21, 33.
87 Ibid., pp. 34–35.
88 Brad Prager, ‘On the Liberation of Perpetrator Photographs’, in Visualizing the Holocaust:
Documents, Aesthetics, Memory, ed. by David Bathrick, Brad Prager, and Michael D. Richardson (Rochester/NY: Camden House, 2008), pp. 19–37 (p. 27).
89 Gutman and Gutterman, The Auschwitz Album, pp. 237–48; Knoch, p. 99; Hellman, p. 149.
90 Gutman and Gutterman, The Auschwitz Album, p. 243; Hellman, p. 158.
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awareness and misinformation in face of the imminent atrocity.91 Filip
Müller, a survivor of the ‘Sonderkommando’, wrote in excruciating detail about this scenario on ‘one hot June day in 1944’:
That morning they were made to wait their turn for the gas chamber since
the victims of the previous night had not yet been cleared away. Every now
and then Hauptscharführer Moll 92 put in an appearance, asking people to
be patient and promising that soon they would be given something to
drink. […] Some time later a crowd dragged itself along, wearily surging to
and fro on the camp road. […] The procession stopped in front of section
B2f and waited there until their predecessors, who were waiting in the
little wood, had been herded into the gas chambers of crematorium 5.93

Unlike the deportees, the photographer did anticipate the murder, and,
due to his foresight, the deportees are photographed as living dead.94
The pictures mirror and result from a discrepancy of knowledge between the photographer and the photographed, which was also essential to the SS’ organisation of mass murder. Disentangling the circumstances of these pictures demonstrates most poignantly why we must
move beyond the notion of visible, physical violence in order to address
the brutality condensed in these pictures.

Conclusion
Creating a photo album implies imposing a set of medial and socio-cultural characteristics on the events represented in it – in this case, the
killing and enslaving of hundreds of thousands of people. Photo albums
generally serve to conserve memorable and personally meaningful moments, but at the same time, the choice of topics included in the album
is subjected to a standardising social consensus.95 Moreover, albums are
91 For details on the level of knowledge and unawareness among the deportees see Gerlach
and Aly, pp. 289–90.
92 Otto Moll was in charge of all crematoria and gas chambers at Auschwitz-Birkenau during
the deportations from Hungary. Hördler, pp. 313–14.
93 Filip Müller, Eyewitness Auschwitz: Three Years in the Gas Chambers (New York: Stein and Day Publishers, 1979), pp. 134–36. Excerpts from Müller’s account are also cited in Hellman, pp. 152, 156, 166.
94 Several reviewers of Hellman’s edition referred to the photographers’ knowledge: Susan Bolotin, ‘Odd Book of Horror’, The New York Times, 26 December 1981, p. 21; Lesley Hazleton, ‘The
Esthetic View of Death’, The Nation, 21 November 1981, pp. 529–31; Danny Lyon, ‘The Auschwitz
Album’, Aperture, 89 (1982), 6–9.
95 Bourdieu, pp. 8, 19, 24; Paul Hugger, ‘Die Bedeutung der Photographie als Dokument des
privaten Erinnerns’, in Erinnern und Vergessen: Vorträge des 27. Deutschen Volkskundekon-
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of immense emotive value to their creators or to people they are bestowed upon.96 Representing the killing of Jews from Hungary in an
album makes this episode stand out from the mass murder committed
at Auschwitz II (Birkenau) over a period of years. The album transforms
the event into a memory, supports and shapes how it will be remembered in the future and marks it as a positive and valuable recollection
among the creators.97 To conclude, I will now summarise the findings
on the construction of an idealising and rationalising narrative by
assessing them with regard to the role of photography in a setting of
excessive violence and unequal power relations. Considering these aspects carefully might be a further step towards a thoughtful and ethical
engagement with the photos.
Firstly, the dichotomy between the photographers and those photographed largely mirrors the unequal power balance between the SS and
the deportees. Therefore, the act of taking pictures reproduces and augments this asymmetric relationship. The two photographers were members of the SS, and photography was their specific assignment in the process of collaborative murder. When taking pictures, they were involved
in interactions with the deportees – even though, clearly, the pictures
were taken without their consent.98 Therefore, photography can count
as one of the many coercive measures the SS imposed on the deportees.
Moreover, the role of the photographers can be analysed as that of a third
party, as conceptualised by Reemtsma: who observes on-going acts of
violence which therefore ‘assume social significance’.99 Notwithstanding
the first argument, the album includes a picture most likely taken by an
inmate. Thus, the ‘authorship’ of a photo is an insufficient criterion for the
‘perpetrators’ perspective’, and further circumstances must be considered.
Secondly, the degree to which viewers detect violence in the pictures
depends heavily on their knowledge of the historic context.100 Detailed
information on organisational aspects of the murder were familiar to
gresses Göttingen 1989, ed. by Brigitte Bönisch-Brednich, Rolf W. Brednich, and Helge Gerndt
(Göttingen: Schmerse Media, 1991), pp. 235–42.
96 Verna Posever Curtis, Photographic Memory: The Album in the Age of Photography (New York:
aperture, 2011), p. 7.
97 It has been suggested that Rudolph Höß had the album made to claim his status as proficient commandant: Hördler, Kreutzmüller, and Bruttmann, p. 622.
98 Ibid., p. 631.
99 Jan Philipp Reemtsma, Trust and Violence: An Essay on a Modern Relationship (Princeton/
Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2012), p. 268; Brink and Wegerer, p. 8.
100 Brink and Wegerer, p. 5.
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the initially intended audience.101 To them, certain scenes, buildings,
and locations would serve as unambiguous indicators of the procedures
gradually leading up to the mass murder.102 Similarly, the photographers’
knowledge proved to be a characteristic trait specific to the album. Today, when viewers are less acquainted with background information,
describing the conditions under which the pictures were taken, and
contextualising when and where the depicted scenes took place is essential to reveal specific features of the SS’ regime and logistics.
Thirdly, due to the way photography was employed in the context of
mass murder and its close relation to power privileges, it had, as Susan
Sontag has argued so powerfully, the effect of objectifying the people in
front of the lens.103 The photographers’ privilege to choose and compose
pictures echoes the SS’ command over the deportees. Compositional
decisions and metaphorically charged angles constitute genuine photographic prerogatives of interpretation. However, bearing in mind
that the photographer is a privileged agent who freely moved about the
camp-site helps to deconstruct the compositions as resulting from his
voluntarily chosen view point.
Fourthly, a photo album offers even more complex means for privileging or precluding particular interpretations of an event, because it
opens up a space for a selective, and hence exclusive, narration. The sequenced and successive structure of the pages can impose a rigid form
on the representation, and captions assign a single linguistic meaning
to the photographs, which are inherently ambiguous and open to multiple interpretations. Thus, the relationship between imagery and language, two innately different sign systems, constitutes another medial
level on which meaning is produced. Ultimately, the album’s dominant
narrative obscures the countless individual stories of the deportees, replacing them with a single master narrative.
With the fifth and last point on the relationship between photography and violence we have come full circle in regard to the debate outlined at the beginning: it concerns aspects of showing and viewing images of violence.104 Viewers of the album, again, constitute a third party
witnessing the crimes once committed at the camp site and therefore
101 Bruttmann, Kreutzmüller, and Hördler, p. 29.
102 Ibid., p. 29.
103 Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, p. 72; Susan Sontag, On Photography (London: Penguin
Books, 2008), pp. 14–15.
104 Brink and Wegerer, pp. 6, 8–9, 12.
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turning them into a communicative and socially meaningful act.105
Having said this, we are impelled to analyse how pictures were chosen
and purposefully encoded, while negotiating new meanings when displaying the pictures today.
Regarding the concept of the ‘perpetrators’ perspective’, I suggest
that we can only begin to grasp this opaque phenomenon within a specific visual record if we analytically interlace its features as a medium
and its embeddedness in a particular historical context. In order to
determine and differentiate constitutive layers of meaning specific to
the medium, I disentangled the various steps in which the album was
produced – e.g. choosing the scenes, composing the pictures, arranging and captioning them in the album. Locating the photos within the
topography of the camp and placing the photos in the order in which
they were taken was yet another way of interrelating medium and context. This means that the preceding analysis may provide methodological impulses for future case-studies on similar sources, but its findings
are inevitably specific to the album I focussed on.
Lastly, the case-study also demonstrated that the partly unexplained circumstances of the album’s production restrain the degree to
which we can determine the ‘perpetrators’ perspective’. Since we do not
know exactly who of the two photographers in question took which
photo, or who decided on the structure of the album, I refrained from
deducing personal dispositions of certain individuals from the medium.
What is more, as Michaela Christ has argued persuasively, even if we do
know the photographer, it is impossible to reconstruct his thoughts and
emotions based on the pictures.106 Moreover, since several people were
involved in the production of the album, the concept of ‘perspective’
cannot be limited to the personal prism of an individual. Rather, the
entire album and the narrative it constructs served as pivotal objects
of investigation. Thus, the ambiguity of photography and uncertainties
about a record’s provenance and context of production may limit our
abilities to define the ‘perpetrators’ perspective’ in a visual record.

105 Reemtsma, p. 268.
106 Christ, p. 313.
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Refaced/Defaced: Using Photographic Portraits
of Khmer Rouge Perpetrators in Justice, Education
and Human Rights Activism in Cambodia
Stéphanie Benzaquen-Gautier
Abstract: This article explores the use of photographic portraits of Khmer Rouge perpetrators in Cambodia’s public sphere today. It is often said that the Democratic Kampuchea regime was faceless. Hidden behind the façade of the Angkar (the Organization), the
Khmer Rouge leaders engaged in limited personality cult, thereby remaining invisible to
the major part of the Cambodian population during their years in power. What happens
then when ‘evil’ is given a face, or rather specific faces? How does the former ‘invisibility’ of senior Khmer Rouge shape the later reception of their public image? To what
extent do the photographic portraits of mass murderers provide socially accepted forms
of emotional release for victims in particular and for society in general? Is it possible
to go beyond affect and use such photos as tools of information and education about
genocide and accountability? How do media, especially social media, contribute to these
processes? To answer these questions, I look at a selected set of examples: the exhibition
‘Genocide: Who are the Senior Khmer Rouge Leaders to be Judged? The Importance of
Case 002’, organized by the Documentation Centre of Cambodia (DC-Cam) at the Tuol
Sleng Genocide Museum; the graffiti-covered photos of Khmer Rouge leaders and guards
displayed at Tuol Sleng; and the Dartboard Game action performed in Phnom Penh’s public space by the Association of Khmer Rouge Victims in Cambodia (AKRVC) in 2011 and 2012.
Keywords: Cambodia, Khmer Rouge, face, education, human rights
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y presentation at the conference ‘Double Exposures:
Perpetrators and the Uses of Photography’1 was based
on a visual scroll (partially presented here) dramatizing
the sources I used for discussing acts of ‘re-facing’ and
defacing Khmer Rouge perpetrators in today’s Cambodia.
This paper contextualizes the material and narrative of the scroll.
Moreover, beyond ekphrasis, it expands on the initial presentation and
its central questions: To what extent do public images of Khmer Rouge
perpetrators provide socially accepted forms of emotional release for
the victims and Cambodian society in the context of justice and mem1 Organized by the Perpetrator Studies Network in Mechelen, Belgium, January 2018.
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ory? Is it possible to go beyond the affective impact of these photos and
use them as educational tools about genocide, accountability, social
justice and human rights?
More broadly, the paper aims to address, through image connections,
the vexed question of the relation between the Khmer Rouge regime,
visual culture and processes of memorialization. Visual culture (as an
academic discipline) does not play as yet an important role in analysing
the representation of Khmer Rouge perpetrators – by themselves and
by others – and the complex and changing meanings attached to these
images as they move across political, institutional and cultural contexts.
The paper, thus, seeks to open new lines of inquiry into this topic.

Re-Facing a Faceless Terror Regime?
‘There is no close-up of the face, the face is in itself close-up, the closeup is by itself face, and both are affect, affection-image’, philosopher
Gilles Deleuze writes.2 The scroll starts with such an affection-image.
It is a close-up of Nuon Chea, ideologist and key figure of the Khmer
Rouge regime, as he appeared in the past years to people attending his
trial for crimes against humanity and genocide at the Extraordinary
Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC). In the photo, Nuon
Chea is offered to public scrutiny, utterly exposed. At the same time,
concealed behind his sunglasses, he remains elusive and unreadable.
The picture encapsulates the difficulty of ‘re-facing’ the Khmer Rouge
regime, which has often been perceived as ‘invisible’. The masters of
Democratic Kampuchea, as Cambodia was called then, were hidden
behind the façade of the anonymous Angkar (Organization). The population hardly knew who they were. Yet, the Khmer Rouge regime
was not as faceless as it is generally assumed. Its leaders did not produce as much propaganda as their counterparts in China and Vietnam, but they were not afraid of images. Indeed, one finds a number
of photos and films of them made before, during and after the Democratic Kampuchea period (1975–1979). The Khmer Rouge visual production evolved over the years, reflecting changes in the movement’s
ideology, its internal dynamics, its relations with other powers, especially China and Vietnam, and the geopolitical situation.
2 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement Image (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1986), p. 87.
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During the civil war (1970–1975), the Khmer Rouge put its ‘official’
existence aside. For strategic reasons, the movement was subsumed under the National United Front of Kampuchea, or FUNK as its French
acronym goes. On the paper, the FUNK was presented as the alliance of
all progressive forces around Cambodia’s former head of state, prince
Norodom Sihanouk. Throughout the 1960s, the latter had tried to
crush the Khmer Rouge, the term he had coined for his communist
opponents. The situation changed dramatically in March 1970, after
the coup that led to the founding of the rightist and pro-United States
Khmer Republic. Sihanouk was deposed. Once in exile in Beijing, he
had little choice but to listen to his Chinese and North Vietnamese
friends, who advised him to ally with the Khmer Rouge guerillas. Sihanouk also hoped that once he regained power, he would be able to get
rid of these problematic allies – a gamble he lost. Visual propaganda
played a major role in this new context. It helped stage the reconciliation and friendship of the former enemies, united now in the struggle
against the ‘war of aggression’ carried out by the Khmer Republic and
the Americans, for domestic and international audiences.
Early 1973, Sihanouk was allowed for a tour of the zones ‘liberated’
by the FUNK in Cambodia. The booklet depicting his ‘historical return’
gives a good insight into how the Khmer Rouge leadership conceived
its self-representation. A group picture shows Sihanouk posing with
his ‘friends’ in front of Angkor Wat, the most emblematic site of Cambodia.3 The men standing with him at the center of the photo are Hou
Yuon, Hu Nim and Khieu Samphan. In the 1960s, they were public figures and respected leftwing politicians (the legal window of the communist underground). In 1967, however, they were forced to flee to the
jungle to escape Sihanouk’s persecution. For years they were thought
dead, executed by Sihanouk’s police. Their reappearance in 1972 in the
FUNK’s publications as official representatives of the movement with
ministerial functions earned them the nickname of the ‘three ghosts’.4
This orchestrated return demonstrates how masterly the Khmer Rouge
played with popular beliefs and a magical conception of photography
– as making ghosts visible – in parts of Cambodian society, while us3 Some observers said that the Angkor Wat temples featuring in the photos and film of Sihanouk’s journey in the ‘liberated’ zones belonged to a mock movie set created in a studio in
Beijing. American intelligence services even doubted that Sihanouk had reached Cambodia
at all. See William Shawcross, Sideshow: Kissinger, Nixon and the Destruction of Cambodia
(London: André Deutsch, 1979), p. 282.
4 Images du Retour Historique de Samdech Norodom Sihanouk au Cambodge ([n.p.]: Éditions
du FUNK, 1973).
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ing it as a practical tool of political communication with international
supporters of the movement. In 1973, the presence of the ‘three ghosts’
along with Sihanouk at Angkor Wat not only brought emphasis on the
reconciliation of the former enemies. The sight of these familiar faces
also distracted viewers from what was happening on the side of the
image, where the ‘real’ leaders of the movement were standing. Indeed,
in several group pictures of that period, the men actually running the
show (Pol Pot, Nuon Chea, Ieng Sary, Son Sen) stayed, literally speaking, in the margins, observing rather than being observed. Therefore,
facelessness is an inadequate characterization of the Khmer Rouge regime. Pol Pot and his comrades (possibly with the help of the Chinese)
demonstrated their capacity to organize the visibility of the movement
and its leadership for the public eye.

Figure 1. Group picture showing Norodom Sihanouk with Khmer
Rouge (then known as FUNK) leaders at Angkor Wat, early 1973. Images du Retour Historique de Samdech Norodom Sihanouk au Cambodge
(Éditions du FUNK, 1973).

Once in power, the Khmer Rouge continued staging itself as a collegial force. Pictures show the leaders sitting together in a train coach or
a classroom for political education. But in 1978, mounting accusations
of human rights violations in Western media and escalating tensions
with Vietnam forced the Khmer Rouge leadership to rethink its communication and engage in a limited personality cult, giving the regime
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an identifiable human face. This cult mostly centered on the person
of Pol Pot, or Brother Number One. His trip to China in September
1977 was the perfect occasion for ‘outing’ him as the Prime Minister of
Democratic Kampuchea.5 An official biography was released along with
photos of the (triumphant) visit. Paintings and sculptures representing
him were produced. Painter Vann Nath survived the Khmer Rouge regime thanks to his artistic skills. Imprisoned at the torture-and-execution center S.21 in Phnom Penh, he was recruited to execute portraits
of Pol Pot. He recounts this experience in his biography A Cambodian Prison Portrait (1998). Pol Pot was not the only public figure of the
Khmer Rouge regime. Minister of Foreign Affairs Ieng Sary appears
in numerous photos too, like those showing him at the United Nations
with Secretary General Kurt Waldheim (c. 1978) or as Cambodia’s representative after the fall of Democratic Kampuchea in 1979.
From the 1980s onward, there was an ongoing visual production
from the side of the Khmer Rouge. They had their own team of photographers, whose work featured in the publication National Army of
Democratic Kampuchea, a magazine that glorified the movement’s military advance inside Cambodia and its ‘re-conquest’ of roads and villages. These photographers also covered the everyday life of the Khmer
Rouge. Their pictures, which came to be known in the late 1990s after
the final dismantling of the movement, frequently depict the Khmer
Rouge leaders in private settings, with families and doing ordinary
things. The representation of Ieng Sary as bon vivant presiding over
a small banquet offers an interesting perspective on that period. The
image conjures up the report written by American journalist Henry
Kamm after he visited a Khmer Rouge model jungle basis in the early 1980s. The place, showcasing the new version of the movement, was
stocked with Johnnie Walker Black Label Scotch, cakes of Lux soap,
American cigarettes, soft drinks and ice brought all the way from
Bangkok.6 The message to be conveyed to the international community was clear: the revolutionary puritan ideals were gone, and Marxism-Leninism replaced with a new, pragmatic ideology. For observers,
it was hard to assess the extent to which the movement had changed,
and whether this was mere scenery again.7
5 It was on this occasion that Pol Pot gave a speech in which he officially announced that
Cambodia was ruled by the CPK.
6 Henry Kamm, Cambodia: Report from a Stricken Land (New York: Arcade Publishing, 1998), pp. 179–181.
7 Christophe Peschoux, Les ‘Nouveaux’ Khmers Rouges: Enquête (1979–1990). Reconstruction du
Mouvement et Reconquête des Villages. Essai de Débroussaillage (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1992).
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Justice and the Re-Organization of the Khmer Rouge’s Visibility

Figure 2. Ieng Sary at the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia
(Case 002), Phnom Penh, Cambodia (CC, ECCC).

Figure 3. Ieng Thirith at the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia
(Case 002), Phnom Penh, Cambodia (CC, ECCC).
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The exhibition ‘Genocide: Who Are the Senior Khmer Rouge Leaders to
Be Judged? The Importance of Case 002’ (hereafter ‘Genocide’) opened
at the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum (TSGM) in Phnom Penh in June
2010.8 Founded in 1979 as a memorial in the premises of the prison S.21,
Tuol Sleng has been playing an important pedagogical role in the judicial process. NGOs working in collaboration with the ECCC regularly
organize joint visits at the museum and the courtroom for villagers and
students.9 The Documentation Centre of Cambodia (DC-Cam) conceived the exhibition ‘Genocide’ as part of the Tribunal’s outreach activities, in preparation for the first section of Case 002, the trial of Ieng
Sary, his wife Ieng Thirith, Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan. ‘Genocide’
involved well-known experts of the Khmer Rouge regime and transitional justice, such as anthropologist Alexander Hinton and law scholars
Jaya Ramji-Nogales and Anne Heindel. The project, and more specifically, the exhibition, was funded by the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) and the Swedish International Development Agency (Sida). The Human Rights and Good Governance Department of the
Royal Danish Embassy in Phnom Penh, for its part, provided funding
for the publication of the book. The exhibition toured in Cambodia and
was held in the United States and Europe as well, under the title ‘The
Resistance to the Khmer Rouge Genocide: Arms and Emotions’.
‘Genocide’, as it was presented at the TSGM, used images of the
senior Khmer Rouge as effigies, the latter being defined as ‘a contrivance that enables the processes regulating performance’.10 The
exhibition sought to produce a new kind of performance – an educational performance promoting the work of the ECCC and the rule
of law. Revolving around the four defendants, ‘Genocide’ was built
as a three-dimensional display of the book materials in the physical
space of Tuol Sleng. Big boards were arranged on easels and placed in
the room in the order of the publication. Each of the defendants was
introduced via a huge black-and-white close-up, which corresponded
to a full page in the book. The size of the portraits made the visitor’s
encounter with the four Khmer Rouge leaders a powerful, emotional
8 Genocide: Who Are the Senior Khmer Rouge Leaders to Be Judged? The Importance of Case
002, Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum (TSGM), Phnom Penh.
9 Maria Elander, ‘Education and Photography at Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum’, in The Arts
of Transitional Justice, ed. by Peter Rush and Olivera Simić (New York: Springer, 2014), pp.
43–62; Peter Manning, ‘Governing Memory: Justice, Reconciliation, and Outreach at the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia’, Memory Studies, 5.2 (2012), 165–181.
10 Joseph Roach, Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), p. 36.
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Figure 4. Nuon Chea at the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (Case
002), Phnom Penh, Cambodia (CC, ECCC).

moment. Yet, the exhibition did not only rely on this affective component. Rather, it tried to emphasize the cognitive dimension of the
encounter. Each portrait was paired with a panel providing biographical information, the list of crimes for which the Khmer Rouge leader portrayed was charged, the names of his or her defense counsels
and a link to the corresponding ECCC Information Sheet. Moreover,
each defendant was connected to a constellation of documents that
helped contextualize his or her role in Democratic Kampuchea and
thus move beyond the strictly personal aspect of the presentation toward a historical understanding of the Khmer Rouge regime. Further
resources were made available in the shape of a detailed bibliography,
a list of educational projects and a series of links.
‘Genocide’ is best understood as an attempt to transform not only
Cambodians’ relation to the past, but also their perception of leadership and governance. In that sense, the educational performance
organized in and through the exhibition did not only publicize the
work of the Tribunal. It also demonstrated how justice enables the
demystification of political power. The act of re-facing dispelled the
‘mystique’ of the former Khmer Rouge leaders. It showed them as they
are today, old and diminutive, their faces operating as a synecdoche
for the whole body. This mode of representation was consistent with
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Figure 5. Khieu Samphan at the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia
(Case 002), Phnom Penh, Cambodia (CC, ECCC).

the visual communication strategy of the ECCC. The Tribunal’s media
section offers a substantial amount of photos and close-ups of Khieu
Samphan, and the late Nuon Chea, Ieng Sary and Ieng Thirith. Such an
exposure of the perpetrators’ aged body and face cannot but evoke, in
some twisted way, Kantorowicz’s theory of the king’s two bodies.11 The
display of the diminished ‘body natural’ of the senior Khmer Rouge
might be construed as the Tribunal’s attempt to demonstrate that
the Khmer Rouge ‘body politic’ has been equally rendered powerless
through accountability. For the ECCC, this becomes a means of connecting the process of justice to broader political reforms, in line with
the holistic approach of transitional justice institutions, often tying
legal processes and ‘good governance’. One may even go further and
suggest that ‘Genocide’ gestures in the direction of a wider demystification of political power – beyond the Khmer Rouge leadership and
possibly addressing the present-day government. In many ways, the
Khmer Rouge ‘body politic’ keeps haunting Cambodia through structural violence and mostly through the political system, since a number
of former Khmer Rouge members occupy top positions in the state
apparatus. By portraying Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan as fragile
11 Ernst Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1997 [1957]).
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old men, the ECCC sends Cambodians the message that any political
power, however potent, decays and vanishes one day. However, it is
difficult to answer the question whether this strategy has real effects
in society, or at least on museum visitors. Drawing on the work of
anthropologist Joseph Roach on effigies and performance, one may
ask what kind of post-genocide community the act of exposing senior Khmer Rouge in such a way sustains, and whether it provides this
community with ‘the comforting fiction that real borders exist and
[troubles] it with the spectacle of their immolation’.12

The Performance of Defacement
The big-size faces of Nuon Chea, Khieu Samphan, Ieng Sary and Ieng
Thirith shown in the exhibition ‘Genocide’ are not the only faces of
Khmer Rouge perpetrators to be seen at the TSGM. Many other faces
of Khmer Rouge are displayed in the museum. Some are the faces of infamous figures like S.21 chief Duch and Minister of National Defense
Son Sen. Others are not so well known. These are former S.21 staff
members, photographed in their daily surroundings by Heng Sinith in
2002.13 Their portraits are displayed side by side with their identification pictures of the Democratic Kampuchea period. Many of these images are covered with graffiti and obscenities. Does this indicate an ongoing anger, an excess of affect that cannot be expressed or harnessed
via legal and educational channels? Anthropologist Alexander Hinton
has discussed the question of anger in post-genocide Cambodia on
several occasions. Drawing on survivor Haing Ngor, he relates it to the
notion of kum.14 In his memoir A Cambodian Odyssey, Ngor defines kum
as a Cambodian mentality of revenge, ‘a long-standing grudge leading
to revenge much more damaging than the original injury’.15 Is kum the
reason behind this performance of defacement at Tuol Sleng, a belated
retaliation on effigies? In the photos, the eyes of the Khmer Rouge dis12 Roach, p. 41.
13 Heng Sinith was a child when the Khmer Rouge came to power. He became a professional
photographer in the early 1990s, in the wake of the United Nations Transitional Authority in
Cambodia (UNTAC mission). See Sinith Heng, ‘The Photographer Sinith Heng: My Heart and
Soul’, Documentation Center of Cambodia: Searching for the Truth (2003), <http://d.dccam.
org/Archives/Photographs/Former_Khmer_Rouge/Sinith.htm> [accessed 20 January 2019].
14 Alexander Laban Hinton, Why Did They Kill? Cambodia in the Shadow of Genocide (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2005), p. 45; pp. 64–65; p. 85.
15 Haing Ngor and Roger Warner, A Cambodian Odyssey (New York: Macmillan, 1987), p. 9.
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appear under layers of white or black ink, in some possible reversal of
the ‘blindness’ of the Cambodian population, kept in the dark during
the whole Democratic Kampuchea period. The former masters are now
those who no longer see. This kind of revenge performed on visual representations points to the idea of ‘mimetic magic’.16 The blinding also
conjures up the slogan ‘Angkar has the eyes of the pineapple’ (Angkar
sees everything) and therefore the destruction of the Khmer Rouge
panoptic view through this act of defacement.
The political and public sphere-oriented dimension of anger cannot
but raise the question of the outlet Cambodians were given after 1979.
Indeed, the policies of the newly established People’s Republic of Kampuchea vis-à-vis the Khmer Rouge created an explosive situation. Mid- and
low-level Khmer Rouge were imprisoned, but only for a short time. After
their ‘re-education’, they were released and assumed to be accepted back
into society. This leniency was born out of practical reasons. The new
socialist republic was in dire need of reliable staff, especially in the provincial administration. Recruiting former civil servants of the Sihanouk
and Lon Nol regimes was out of the question. They were deemed too anti-communist. Consequently, only Khmer Rouge cadres were left: they
were ideologically compatible, and they had the needed networks. Moreover, by promising amnesty, the Cambodian government found a good
way to attract more defectors and deplete the Khmer Rouge forces, engaged in guerrilla warfare against the People’s Republic of Kampuchea.17
Unsurprisingly, these policies were not popular with Cambodians.
Indeed, there are numerous stories of revenge killings, beatings, mutilations and decapitations of former Khmer Rouge in the post-1979
period.18 At some point, the government even had to declare that anyone seeking vengeance against the Khmer Rouge would be arrested.19
Instead, the new authorities tried to channel popular anger toward the
‘Pol Pot–Ieng Sary clique’ through a set of measures. These included the
16 Michael Taussig, Defacement: Public Secrecy and the Labor of the Negative (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), p. 4.
17 See Evan Gottesman, Cambodia after the Khmer Rouge: Inside the Politics of Nation-Building
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003).
18 Peter J. Hammer, ‘Killing the Khmer Rouge’, The Journal of the International Institute, 7.2 (2000),
<http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.4750978.0007.201> [accessed 18 October 2019]; Alexander
Laban Hinton, ‘Oppression and Vengeance in the Cambodian Genocide’, in Genocide by the Oppressed: Subaltern Genocide in Theory and Practice, ed. by Nicholas A. Robins and Adam Jones
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2009), p. 98.
19 Hinton, ‘A Head for an Eye: Revenge in the Cambodian Genocide’, in Violence: A Reader, ed. by
Catherine Besteman (New York: New York University Press, 2001), pp. 136–168 (p. 159).
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People’s Revolutionary Tribunal held in Phnom Penh in August 1979,
which sentenced Pol Pot and Ieng Sary to death, and, from 1984 onward,
the annual Day of Anger (Tivea Chang Kamheng). The ‘Pol Pot–Ieng Sary
clique’ provided a convenient scapegoat, which helped form national
unity anew. The Day of Anger ceremonies fostered political mobilization in a period of international tension and civil war. There were
speeches by survivors and officials. Effigies were burned. Villagers
used to carry knives, axes, and clubs.20 Anthropologist Judy Ledgerwood, who was working in Cambodia in the early 1990s, recalls seeing
schoolchildren taking turns to strike an effigy of Pol Pot with a large
stick before setting it aflame.21 Researcher Dy Khamboly remembers:
A straw effigy of Pol Pot with black clothes for the kids to hit and kick
to express hatred, anger and revenge toward the Khmer Rouge. I also
joined the other kids in my village in hitting and kicking the Pol Pot effigy
for fun, although I absolutely had no idea who Pol Pot was. 22

Yet, the effectiveness of scapegoating was limited. The government’s
policy of quasi-blanket amnesty generated a complex situation, since it
forced victims to live side by side with perpetrators. There was, obviously,
a rationale behind this policy. In the disastrous aftermath of the Pol Pot
regime, as the country had to be rebuilt from scratch, widespread violence might have been conducive to an even worse state of affairs. Still,
the new authorities certainly cast the net too wide. In contrast, they did
not give victims a sufficient space of expression. This had long-term consequences. The inability to directly express anger, except on the occasion
of a commemoration day, translated for some people into somatic symptoms. Through Buddhism, karma and moral tales, religious authorities
offered alternative ways out of these negative and disruptive emotions.
But was it enough in the face of the extensive impunity of Khmer Rouge
perpetrators, in Cambodia and on the international scene alike? The
situation grew worse after the departure of the Vietnamese in 1989 and
during the negotiations for the Paris Agreements, through which the
Khmer Rouge leaders were progressively reintegrated into the Cambo20 Hinton, ‘Begrudgment, Reconciliation, and the Khmer Rouge’, Documentation Center of Cambodia: Searching for the Truth, 20, August 2000, <http://www.d.dccam.org/Tribunal/Analysis/
Begrudgement_Reconciliation.htm> [accessed 20 January 2019].
21 Judy Ledgerwood, ‘The Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes: National Narrative’, in Genocide, Collective Violence, and Popular Memory, ed. by David E. Lorey and William
H. Beezley (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resource Books, 2002), p. 112.
22 Dy Khamboly, ‘Genocide Education: Local Initiatives, Global Connections’ (unpublished PhD
dissertation, Rutgers University, 2015), p. 2.
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dian political system. In 1991, Khieu Samphan, who had come to Phnom
Penh for United Nations-monitored peace talks, was almost lynched by
a mob. Understandably, popular anger was far from appeased. Yet, in
1998, Prime Minister Hun Sen held his infamous ‘dig a hole and bury the
past’ speech, in line with his strategy of negotiating with his former enemies and encouraging their defection by promising them a safe haven.
The image of Ieng Sary and Hun Sen greeting each other must have been
a hard blow for many Cambodians. In the late 1990s, discussions about
a possible trial of Khmer Rouge leaders were at a standstill, and it took a
few more years (until 2003) before the Cambodian government and the
international community came to an agreement on the establishment of
a tribunal, thereby putting a stop to impunity.
For some observers, the frustration due to ‘the lack of closure and
the long-awaited trials’ certainly explains why Cambodians had ‘their
say on the surface of the portraits of the Khmer Rouge leadership’ at
Tuol Sleng.23 A study by psychologists Jeffrey Sonis, James L. Gibson and
Joop T.V.M. de Jong reveals that in 2006–2007 (i.e. after the establishment of the ECCC but before the opening of Case 001), a high percentage of people still felt a desire for revenge.24 Alex Hinton commented:
Even now, while most Cambodians generally appear to favor the trial of
a handful of former Khmer Rouge leaders, some continue to talk of revenge, or even to view the tribunal itself as a form of vengeance against
these former enemies. It remains to be seen whether these perceptions
will shift as the trials proceed, the past is reworked again, and ordinary
people seek to make sense of it all.25

A lingering desire for revenge is not exclusive to Cambodian society, as
show studies conducted in Northern Ireland, Rwanda and South Africa,
for example. Moreover, a number of factors intervene in the process of
‘letting go’ or not. These range from personal ones (the extent of trauma
exposure, the economic situation of the individual, the social support the
person is given) to collective ones (what society offers to suffering people
23 Timothy Dylan Wood and Rita Leistner, ‘Hanging the Past: Timothy Dylan Wood and Rita
Leistner Explore the Relationship between Photography and State Narratives at Cambodia’s
Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes’, Idea&s, 4.1 (2007), 28.
24 Jeffrey Sonis and others, ‘Probable Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and Disability in Cambodia: Associations with Perceived Justice, Desire for Revenge, and Attitudes Towards the Khmer
Rouge Trials’, JAMA, 302.5 (2009), 530. This is confirmed by two further surveys, carried out in
2008 and 2010 respectively, which show only a very slight decrease in desire for revenge. See
Phuong Pham and others, ‘Dealing with the Khmer Rouge Heritage’, Peace Review, 23.4 (2011), 457.
25 Hinton, ‘Oppression and Vengeance’, p. 99.
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not only in terms of mental health assistance but also as cultural frameworks for making sense of the events). These factors make the interaction
between desire for revenge and forgiveness an extremely complicated
dynamic.26 The transformation of post-genocide discourses in Cambodian society, whether initiated by the government, international bodies
or civil society actors, obviously plays an important part in this process.
When the Day of Hatred resumed in 2001, after a break of several years,
it was under a new name – the National Day of Remembrance. Yet, the
ceremony (held at Choeung Ek) kept including a performance in which a
group of actors reenact Khmer Rouge atrocities, thus showing how porous the boundaries between ‘revenge’, ‘catharsis’ and ‘healing’ remain.
This context may help explain why the defacement of images of
Khmer Rouge perpetrators at Tuol Sleng continued even after the trials began. Possibly, since the museum has long been a site of exposure,
some people may consider that the tagging of photos on the walls is a
socially and culturally approved way of re-directing their anger. But
are desire for revenge and pent-up frustration the only motivation
here? In other words, does the act of de-facing Khmer Rouge perpetrators address only the past? Could it be that this anger has also
something to do with the present situation? Looking at the effigy as
‘surrogation’27 and at the defacement as a ‘mode of revelation’28 suggests
such an explanation. Instead of operating as a form of release of ‘negative energy’29 vis-à-vis the past, the defacement becomes a means of
proactively expressing a stance vis-à-vis the current political situation.
The issue at stake here relates to the continuity of power. The body natural of the Khmer Rouge is dead (or ageing), but the body politic is still
alive, since the regime of Prime Minister Hun Sen can be seen, to some
extent, as a continuation of it (taking its source in the same ideology
and traditions of authoritarianism). In that sense, the photos are not
effigies of the Khmer Rouge leaders as persons. Rather, the photos of
the Khmer Rouge leaders become effigies of Hun Sen and his fellow
politicians of the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). These photos can
be safely defaced, unlike the images of the CPP leaders featuring on the
Party’s posters and banners hanging in the streets.
26 See Laura McGrew, ‘Pathways to Reconciliation in Cambodia’, Peace Review, 23.4 (2011), 514–
521; Pham and others, ‘Dealing with the Khmer Rouge Heritage’.
27 Roach, p. 36.
28 Taussig, p. 3.
29 Ibid., p. 1.
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Theary Seng and the Poetic Justice Project (War Criminal
Dart Game)
The post-UNTAC30 period has seen the growth and development of
civil society in Cambodia, with the implementation of international
NGOs and the founding of local NGOs.31 Civil society actors have had
‘catalytic roles in rebuilding and reshaping Cambodian society, polity
and economy’ – their impact, however, remains a contentious issue.32
The civil society landscape offers a great diversity in terms of objectives,
missions, sectors of action and tactics. Therefore, in the specific context
of justice, it might be interesting to contrast the ways in which an organization such as the DC-Cam uses photographic portraits of Khmer
Rouge perpetrators with a project carried out by a different organization. The comparison shows distinct understandings of ‘image operations’ – to draw on the terminology of art historians Jens Eder and
Charlotte Klonk – in the Cambodian public sphere.33 The distinction
made by Eder between ‘cold’ and ‘hot’ images operations proves especially useful.34 The DC-Cam’s exhibition ‘Genocide’ is an illustration
of a ‘cold’ operation. While it appeals to emotions (the confrontation
with the faces of the perpetrators), it mostly functions independently of
affective response and emphasizes the cognitive dimension – which fits
with the educational objective of the exhibition. In contrast, the project
to be discussed in this section, Theary Seng’s ‘Poetic Justice Project’, is
a good example of ‘hot’ image operations, depending on the affective
power of images and aiming to trigger intense emotional responses.
While both projects revolve around the work of the ECCC, the ways
in which they address the question of justice reflect differences: not
30 The United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (March 1992–September 1993) ensured
the implementation of the Paris Agreements signed in October 1991 by the four Cambodian
political factions (Hun Sen’s CPP, Sihanouk’s FUNCINPEC, the Khmer Rouge and Son Sann’s
KPNLF) and nineteen countries. It organized and conducted free and fair general elections
as well as the repatriation of Cambodian refugees and maintained civil administration and
the rule of law while Cambodia transitioned into a multi-party constitutional monarchy.
31 See Grant Curtis, Cambodia Reborn: The Transition to Democracy and Development (Washington, DC: The Brooking Institute, 1998); Caroline Hughes, Dependent Communities: Aid and Politics in Cambodia and East Timor (Ithaca: Cornell Southeast Asia Program Publications, 2009).
32 Kaustuv Kanti Bandyopadhyay and Thida C. Khus, ‘Changing Civil Society in Cambodia: In
Search of Reliance’, Development in Practice, 23.5–6 (2013), 667.
33 By ‘operation’, Eder and Klonk mean that images become ‘instrumental in a whole series of
further events (…) that often go beyond the original intentions of their producers and sometimes against them’. Jens Eder and Charlotte Klonk (eds.), ‘Introduction’, Image Operations:
Visual Media and Political Conflict (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017), p. 4.
34 Jens Eder, ‘Affective Image Operations’, in Image Operations, ed. by Eder and Klonk, p. 63.
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only in motivations and strategies, but also in the conception of the
link between the treatment of the past on the one hand, and matters of
political and civil rights and citizenship on the other.
Lawyer Theary Seng is a major figure of human rights activism in
Cambodia. As a child, she survived the Khmer Rouge regime, an experience she recounts in her book Daughter of the Killings Field (2005).35 She
migrated with her siblings to the United States in 1980. In 2004, she
moved back to Cambodia permanently, after volunteering with labor
and human rights groups in the country for ten years, among them the
Center for Social Development. Seng is the president of the Association of Khmer Rouge Victims in Cambodia (AKRVC), the first Cambodia-based victims association to be registered with the Ministry of Interior in 2009. She was the first person to file a civil party application in
Case 002 in September 2007, just after the arrest of Nuon Chea. She is
also the representative of the Civil Parties of Orphans Class, a special
grouping pre-dating the AKRVC, introduced officially in the Pre-Trial
Chamber hearing of Nuon Chea in February 2008 and officially recognized by the ECCC Victims Support Section. Seng’s relation with
the ECCC broke off in November 2011. A few days before the start of
the first section of Case 002, the Tribunal announced that defendant
Ieng Thirith was ruled unfit for trial due to dementia. This was bad
timing, especially in a context of mounting allegations of political interference, judicial misconduct and violations of victims’ rights.36 In
the press conference she held on 15 November 2011, Seng declared that
she was withdrawing her civil party status and denounced the trial as
an ‘irredeemable political farce that is negating justice, soiling memory
and embedding cynicism’.37 This was a radical move for someone who
had strongly believed in the positive effect of civil parties’ participation in Cambodians’ exercise of their legal, political and civil rights.38
‘I do not have faith in the court as a whole and in the lead (civil parties)
co-lawyers’, she said.39 Furthermore, she pointed out the failure of the

35 Theary C. Seng, Daughter of the Killings Field: Asrei’s Story (London: Fusion Press, 2005).
36 Sebastian Strangio, ‘From Tragedy to Sham in Cambodia’, Asia Times, 19 November 2011.
37 `Theary Seng Withdraws Her Civil Party Status, Denounces ECCC as “Irredeemable Political
Farce”: Press Release’, KI-Media, 15 November 2011, <http://ki-media.blogspot.com/2011/11/
theary-seng-withdraws-her-civil-party.html> [accessed 20 January 2019].
38 Hinton, The Justice Façade: Trials of Transition in Cambodia (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2018), pp. 106–107.
39 Bridget DiCerto, ‘KRT Critic Offers Poetic Justice’, The Phnom Penh Post, 16 November 2011.
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United Nations in monitoring the work of the Tribunal.40 Finally, she
presented her Poetic Justice Project (War Criminal Dart Game) as a
way to ‘reverse the negative impact’ of the ECCC.

Figure 6. Theary Seng installing the Dart Game, Sisowath Quay, Phnom Penh, Cambodia,
18 November 2012, Screenshot, video AP Archive.41

The first Dart Game was performed on 21 November 2011 in Phnom
Penh at a very busy and well-known place, the corner of Sisowath Quay
and Street 178, across the Foreign Correspondents’ Club. The Poetic
Justice Project consisted of huge photo-based portraits. Besides Pol Pot,
Nuon Chea, Ieng Sary, Ieng Thirith and Khieu Samphan, there were
Khmer Rouge commanders Meas Muth, Im Chaem and Ta An as well
as the international leaders Mao Zedong, Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger. The posters were mounted on structures and red target
circles were superimposed on the faces for dart practice. Each player
received five darts. Bull’s eye gave seven points. Victims, media and
politicians such as Son Soubert and Long Botta, former Minister of
Education in the Khmer Republic (1970–1975) joined Seng for the game.
A second Dart Game was organized at the same spot on 5 December
2011. The police showed up on the two occasions. The first time, they
intervened forty-five minutes into the game:
40 Robert Carmichael, ‘Prominent Victims’ Advocate Quits Khmer Rouge Tribunal’, VOA News, 14
November 2011.
41 'Leaders Urge China to Start Talks over Islands, Police Scuffle with Protesters', online video recording, AP Archive, 31 July 2015, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xXYzHoNQIH8>
[accessed 20 September 2019].
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Police: Do you have a permit to be here?
Theary Seng: Why do I need a permit? Do the people playing badminton
have a permit?
P: They are playing games.
TS: So are we.
P: They don’t disturb the peace.
TS: You’re disturbing my peace.
P: They don’t block pedestrian traffic.
TS: You haven’t been paying attention. They block my traffic all the time
when I am strolling.
P: Do you have a permit?
TS: I don’t need a permit the way badminton players don’t need a permit.
I think you need to throw a few darts to release the tension.
P: They are exercising.
TS: I am exercising.42

The second time, the police intervened twice, first to disperse the crowd
under the pretext of making traffic announcements, then to intimidate
Seng by asking her name. Far from being scared, she volunteered her
name, mobile phone number, email and website addresses. As the policemen decided to write up a report, she also volunteered her age and
marital status, and her opinions on a set of subjects, among them the
role of women in society. The information blog KI-Media, affiliated
with the opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP)43 and
supportive of Seng’s action, reported about the Dart Game. Readers’
comments, however, were in part negative. Seng was blamed for not
including portraits of Sihanouk and Ho Chi Minh among the targets.
This was a fair point. Yet, KI-Media argued, Seng would hardly have
found a print shop in Cambodia accepting to print King Sihanouk’s
portrait for a dart game. Other comments attacked Seng ad hominem,
both for her emancipated lifestyle and her supposed affiliation to Hun
Sen’s CPP (a preposterous claim, given Seng’s vocal position vis-à-vis
42 TheexchangewasreportedbytheblogKI-Media,see‘PhotosfromthePoeticJusticeWarCriminalsDart
GameontheRiverfrontinfrontoftheFCC’,KI-Media,21November2011,<https://kimedia.blogspot.com/
search?q=Photos+from+the+Poetic+Justice+War+Criminals+Dart+Game+on+the+Riverfront>
[accessed 22 January 2019].
43 The Cambodia National Rescue Party was founded in 2012, merging the Sam Rainsy Party and
the Human Rights Party. It became the main opposition party to the CPP. The Supreme Court in
Cambodia dissolved it in November 2017 in the wake of its leader Kem Sokha’s arrest on treason
charge. Since then, the party’s main figures have been in exile in Europe and the United States.
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the ruling party).44 In spite of this, the performance Seng organized
around the effigies of Khmer Rouge and American perpetrators succeeded in producing a temporary critical public sphere.

Figure 7. Theary Seng making a statement after the Dart Game was disrupted by the
police, 18 November 2012, Screenshot, video Michael Miller.45

More than the Khmer Rouge perpetrators, it was the Tribunal itself
that was the target. Seng made herself clear on the subject of the ECCC
in a number of interventions. Case 002 is like ‘fast-food drive-through’,
she said, referring to the speedy procedure. She compared the trial to
a ‘Big Mac… but minus the meat, minus the lettuce, minus the tomatoes, and minus the pickles’. She explained that Cambodians perceived
the top-down decisions of the ECCC as intrusive and patronizing. She
called the Tribunal ‘junk justice for poor Cambodians’. She continued: ‘[Cambodians] have the feeling that the UN tells them: “you are
insignificant, faceless, cheap – be thankful for the scraps of justice this
ECCC is offering you; at least, it’s something”’.46 International justice
not only insulted the survivors, it also treated the dead as second-rate:
44 ‘Photos from the Poetic Justice War Criminals Dart Game on the Riverfront in
front of the FCC’, KI-Media, 21 November 2011, <https://kimedia.blogspot.com/
search?q=Photos+from+the+Poetic+Justice+War+Criminals+Dart+Game+on+the+Riverfront>
[accessed 22 January 2019].
45 Michael Miller, 'Theary Seng's Darts Went Dark by Police Violence', online video recording,
YouTube, 18 November 2012, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uMXnQ68b6kY> [accessed 20 September 2019].
46 Theary C. Seng, ‘Junk Justice’, Theary C. Seng, 13 December 2011, <https://www.thearyseng.
com/columnist/32-theary-sengs-blog/327-voa-mentally-unfit-ieng-thirith-surya-subedi-
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My parents and other loved ones who passed away deserve more than
crumbs and scraps from this ECCC that has the appearance of a court
but is really a political farce that is mocking us, the living and loved
ones, those who died.47

Seng declared on several occasions that she saw the hearings as ‘theatre
performances’ at best or even ‘circus acts’.48In her view, the only possible
response was to create something ‘absurd’ that would underline even
more the farcical dimension of international justice in Cambodia. Interestingly, her assessment of the ECCC echoes the ‘Response to the Opening Statement by the Prosecutor’, given by Nuon Chea’s defense counsel
Michiel Pestman in the courtroom on 23 November 2011. The lawyer
suggested that the ECCC needed a jester and he proposed to play the
role. This was the conclusion of his strong indictment of the Tribunal’s
work, which he described as partial, biased, ridden with political interference and lacking any willingness (from the international side) to regain control over the legal procedures. Pestman even mentioned Seng’s
withdrawal as civil party and commented: ‘When Civil Parties and Defense find common ground, there is a serious reason for concern’.49
Obviously, it was not the idea of justice itself that Seng questioned,
but the system through which justice is embodied and the double
standards of the United Nations and other international (Western)
institutions. According to her, this flawed version of the long-awaited
trials deprived Cambodians from agency in the judicial process. In the
courtroom, the civil parties had no power, contrarily to what the ECCC
claimed. But this could be different in the street. There, law could be
infused with bodily action. In this sense, the Dart Game may be construed as a performance of law, in which the perpetrators’ effigies become the surrogates that allow postcolonial criticism of the failure of
the ECCC and international justice in Cambodia. Moreover, the Dart
Game constitutes a means of producing alternatives through which
Cambodians may regain agency – or, as Roach writes, ‘displaced ver-

junk-justice-poetic-justice-products-yuthethor-aid-chai-nuon-cheas-defense-chucksemail-theary-seng-withdraws-her-civil-party-status-denounces-eccc-as-qirredeemablepolitical-farceq> [accessed 20 January 2019].
47 ‘Seng Theary, ECCC spokesman Neth Pheaktra and RFA Leng Maly”, Call-in Show, Radio Free
Asia, 25 November 2011, 19:30.
48 Seng, ‘Junk Justice’.
49 Michiel Pestman, ‘Response to the Opening Statement by the Prosecutor’, Extraordinary
Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (23 November 2011), Document E146.1.
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sions of the proscribed behaviors when performers test the limits of the
law, incorporating innovations that would not have existed otherwise’.50
The notion of agency, as involved in the Dart Game performance,
does not only relate to the exercise of justice. It is (perhaps most of all)
a matter of emotions, since the project encourages specific forms of
externalizing anger. For years, Seng has been referring to the idea of
the ‘court of opinion’ – in contradistinction to the ‘court of law’ – as a
dimension where ‘impressions, sentiments, history can be expressed’,
‘allowing people to rant, to talk about things that don’t need to be verified but that is a catharsis of releasing emotions.’51 The Dart Game
is a manifestation of the ‘court of opinion’, and what is stake in it is
the potential of emotion to reorganize the public space. Seng seeks to
devise new cultural forms of public expression that may serve as outlet for the victims of the Khmer Rouge regime in particular and for
Cambodians in general. She conceives of anger as a socially accepted
behavior, disconnected from negative connotations.52 Seng elaborates
further on these aspects in the booklet accompanying the Poetic Justice Project. She explains that the ‘poor man’s therapy’, her main goal,
can be achieved either through amusement and relief or anger, grief,
reconciliation and forgiveness. She links therapy to empowerment, the
latter being associated with ‘voice, creativity, ownership of our emotions, pain, healing’. In a ‘therapeutic, dark comedic way’, the Dart
Game helps people ‘creatively, poetically “get back” at those perpetrators’. It offers an emotional release ‘for those of us who still want to get
physical against the perpetrators’. While this release is only a phase in
the process, it is nevertheless a phase that cannot be skipped. Without
it, education (or ‘edification’ as the booklet puts it) cannot be fully effective.53 In her ‘Notes on Forgiveness’, Seng writes more on these ideas.
Referring to other post-genocide processes worldwide such as Fambul
Tok in Sierra Leone, she tries to establish the difference between hate
and anger. Hate is destructive for the individual and society and leads
only to revenge. On the other hand, anger is defined as a positive force
directed at acts rather than persons and sustaining the drive to justice.54
50 Roach, pp. 55–56.
51 Interview conducted by Hinton on 29 June 2009. See Hinton, The Justice Façade, p. 99.
52 Alexander Hinton insists, correctly so, on the influence of Seng’s Christian education (received
in the United States) on her understanding of trauma, healing and social transformation. See
Hinton, The Justice Façade, pp. 100–101.
53 Association of Khmer Rouge Victims in Cambodia, Poetic Justice War Criminals Dart Game (Phnom
Penh: [n. pub.], 2011), pp. 1–2.
54 Ibid, p. 49.
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As will be seen, in Seng’s conception of human rights activism, justice
goes far beyond the question of the ECCC and the prosecution of the
Khmer Rouge. It has to be understood as social justice, in response to
issues of structural violence and inequality in Cambodia.
On 18 November 2012, the Dart Game returned to the corner of Sisowath Quay and Street 178. This time, Kissinger’s poster occupied center
stage. The performance was organized at the occasion of American
President Barack Obama’s visit to Cambodia for the summit meeting of
the ASEAN.55 For the AKRVC, the presence of Obama in Phnom Penh
was a ‘great occasion [for the United States] to offer a much glaringly,
painfully delayed apology to Khmer victims for the destruction of Cambodia – the illegal US bombings which enabled the diabolical rise of the
Khmer Rouge’.56 The association also asked for the extradition of ‘war
criminal Kissinger’ to the ECCC. The Dart Game was again a performance of the law, since it expanded the Tribunal’s temporal jurisdiction
and therefore the range of perpetrators to be prosecuted.57 Moreover, the
AKRVC requested that the contentious Cases 003 and 004 (at the time,
Meas Muth, Im Chaem and Ta An) be processed.58 Once more, the highly
political content of the Dart Game provoked reactions from the authorities. Seng and three members of her staff were playing, surrounded by a
crowd and some 300 tourists, when twenty police officers and ten senior
district officials in plain clothes intervened. They confiscated and destroyed some targets and yelled at the crowd: ‘You are obstructing public order! We are security! We can do anything!’ Seng was pushed and
shoved. ‘It’s an authoritarian regime that wants a picture-perfect image
for the summit and this does not accord with reality’, she declared.59
This was indeed a major issue for the Cambodian government, which
quickly repressed the slew of protests Obama’s presence had prompted.
For example, the eight residents facing eviction near Phnom Penh air55 Luke Hunt, ‘Kissinger in Cambodia’, Latitude: Views from around the World, New York Times, 20
November 2012, <https://latitude.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/11/20/protests-greet-obamas-visitto-cambodia> [accessed 22 January 2019].
56 Seng quoted by KI-Media, ‘Public Announcement of Poetic Justice War Criminals Dart Game,
Prominently Featuring War Criminal Henry Kissinger, in Honor of US President Barack
Obama’s Visit’, KI-Media, 18 November 2012, < http://ki-media.blogspot.com/2012/11/publicannouncement-poetic-justice-dart.html> [accessed 20 January 2019].
57 The temporal jurisdiction of the ECCC covers only the period going from 17 April 1975 to 6 January 1979. This leaves the American carpet-bombing of Cambodia (1969-1973) out of the scope.
58 Cases 003 and 004 have been for years a matter of conflict between the international and
the Cambodian judges (the latter trying regularly to dismiss them) and the subject of political interference from the higher echelons.
59 See Hunt, ‘Kissinger in Cambodia’.
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port who had painted the word ‘SOS’ on the rooftop of their house were
briefly detained. On 21 November 2012, the Dart Game was on again,
this time at a different location, the emblematic Boeung Kak Lake. The
latter has been described in The Phnom Penh Post as the ‘poster child of
the Kingdom’s land rights disputes’.60 Early 2007, without any public
consultation, Phnom Penh City Hall had granted the development firm
Shukaku Inc. with a ninety-nine-years lease on the lake. Thousands of
people living there were evicted and forced under police intimidation
to accept the deal, which included either some monetary compensation
or relocation twenty kilometers away from Phnom Penh (none of these
meeting the obligations of international laws on eviction). Moreover,
the planned transformation of the area into a mix-used development
zone damaged the eco-system and deprived many people from both a
popular site of entertainment and a means of subsistence. According to
Amnesty International, the expulsions at Boeung Kak were the largest
forced evictions since the Khmer rouge emptied Phnom Penh in April
1975. Citizens fought back and this gave birth to a strong group of activists. It was with them that Seng demonstrated on that day of November
2012. This pointed to the emergence of a potential new function of the
perpetrator effigy as a socially transversal means of struggle for human rights, democracy and social justice.

Conclusion
The paper and scroll introduced different kinds of performance organized around the faces or effigies of Khmer Rouge perpetrators. In the
different cases reviewed, these performances (of education and law)
did not relate only to the past, operating as a safety valve for issues of
grief and revenge. Instead, they articulated reactions to the past with
forms of protest and social criticism in the present. In that respect, the
faces of the senior Khmer Rouge can be understood as surrogate sites
or surfaces onto which Cambodians express their reactions to structural violence, especially in relation to political power and governance.
Moreover, they suggest a redefinition of the role of affect – in this case
anger – in the formation of the public sphere and civil society in Cambodia. Anger is no longer an emotion that is controlled and released at
will by the state, as it was the case with the Day of Anger for example,
60 Ananth Baliga and Khouth Sphak Chakrya, ‘Boeung Kak: A Disastrous Decade’, The Phnom Penh
Post, 3 February 2017.

Journal of Perpetrator Research 2.2 (2019)

S. Benzaquen-Gautier
or framed by traditions. Instead, it becomes a means of expression that
can be channeled toward issues of social justice and human rights.
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Accused War Criminals qua Perpetrators: On the
Visual Signification of Criminal Guilt
Katarina Ristić
Abstract: This article examines media representations of two high-ranking defendants from Serbia indicted by the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) for war crimes in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. By drawing on a social
semiotic multimodal analysis and by distinguishing between four types of perpetrator
images (‘the politician’, ‘the strategist’, ‘the combatant’, and ‘the executioner’), the article provides a detailed analysis of the way in which visual material from the courtroom
and from the war is used in television news broadcasts in order to ascribe – or not to
ascribe – criminal guilt to the accused. Considering the specific culture of denial in
Serbia, persistent despite of dozens of war crimes trials conducted at the ICTY and in
domestic courts, the article further examines the use of visual materials in the defendant-centered national discourse and the victim-centered transnational discourse. The
article argues that the use of visuals as exemplified in the victim-centered discourse
is necessary albeit not sufficient for triggering the process of dealing with the past.
Keywords: TV news, war crime trials, media, atrocity videos, former-Yugoslavia,
perpetrators

Introduction

T

he term ‘war crimes’ is generally thought to refer to atrocities legally qualified as genocide, crimes against humanity,
breaches of the laws and customs of war, all of which seem
to be straightforward cases for the establishment of criminal
guilt, both legally and in public discourse. Considering the gravity of
the crimes and the large number of victims, often amounting to hundreds or thousands, war crimes are considered to be the most horrific
atrocities committed in war, where only exceptional cases are prosecuted. Indeed, waging a war while abstaining from systematic, planned
and continuous mass murders of civilians and prisoners of war, or
from the systematic expulsion of civilians and the deliberate targeting of civilian objects is not considered illegal. Operating on the basis
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of such a restrictive concept of war crimes, reserved only for cases of
extreme brutality, the ascription of criminal guilt to the planners and
commanders of such atrocities might seem unproblematic.
The war crimes trials at the International Criminal Tribunal for the
former Yugoslavia (ICTY), as well as their public mediation, proved
this assumption wrong. Able to prosecute only a very limited number of perpetrators, the ICTY announced as its main goal to target
the high-ranking officials, those considered most responsible for the
crimes committed in wars in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH)
and Kosovo. Serbia, while officially not taking part in the wars in
Croatia and BiH, nonetheless provided political support, volunteers,
weaponry, logistics, and finances for waging these wars. Despite international sanctions, Serbia (as part of Federal Republic of Yugoslavia), continued to support the war efforts of the new political entities
Republika Srpska Krajina in Croatia and Republika Srpska in Bosnia. The
crimes committed by forces of these entities — army and territorial defence, but also by members of the Yugoslav People’s Army (YPA), paramilitary and volunteer troops from Serbia — included the two months
long siege of Vukovar and the surrounding villages, the mass murder
of prisoners of war and civilians in Ovčara near Vukovar, sniper attacks, numerous shelling assaults during the siege of Sarajevo, ethnic
cleansing, deportations, the organization of concentration camps, and
mass rapes and murders in eastern and north-western Bosnia in 1992.
These systematic war crimes ended with the genocide in Srebrenica in
July 1995, where more than 8000 Bosniaks were murdered. For the war
crimes in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia, the highest ranking
accused from Serbia included president Slobodan Milošević, the Chief
of the General Staff of the Yugoslav People’s Army Momčilo Perišić,
the chief of the secret service Jovica Stanišić, and intelligence officer
Franko Simatović.1 After Slobodan Milošević’s death in Scheveningen
prison during the trial, the only cases in which the criminal responsibility of high-ranking officials of the Serbian state could have been
proven, establishing the complicity of the state in the commission
of these crimes, were the Perišić and Stanišić and Simatović trials. A
conviction in the Perišić and Stanišić cases would have confirmed the
1 Four Yugoslav army officers were also convicted – Miodrag Jokić and Pavle Strugar for crimes
committed during the operations around Dubrovnik, and Mile Mrkšić and Veselin Šljivančanin for
crimes committed after the fall of Vukovar. The case of Vojislav Šešelj, who was acquitted by the
Trial Chamber and later convicted to 10 years of prison on appeal, is not included, as his obstructive and eccentric behavior in the court created a sui generis case in terms of media presentation.
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Prosecution’s claim that the wars in Croatia and Bosnia were waged
from Serbia, politically conceptualized by Milošević and his collaborators as well as heading institutions like the army and the ministry
of the interior. In addition, by identifying and convicting leading state
officials, these judgments could have challenged the widespread denial
in Serbia. Finally, because of the large number of atrocities in the indictment, these two cases might have been an incentive for the media
to use archival footage from the war when reporting on the trials.
Nevertheless, there is a consensus among scholars that the ICTY
trials did not lead to a wide acknowledgement of responsibility or to
a process of coming to terms with the past in Serbia. Sabrina Ramet,
for example, holds that Serbian society is still locked in denial,2 an
outcome, according to Jelena Subotić, of the political elite’s ‘hijacking transitional justice’.3 Although there were several moments when
the Serbian society was confronted with the crimes, according to Eric
Gordy, they failed to have a lasting impact. 4 Despite of hundreds of
trials, the vast majority of the Serbian population perceives the Tribunal as ethnically biased, expressing little trust in the trials and their
outcomes.5 Against this background, the present study focuses on the
Perišić case and the Stanišić and Simatović case, as they exemplify the
specific problems and predicaments of media representations of such
trials in nationalist, defendant-centered media reporting on the one
hand, and in transnational reporting on the other.
Momčilo Perišić, the Chief of the General Staff of the Yugoslav People’s Army from 1993 till 1998, was accused of aiding and abetting murder, inhumane acts, attacks and persecutions of civilians in Sarajevo
and Srebrenica, crimes against humanity, and violations of the laws
and customs of war.6 He was also accused as a superior under command responsibility for failing to punish the crimes of the Army of
Republika Srpska Krajina during the shelling of Zagreb, including the
murder, injuring and wounding of civilians as crimes against humanity. The trial started in 2008, and the trial chamber sentenced Perišić to
2 Sabrina P. Ramet, ‘The Denial Syndrome and Its Consequences: Serbian Political Culture
since 2000’, Communist and Post-Communist Studies, 40.1 (2007), 41–58.
3 Jelena Subotić, Hijacked Justice (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2009).
4 Eric Gordy, Guilt, Responsibility, and Denial: The Past at Stake in Post-Milošević Serbia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013).
5 Vojin Dimitrijević, Stavovi Prema Ratnim Zločinima: Haskom Tribunalu i domaćim Suđenjima
za Ratne Zločine (Belgrade: Beogradski centar za ljudska prava, 2009).
6 ICTY Prosecutor vs. Perišić, Indictment, IT-04-81-PT, 5.02.2008.
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27 years in prison in September 2011.7 The Appeal Chamber acquitted
Perišić on all counts in February 2013, stating that Perišić was supporting a general war effort, rather than committing war crimes. Judges
concluded that ‘no conviction for aiding and abetting may be entered if
the element of specific direction is not established beyond reasonable
doubt’.8 Similarly, in relation to the conviction for superior responsibility, the Appeals Chamber didn’t find evidence supporting the effective
control of the Yugoslav army Chief of Staff over the Republika Srpska
Krajina forces during the time of the Zagreb shelling.
Jovica Stanišić was head of the State Security Service of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Republic of Serbia from 1991 to 1998, while
his associate, Franko Simatović, was employed in the Second administration of the secret service. They were arrested during the state of
emergency declared after the assassination of Serbian Prime Minister Zoran Đinđić in March 2003 and extradited to the Hague Tribunal. The trial started in 2009, with Stanišić and Simatović accused of
having directed, organised, equipped, trained, armed and financed
units of the Serbian State Security Service which murdered, persecuted and deported Croats, Bosnian Muslims, Bosnian Croats and other
non-Serb civilians from Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia between
1991 and 1995.9 These units participated in a Joint Criminal Enterprise
(JCE), with the aim of permanently removing non-Serbs from large areas in Croatia and Bosnia. The prosecution also alleged that Stanišić
and Simatović had set up, trained and later deployed special units of
the Serbian State Security Service like the Red Berets, the Scorpions,
Arkan’s Tigers, Martić’s Police, the militia of the so-called Serbian Autonomous District of Slavonia, Baranja and Western Srem, and Special
Operation Units and anti-terrorist units of the Yugoslav People’s Army.10 These units committed a number of crimes throughout the wars
in Bosnia and Croatia. They were also charged of persecutions, murder, deportations and forcible transfer of civilians in Bijeljina, Doboj,
Sanski Most, and Zvornik in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Finally, they
were accused of the murder of six Bosniaks captured after the fall of
Srebrenica, committed and videotaped by members of the Scorpions
special unit.11 After the acquittal by the Trial Chamber in May 2013, the
7
8
9
10
11

ICTY Prosecutor vs. Perišić, Judgment, IT-04-81-PT, 06.09.2011.
Ibid., Appeal Chamber Judgment, IT-04-81-PT, 28.02.2003.
ICTY Prosecutor vs. Stanišić and Simatović, Indictment, IT-03-69, 1.05.2003.
Ibid.
ICTY Prosecutor vs. Stanišić and Simatović, Second Amended Indictment, IT-03-69, 20.12.2005.
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Appeal Chamber ordered a retrial which is still ongoing at the International Residual Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals.
The overturn of the conviction to an acquittal in the Perišić case
and the acquittal in retrial in the Stanišić and Simatović case are taken as a reminder that establishing the criminal guilt of high-ranking
officials in the courtroom is a challenging task for the courts, but it
also provides an opportunity to examine whether and in how far the
visual representation of criminal guilt changes in accordance to the
ICTY sentencing. The article proceeds as follows: after giving an account of the broader literature on the mediation of the trials in general
and their visual representations in particular, a short overview of the
methodology is provided, followed by the analysis part, divided into
three sections: (i) sequences showing the accused in the courtroom; (ii)
sequences showing the accused as a high-ranking official, and (iii) sequences showing the accused as war criminal.

Media Signification of War Criminals
The relation between the criminal guilt of the accused, which is to be
established in the legal process, and the public signification of the guilt
during and after the trial is neither direct nor univocal. Contrary to the
logic of accused criminals in peace times, where the process of signification of guilt seems to precede the legal process, especially in the case
of severe crimes like mass murder,12 in the case of war criminals this
process seems to follow a different, almost opposite logic. With the exception of direct perpetrators, where the public signification of criminal guilt follows a relatively straight-forward process in establishing a
perpetrator image, in the case of the high-ranking officials in the former Yugoslavia – politicians, army and police generals – the public in
their home-countries remained convinced of their innocence, despite
their heavy sentences and proven atrocities. Scholars have interpreted
this outcome as a failure of the judicial system on the one hand, or as a
symptom of the persistent nationalism of the home states on the other.
Olivera Simić notes that the inability of international criminal justice
to reach local communities indicates a disrespect toward the interna-

12 Regina Austin, ‘The Shame of It All: Stigma and the Political Disenfranchisement of Formerly
Convicted and Incarcerated Persons’, Columbia Human Rights Law Review, 36 (2004), 173.
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tional justice institutions.13 Rather than as war criminals, the accused
were often seen as heroes,14 or media celebrities.15 The literature on
media portrayals of war criminals is substantial, and it focuses mainly on the textual mode of representation in the press. The reporting
of the ICTY proceedings by national media has been addressed by a
number of researchers, who have pointed out the persistence of ethnic
bias, sensationalism and the short lived interest for the trials, as well as
the dominant focus on the defendants rather than on victims.16 A notable exception in scholarly work is Vladimir Petrović’s excellent article
about Ron Haviv’s ‘Bijeljina image’, following its creation, circulation
(in and outside the courtroom) and consumption, reconstructing the
life of the photography, as well as the charges against the perpetrators
represented in the image and their superiors.17 Michalski, Gow and Cerr
looked at the importance of war images by conducting focus groups in
the former Yugoslavia, confirming their salience, recognizability, and
importance outside the courtroom, but noticed a somewhat alienating
effect of courtroom images in encountering transitional justice.18
Considering that the dominant mass media of the 1990s was television, the lack of research on TV news as a primary site of representation of the Yugoslav war is puzzling. Michalski and Gow are right
when they describe the war in former Yugoslavia as a ‘televisual war’,19
and yet, scholarly work on the role of TV (and TV images in particular)
during and after the war has been rather scarce. In order to fill this
gap, this article explores television news as a particular genre, main13 Olivera Simić, ‘Bringing Justice Home: Bosnians, War Criminals and the Interaction between
the Cosmopolitan and the Local’, German Law Journal, 12.07 (2011), 1388–1407.
14 Vjeran Pavlaković, ‘Croatia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia,
and General Gotovina as a Political Symbol’, Europe-Asia Studies, 62.10 (2010), 1707–40.
15 Katarina Ristić, ‘The Media Negotiations of War Criminals and Their Memoirs: The Emergence of the “ICTY Celebrity”’, International Criminal Justice Review, 28.4 (2018), 391–405.
16 Media and National Ideologies, ed. by Amer Džihana and Zala Volčič (Sarajevo: Mediacentar
Sarajevo, 2011); Nidžara Ahmetašević and Markus Tanner, Historija u Sjeni Senzacije: Regionalni Mediji o Hapšenju Radovana Karadžića (Sarajevo: BIRN, 2009); Katarina Ristić, Imaginary
Trials: War Crime Trials and Memory in Former Yugoslavia (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 2014); Diane Orentlicher, Shrinking the Space of Denial: The Impact of the ICTY in Serbia
(Nw York: Open Society Institute, 2008).
17 Vladimir Petrović, ‘Power(Lessness) of Atrocity Images: Bijeljina Photos between Perpetration and Prosecution of War Crimes in the Former Yugoslavia’, International Journal of Transitional Justice, 9.3 (2015), 367–85.
18 James Gow, ‘Space Capsule Justice: The ICTY and Bosnia — Image, Distance and Disconnection’, The Slavonic and East European Review, 91.4 (2013), 818–46.
19 Milena Michalski and James Gow, War, Image and Legitimacy: Viewing Contemporary Conflict
(London; New York: Routledge, 2007).
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ly perceived as ‘factual’,20 and television as a specific kind of media,21
which continuously and repetitively recycles images from trials within
the domestic space of the audience.22 Television discourse in general
‘presents us daily with a constantly up-dated version of social relations
and cultural perceptions’.23 According to Andrew Hoskins, the particularity of the visual mode in TV news is that these images are ‘taken
for granted because they appear as authentic, original and unquantifiable’.24 Although inevitably selected, edited and joined with the textual
mode, the visuals in TV news appear to be representing reality.
Following the pictorial turn and the growing importance of multimodal analysis, this article considers the visual as a distinct mode in
meaning production, characterized by the specific relation between
denotative and connotative meanings, which operate simultaneously in
the image. While denotative aspects carry the informational value of
the image, they might not constitute the most important element, even
in journalistic, fact-driven photo-journalism. The denotative meaning
is more often than not over-written with a variety of potential connotative meanings, what Barbie Zelizer describes as the transition from ‘as
is’ to ‘as if’.25 The latter, conceptualized as the subjunctive voice of images,
relies on the image’s connotative features (associations, symbolism, universality) taking the image to ‘different contexts’, with a variety of meanings emerging in the process.26 The subjunctive voice is closely related to
three crucial qualities of images, namely contingency, imagination, and
emotion. While contingency orientates the meaning toward everything
which is uncertain and conditional, the imagination takes the viewer
in the realm of the illogical or even counter-real, while invoking emotions appropriate for the sentiment of the image. In that sense, the image could be seen as an invitation to engage with its content, and the
importance of the audience in meaning making has long been identified
as crucial in the understanding of images. Exploring this feature of the
20 Annette Hill, Restyling Factual TV: Audiences and News, Documentary and Reality Genres (London; New York: Routledge, 2007).
21 Andrew Hoskins, ‘New Memory: Mediating History’, Historical Journal of Film, Radio & Television, 21.4 (2001), 333–46.
22 James Monaco, How to Read a Film: The World of Movies, Media, and Multimedia: Language,
History, Theory, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).
23 John Fiske and John Hartley, Reading Television (London: Routledge, 1979), p. 5.
24 Hoskins, p. 340.
25 Barbie Zelizer, About to Die: How News Images Move the Public (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2010).
26 Zelizer, p. 15.
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visual mode, journalists can direct and guide the signification process
by selecting the type of images within which the trial is represented. In
her seminal book The Spectatorship of Suffering, Lilie Chouliaraki shows
how the type of visuals used in TV news directs the audience in understanding the media event.27 She demonstrates the relevance of images
and related emotions in TV news, where the use of specific visuals can
contribute to a different kind of response and engagement – in adventure news, images offer no invitation for empathy, representing suffering without pity, while emergency news present human suffering by
inviting pity or even identification.28 This article builds further on the
insight that visuals in TV news are not incidental illustrations of stories,
but a mode which creates specific meanings and emotions. Examining
the kinds of images, their structure and patterns of use, we can discern
how they contribute to the ascription of criminal guilt and hence to the
signification of the accused individuals as perpetrators.

Methodology
The methodology for the analysis of the visual narrative in TV news
was developed by drawing on narrative analysis and social semiotic
multimodal analysis,29 which I have explained in detail elsewhere.30 For
the current analysis, the notions of representational, interactive, and
compositional patterns of visuals are important. According to Kress
and van Leeuwen, representational structures include narrative and
conceptual processes.31 The former reveal power relations between the
participants and objects, while the latter concern social constructs,
representing participants in some kind of relationship within classificatory, analytical or symbolic processes. The specificity of the narrative
process in moving images is that they can present action by movement,
while the relation between the actor and the goal can be conjoined in
a single shot or disconnected in several separate shots. Moreover, in
27 Lilie Chouliaraki, The Spectatorship of Suffering (London; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: SAGE, 2006).
28 Ibid.
29 Gunther R. Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design,
2. ed. (London: Routledge, 2010); Gunther Kress, Multimodality A Social Semiotic Approach
to Contemporary Communication (Routledge, 2009); Roland Barthes and Lionel Duisit, ‘An
Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative’, New Literary History, 6.2 (1975), 237–272.
30 Katarina Ristić, ‘Re-Enacting the Past in TV News on War Crime Trials: A Method for Analysis
of Visual Narratives in Archival Footage’, Media, War & Conflict, 2019, 1–20.
31 Kress and van Leeuwen, p. 79.
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moving images, the relation to the viewer is created by the dynamic
camera work: the type of shot length (medium, long, close) and the
camera angle (law, high, oblique), signaling that social and power relations can change from moment to moment. While a high angle might
transfer the power to the viewer, depicting the participants in the
movie as small and insignificant, a close shot might provide intimacy
– a long shot, conversely, creates distance and indifference. The actor’s
gaze, moreover, can establish demand (direct gaze) or offer (absence of
gaze) with the audience. The third aspect is the modality, or ‘reality’ of
the visual presentation, which is created through the different scales of
color, saturation, brightness, etc. Finally, the composition reveals the
importance of salience, framing and the relation of the different elements in the image – each of these elements contributes to the overall
meaning of the footage and will be applied in the analysis of the visual
sequences.
This article focuses on two main types of visual sequences – courtroom sequences and archival footage. These correspond to what Van
Dijk has called the ‘main event’ and the ‘background history’ of the
news (figure 1).32
The material used for the analysis, taken from three Serbian TV
stations (RTS, Pink and B92), was provided by the Ebart Archive in
Belgrade, while the TV Tribunal reports from the SENSE agency, specialized in reporting from the ICTY, are available online. The SENSE
reports were added after an analysis of three Serbian TV stations revealed surprising uniformity in avoiding visuals of non-Serbian victims and footages of atrocities committed by Serbian forces.33
TV news from two media events – the Trial Chamber judgment and
the Appeal Chamber judgment – reported in RTS, Pink, B92 and SENSE
on the Perišić and Stanišić and Simatović cases, were transformed into
a set of still images in the MaxQDA program, and the texts were transcribed. The courtroom and archival sequences were coded by three
main elements: representational (narrative and conceptual processes), interactive (shot, angle) and compositional (editing, salience, framing). The
actors in the narrative processes of the archival footage were then identi32 Teun van Dijk, News as Discourse, Communication (Hillsdale, N.J.: Erlbaum, 1988).
33 Anna Geiss, Katarina Ristić and Vladimir Petrović, “Screening’ Transitional Justice in Serbia.
ICTY Representations and the Memory of War Crimes in Serb Television Media”, Research
Report of the German Foundation for Peace Research, 45 (2019), 1–41 <https://bundesstiftung-friedensforschung.de/blog/forschung-dsf-no-45/> [accessed 1 October].
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fied and grouped into four different categories, namely ‘politician’, ‘strategist’, ‘combatant’ and ‘perpetrator’, emerging from the empirical material.

Figure 1. Superstructure of TV news (adaptation from T. van Dijk).

Typology of Perpetrator Images
The narrative process in the archival footage provides a visual narrative
of the background story of war crimes, putting the accused (main actor)
in relation to the crimes (action) and the victims of these crimes. The four
main types of perpetrator images in this article were derived from the
empirical material, and correspond to different representations of actors in the narrative processes of the archival footage in TV news. Hence,
‘politician’, ‘strategist’, ‘combatant’ and ‘executioner’ resemble the represented proximity of the main actor (i.e., the accused) to the atrocities
rather than the role of the accused in the war. A politician might be portrayed as ‘combatant’ or ‘strategist’, while even low-ranking combatants
can be presented as powerful public figures, ending up in the category of
‘politician’. Each of these categories provides distinct meanings, putting
the accused in a different relation to the atrocities, especially through
the way in which associative and emotional elements are deployed.
The category of ‘politician’ is meant to capture political power rather
than the capacity of the individual as a politician. These images present
the accused at governmental meetings, in parliament, at international
meetings, at rallies, or press conferences, as powerful figures with the
aura of political representatives, often surrounded by state insignia (flags,
military platoons, institutional buildings etc.). Military and police generals, for example, are often featured at official meetings, press conferences
or other official events where their presented image is that of ‘politician’.
Two still images in figure 2 exemplify this category. In the first one, the
accused Stanišić (figure 2, image 1) is at a public event with the president
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of Serbia at the time, Slobodan Milošević. The second image shows the
Chief of Staff of the Yugoslav Army, general Perišić, at a press conference

Figure 2. 1. RTS, Dnevnik, 30.05. 2013; 2. RTS, Dnevnik, 28. 02.2013.

with the Yugoslav flag on the wall behind him (figure 2, image 2). Such
images normalize the accused, legitimizing his position and authority.
The second category, ‘strategist’, refers to visuals of individuals
planning military operations, examining terrain, or overseeing troops,
usually with a group of subordinates. It is close to the category ‘politician’ as it doesn’t include any direct involvement in military operations
on the ground, but presents the actor as the mastermind behind these
operations (figure 7).
The category ‘combatant’, on the other hand, includes footage of individuals in proximity of the battlefield, taking part in military activities
and being more directly involved in the conflict (figure 3). Whether by
holding guns and rifles, running in an attack or firing at the enemy, these
images show the activity of the person involved in the military operation.

Figure 3. SENSE, TV Tribunal 588, 31.05.2013, Units for Special Operations.

Finally, the category of ‘executioner’ represents the individuals committing the crime. Only in this category does the denotative
‘showing’ element of the image directly reveal the criminal responsiJournal of Perpetrator Research 2.2 (2019)
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bility of the accused. In all other cases, criminal responsibility has to
be created by adding additional visual elements, most notably images
of the victims, and a careful verbal description of the atrocities which
usually directs the subjunctive voice of the image, guiding the audience
into imagining the direct responsibility of the accused.
The most infamous ‘executioner’ image from the wars in former Yugoslavia is the Scorpions home video, where the perpetrators recorded
the murder of six Bosniaks in July 1995 after the fall of Srebrenica (figure 4). The video shows the perpetrators taking the group of captives
to the woods, where four of them are executed. The last two are then
ordered to bring the corpses to an abandoned house, after which they
are also killed. The video was broadcasted during the Milošević trial,
and it was followed by a significant, albeit short-lived, outcry in Serbia,
calling for the punishing of the perpetrators.34
The use of ‘executioner’ images when signifying crimes of high-ranking officials is common in media. With constant repetition, these images start to function as iconic triggers for such atrocities - the Scorpions
images were used almost without exception in Western and Bosnian
media reports on the trials of Ratko Mladić and Radovan Karadžić,
both convicted for the Srebrenica genocide. As both of the high-ranking Serbian officials discussed here were also accused, in different capacities, for the Srebrenica genocide, these images constitute part of the
set of potential archival footage for the news covering these trials.

Figure 4. B92, Scorpions Footage in 'Patriote', Insajder.35

Keeping these four types of perpetrator images in mind, we can
now move on to discuss what kinds of images were used when reporting on war crimes trials, and how these images contributed to the
establishment of criminal guilt. But before dealing with the archival
footage, we need to address the courtroom sequences, as the very posi34 Vladimir Petrović, ‘A Crack in the Wall of Denial: The Scorpions Video in and out of the
Courtroom’, in Narratives of Justice In and Out of the Courtroom, ed. by Dubravka Zarkov and
Marlies Glasius (Cham: Springer, 2014), pp. 89–109.
35 'Patriote', Insajder <https://insajder.net/sr/sajt/vazno/8106/> [accessed 9 October 2019].
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tion of the accused in the trial might be a token of criminal guilt, which
could be emphasized or mitigated by the camera work. In the second
part of my analysis, I look more closely at the archival footage, distinguishing two main strategies of representing the accused and different
ways in which the four types of perpetrator images are used and edited
together to create a particular image of the accused.

Visual Representations of Criminal Guilt
Elsewhere, I have argued that the completeness of the visual narrative
presented with the archival footage used in TV news – including not
only images of the accused from the past but also the images of actions
(as potential crimes) and goals (victims and physical destruction) – is
crucial for the process of dealing with the past.36 Only if the trials are
represented within the whole narrative of atrocity is the audience invited to condemn the crimes and empathize with the victims. Here, I
focus instead on the interplay between images of the accused in the
courtroom and archival footage, examining how precisely the media
uses these images to signify the criminal responsibility of the accused.

The Accused in the Courtroom Sequence
At first glance, courtroom images of the accused might seem to neutrally represent the trial in the courtroom. Contrary to the conventional
and false assumption that in the news the camera is simply recording
the event, the camera recording inevitably ‘becomes a comment on an
event. It is comment or opinion because choices always have to be made
whenever a shot is recorded.’37 Hence, the visual recording is always a
segmented, framed excerpt, which produces a specific image of the accused and of the trial, despite the claimed neutrality of courtroom footage in TV news. The announcement of judgment and sentencing, which
sometimes takes hours in the courtroom, is reduced to short reports
of only a few minutes in TV news. Visuals from the courtroom usually
contain the very moment in which the sentence is pronounced, with
the accused being asked by the judge to stand up to hear the sentence.
36 See Ristić, ‘Re-Enacting the Past in TV News on War Crime Trials'.
37 Peter Ward, Picture Composition for Film and Television, 2nd ed (Oxford; Boston: Focal Press,
2003), p. 134.
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Pronouncing judgment is a classic example of a speech-act,38 where
the words of a judge constitute the act of conviction, with imprisonment
or acquittal as a consequence, hence changing rather than describing
reality. In order to stress their social function, such performative utterances are often transformed into rituals with clear procedures, roles
and rules of behaviour. Daphne Yong notes that ‘the whole court procedure could be seen as a ritual’39 with highly prearranged performances, differentiated and prescribed roles for judges, clerks, counsels and
the accused, costumes, and language used. Rising upon the entrance
and the exit of the judges symbolizes the respect for the authority of
the law, while the gowns further depersonalize the legal actors, at the
same time exposing the accused, his personality and passive role in the
trial. The courtroom ritual, in other words, visually distinguishes the
role of actors, while the ‘sanctity, inaccessibility and impartiality of the
law (is) represented in the person of judge.’40 Moreover, the very architectural setting of the courtroom reflects the relationship between the
protagonists and establishes different relationships between the judge,
the defendant and the audience.41 All these elements are reflected in the
courtroom sequences of TV news reporting on trials.
The very arrangement during the sentencing, with the judge sitting
and speaking, while the accused receives the judgment in silence, signals
clear power relations between the judges, who represent the authority
of law, and the accused, whose criminal guilt is being legally examined.
TV reports from the courtroom reveal this imbalance of power and
subjugated position of the defendant. However authoritative the accused might have been during the war, the visuals expose his/her new
position in the courtroom and the constrains imposed on his/her behavior, not only at the moment of sentencing but throughout the trial in
its entirety. In this sense, the accused is shown entering the courtroom
with handcuffs, brought in by guards, or sitting while guards stand in
the background. At the same time, the editing of courtroom images, the
camera angle, the type of shot and salience of different frames in presenting a judgment might suggest different power relations between the
38 John L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words: William James Lectures, 1955, 2nd edn (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1975).
39 Daphne Yong, ‘The Courtroom Performance’, The Cambridge Journal of Anthropology, 10.3
(1985), 74–80 (p. 74).
40 Yong, p. 79.
41 Gilad Ben-Nun, ‘Victor’s Justice? Cultural Transfer and Public Imagery from Nuremberg to
The Hague’, Polémos, 13 (2019), 7–24.
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actors, increasing or decreasing the power of a particular participant,
creating distance or intimacy, or privileging one actor over another.
Figure 5 provides an excerpt from the Perišić judgment, broadcasted on RTS on 6 September 2011, when Perišić was convicted to 24 years
of prison. The 20-seconds-long sequence from the courtroom focuses
on the accused, making his appearance the salient element in the report. The medium shot of the accused is inserted between a medium
shot of one judge and a long shot of the courtroom with judges and
clerks. It succeeds in presenting the trial mainly as the personal drama
of the convict, while at the same time keeping a respectful distance by
means of the medium shot. Within the shot, the camera is not moving
at all, and the dynamic in the scene comes from the sequencing of the
shots. The accused is shot from the right, with the heaviness of the situation engraved in his serious face. The eye level of the camera angle
creates a quite neutral relation between observer and participant.

Figure 5. RTS, Dnevnik, 6.9.2011, Perišić Trial, Trial Chamber Conviction.

The camera, in this case, contributes to the personalization of the
conviction, the trial being presented predominantly as a personal drama of the accused, inviting the audience to perceive the judgement
from the position of the accused.
In the acquittal of Stanišić and Simatović by the trial chamber
broadcasted by RTS, the camera foregrounds the judges, while adding
three images of the accused (figure 6, frames 4, 6 and 7). In this almost
one-minute-long sequence, it is the presiding judge who is the salient feature in footage, not the accused, and authority is transferred to
the judge who is presented as the one with the final judgment. There
are no close-ups in the footage, but the camera keeps a neutral distance, shifting between medium and long shots. The whole sequence is
one of detachment, while the use of long shots creates an even larger
Journal of Perpetrator Research 2.2 (2019)
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distance. The emphasis on the figures of the judges foregrounds the
court as an institution of law, visually supporting its authority. The
cuts move from medium shots of the presiding judge, to a long shot
of the defense council, as if the judgment was to be understood as a
legal battle between the two branches present in courtroom. Power is
clearly ascribed to the judges, and the accused becomes salient in the
footage only once the battle has been verbally decided.

Figure 6. RTS, Dnevnik, 30.05.2013, Stanišić Trial, Trial Chamber Acquittal.

Stanišić and Simatović were acquitted of all charges, and the prevalence of the judges in the visual representation of the court emphasizes the authority of the court and consequently the appropriateness
of the judgment. By contrast, the conviction of Perišić emphasizes the
authority of the accused inviting the audience to perceive the judgment
as a personal drama rather than focus on the legal justice of the court.
The interactive patterns of the courtroom sequences accompanying
the verbal announcement of the sentence are visually presenting the judicial decision about the criminal responsibility of the accused, which can
be supported or undermined by the camera work. But the site where the
criminal responsibility of the accused is actually visually elaborated is the
‘historical background’ of the news, represented in the archival footage.

The Accused as High-ranking Official in the Archival Footage
Departing from the four main types of perpetrator images introduced
earlier, let us now examine how archival footage in TV news overcomes
the gap between the high-ranking accused, usually remote from the
battlefield, and the alleged atrocities. The first type of visual narrative
about the accused is created exclusively on the basis of images of the
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defendant himself, including only ‘politician’ and ‘strategist’ images, in
accordance with the official position of the accused during the war.
Following the previously analyzed courtroom footage on Perišić’s
conviction, RTS used archival footage providing the audience with images from Perišić’s past. The first sequence uses ‘strategist’ images, presenting Perišić while exploring the terrain – presumably developing a
strategy for military action. He is walking through the woods with a
group of officers, but his powerful position is signaled throughout the
footage: he is the one leading the group, and once they stop, Perišić is in
the center of the frame. Although the voice over covers the speech from
the original footage, it is visible that only Perišić is speaking.

Figure 7. RTS, Dnevnik, 6.9.2011, Perišić Trial, Sequence 0:10–0:15 min.

While seeing the general in the image of ‘strategist’, the voice over
announces that Dragan Šutanovac, the Serbian ‘minister of defense regrets the judgment of the Hague of the former chief of staff of the Yugoslav army’. Elaborating that he does not want to go into detail about
the validity of the judgment itself, Šutanovac notes that the sentence is
too harsh and inappropriate. This sequence is followed by a second sequence of archival footage, showing Perišić as a public figure, engaged
in some kind of political meeting. Conceptual processes in the image
signaled by the uniform and epaulets as an attribute of military rank
indicate that this is a figure of remarkable military power.

Figure 8. RTS, Dnevnik, 6.9.2011, Perišić Trial, Trial Chamber Conviction, Sequence
0:54–1:00 min.

The indecisiveness of these images – they are neither explicitly marked as ‘archival footage’ in the news, nor referred to as such in
the voice over, creates some kind of vagueness and uncertainty about
Perišić’s position at the meeting. The text hardly resolves this uncertainJournal of Perpetrator Research 2.2 (2019)

K. Ristić
ty: ‘the judgment of Momčilo Perišić is the first judgment of the Tribunal
against one official of the former Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.’
Throughout the war and despite convincing evidence to the contrary, Serbia and the FR of Yugoslavia officially insisted that they were not
involved in the conflicts. These images seem to operate within this discourse of detachment, which is further emphasized in the verbal mode
as the sentence is described as too harsh and unusual. Both the ‘strategist’
and the ‘politician’ images of the accused signal his importance and power, but visually disconnect him not only from the crimes he was convicted of, but from the war itself, as both sequences resemble some kind of
peace activities of the accused. The ‘as if’ of these images is closed within
the iconic images of the accused from the past. Whether presented as
a figure of political or of strategic military power, these images do not
invite any associations leading toward the war, let alone crimes and victims. Safely isolating the accused within the sanitary images of his prior
position as a military general, they do not attempt to portray Perišić as
criminally responsible for the crimes he was convicted of. A similar narrative structure in reports on the Perišić trial was persistent in all three
Serbian TV stations. His acquittal two years later was reported using
structurally the same footage, those of him as ‘politician’ and ‘strategist’,
only the ‘politician’ image this time included a direct reference to Perišić
as a general of the Yugoslav army (figure 2, frame 2) as the Yugoslav flag
behind him signaled his high official position within the state.
In order to identify alternative visual narratives signifying the
criminal guilt of the accused, we have to turn to the SENSE Reports
on these two trials.

The Accused as War Criminal
The second type of visual narratives which attempts to ascribe criminal guilt to the accused is created through two different strategies: the
first one relies on atrocity footage and the second one on the units committing the crimes. Let us first examine the use of atrocity videos. In
the report on the Perišić judgment, SENSE used atrocity images from
the war, editing footage from three war scenes: the Sarajevo shelling
and sniper attacks, the Srebrenica genocide and the Zagreb shelling.
Although excluding direct perpetrators, the graphic atrocity videos
present the crimes and their consequences, hence inviting the audience to think about who the actors behind these crimes are. The used
footage is not some incidental collection of war footage, but carefully
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selected images depicting atrocities Perišić was accused of. While the
voice over remarks that Perišić was convicted for supporting criminal acts of VRS in pursuing war goals of Republika Srpska and crimes
committed during the siege of Sarajevo, the archival footage shows a
woman hit by a sniper in Sarajevo (figure 9, frame 1), the aftermath of a
shelling incident where the body of one victim is dragged into a pickup
truck (figure 9, frame 2), a man hanging from a window of a smoking
building (figure 9 frame 3), and a wounded victim carried on a stretcher
after the shelling attack (figure 9, frame 4).

Figure 9. SENSE, TV Tribunal, 09.09.2011, Sarajevo Shelling and Sniper Attacks.

The footage used to depict Perišić’s responsibility for crimes after
the fall of Srebrenica are similarly graphic and detailed, and so is the
footage of the shelling of Zagreb, showing individual victims, dead
bodies, and wounded civilians. The ascription of criminal guilt in the
visual mode works via the representation of crimes committed by unknown direct perpetrators, guiding the audience in the accompanying
verbal mode to make a connection between the accused general as a superior of the perpetrators committing these crimes. At the same time,
images cannot tell the story of these crimes – although depicted, the
individuals on these images as well as the gruesome details about these
crimes remain unknown.
Most of the footage, taken as short snapshots signifying crimes, had
a long life from the moment they were taken during the war until their
latest use in the report on the war crimes trials. The life of these images
– when, how and by whom they were taken –, as well as the life of those
depicted in them was later narrated in media reports, documentaries
and trials. Some of these images were used during the ICTY proceedings as evidence in different trials; they were also constantly used by
national media outlets during commemorations and on remembrance
days. Some of the victims depicted testified in court about the atrocities,
and much of the footage ended up in different documentaries, produced
by the ICTY Outreach Programme or independently. In these other
genres, the stories of the crimes were reconstructed and explained in
Journal of Perpetrator Research 2.2 (2019)
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detail, creating a web of visual memory of these atrocities. The SENSE
reports build upon these already established meanings of the atrocity
images, as the trial is taking place more than fifteen years after these
atrocities happened – fifteen years in which every commemoration on
national media would include this footage, while the sites of the atrocities are marked by plaques with the names of those killed, and dozens
of documentaries have elaborated their lives in detail. In Serbia, the life
of these images remained hidden, and without narrations provided by
other genres, even the SENSE reports about the trials could not provide more than a hint of the atrocities committed during the war.

Figure 10. Sense TV Tribunal 588, 31.05.2013, Members of the Joint Criminal Enterprise.

Figure 11. Sense TV Tribunal 588, 31.05.2013. Special and Paramilitary Units.

The second strategy to ascribe criminal responsibility to the accused uses images of the forces which committed the crimes, consisting of ‘combatant’ and ‘executioner’ images. The SENSE report on
the Stanišić and Simatović acquittal focuses on the perpetrators of
these crimes, first on the members of the JCE, with a 16 seconds long
sequence of one still image depicting all participants in the criminal
plan (figure 10, frame 1) and then on the military and paramilitary units
which Stanišić and Simatović established. The voiceover and the archival footage identify one unit after another: the special forces (Figure
11, frame 1 and 2), Arkan’s Tigers (figure 11, frame 3), and the Scorpions
(figure 11, frame 4 and 5), while the sequence ends with a short extract
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of the execution from the Scorpions video, where the perpetrator fires
a gun in the back of one of the captives.
The footage of the military and paramilitary units combines ‘combatant’ and ‘direct executioners’ images, guiding the association further
towards the war atrocities, while putting the accused in direct relation
with these units. Here, the audience is invited to follow the associative
features of the images connecting these forces with the accused, while
relying on the voiceover, which notes that ‘these units really committed the crimes listed in the indictment.’ Although the responsibility of
the direct perpetrators is established, it is left to the audience to decide
about the responsibility of the defendants who organized the units,
and who were acquitted of all charges in the court.
Both strategies rely heavily on the visual mode, splicing together images of atrocities and of the units that committed these atrocities in order to ascribe criminal guilt to the accused. Still, no matter how graphic
the images of the crimes are, or how detailed in presenting the links between the perpetrators, the direct executioners and their units and commanders, TV news can only offer snapshots from the war, only vaguely
connected with the high-ranking accused. Further elaboration of both
the crimes and the responsibility of the accused has to take place in a
broader societal context. Within the TV news genre, the combination of
atrocity footage with ‘combatants’ and ‘executioners’ footage seems to be
closest to the visual narrative that ascribes criminal guilt to the accused.
And although necessary, such visual narratives are not sufficient for exposing the criminal responsibility of the accused. At the same time, the
systematic avoidance of these two strategies in presenting the accused in
Serbian media reporting perhaps indicates that however modest in proving the guilt of the accused, such images might still provoke empathy
with the victims and moral outrage against the perpetrators, or at least
lead the audience toward questioning the dominant narrative of the war.

Conclusion
Both types of footage presenting the accused in TV news about the trials – the courtroom sequences and the archival footage – reveal that
the visual mode creates its own meanings concerning the criminal responsibility of the accused. In the courtroom sequences, the interactive
structure of monotonous and almost identical footage can actually establish different power relations between the actors in the courtroom,
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by making one actor more salient than another or by siding with one
party in the trial. Even if unnoticed by the audience, these small and nuanced differences still contribute to the overall meaning of the news, as
they support the dominant message of the report vis-à-vis the criminal
responsibility of the accused. Less subtle in the attempt to create criminal responsibility are the archival images, which seem to offer a direct
invitation for the ascription of criminal responsibility to the accused.
By combining different types of perpetrator and atrocity images,
the archival footage adds a visual dimension to the depiction of crimes,
while the process of signifying relies on attempts to associate the accused with the committed crimes, whether by putting him/her in direct relation to the atrocities or to the units committing these atrocities.
Although these images signal the potential responsibility of the accused,
they rely on the readiness of the audience to complete the narrative of
criminal responsibility and decode the message within the criminal
responsibility code. Offering almost no details about these crimes, they
might serve as iconic snapshots from the past, but they cannot, even
when accompanied with the convicting sentences, univocally contribute to visually ascribing criminal guilt to the accused.
As for the differences in reporting from the trial by SENSE and
RTS, it should be noted that they operate within radically different
contexts – while SENSE exemplifies a victim-centered discourse, as
formulated by the ICTY prosecution on a transnational scale, the RTS
provides a defendant-centered discourse, aligning with the defence
narrative of Serbs accused by the ICTY, following the national war
narrative. Differences in their reporting on the war crime trials confirm that television reflects ‘social values, not objective reality’,42 and
that visual narratives remain faithful to the dominant values of media
operating in two different territorial regimes.

42 Fiske and Hartley, p. 10.
The Reproduction of the images from the Sense and Ebart media archive is allowed for research
purposes according to article 49 of the Law on Copyright and Related Rights (Official Gazette of
the Republic of Serbia No. 104/2009, 99/2011, 119/2012 and 29/2016).
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Six ‘Shots’ in Dallas: ‘Framing’ the Perpetrator of
the Kennedy Assassination through the Zapruder
Film, 1963–2013
Richard A. Reiman
Abstract: When three shots were fired at the John F. Kennedy motorcade in Dallas on
22 November 1963, three important photographic ‘shots’ were also taken of the scene.
These images by amateur filmmaker Abraham Zapruder were seen by Americans as
a kind of Rosetta stone for deciphering the otherwise discordant ‘language’ of the
assassination and as a key to identifying the perpetrator(s). The Zapruder film was
to yield two diametrically opposing interpretations – conspiracy or no conspiracy –
depending largely on the agendas of the viewers and their willingness or unwillingness
to contextualize their interpretations with other evidence. While the Zapruder frames
have turned out to tell us nothing about the actual perpetrator(s) of this particular
crime, the way they are remembered tells us much about the ideal political assassin
of the American imagination. Tracing the different ways in which the Zapruder shots
were interpreted since the 1960s and circulated across a variety of media, institutional
settings, and contexts of display, this article discusses what these changes mean for
the cultural memory of the Kennedy assassination in particular and, more generally,
what these changes tell us about the evolving perception and definition of the
political ‘perpetrator’ in American society. Furthermore, the article explores the relation
between visual sources (and their changing status from documentary to evidentiary to
iconic) and political and historical interpretations of the act of perpetration.
Keywords: John F. Kennedy assassination, perpetrator, memory, Zapruder film,
conspiracy theories

Introduction

A

t approximately 12:30 pm, Central Standard Time, on Friday
22 November 1963, six important ‘shots’ were taken in Dallas, Texas’s Dealey Plaza. Three were real: the bullets fired at
President John F. Kennedy, at least one of which killed him.
Within weeks, however, the public became aware of the three others:
metaphorically speaking, the ‘shots’ taken at virtually the same time,
the photographs of the assassination sequence by Dallas dressmaker
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Abraham Zapruder, part of a 26-second strip of 35-millimeter film later
considered ‘the most famous and examined film footage in history’.1
The three photos bracketed the seconds between the two shots
that felled Kennedy. Frame Z224 (figure 1) was the first to show Kennedy and Governor John B. Connally, sitting forward of his position
in a jump seat, after the car emerged from behind a highway sign. The
image showed Kennedy twisting his arms unnaturally in reaction to
a shot, while Connally seemed unhurt. Little more than half a second
later, frame Z235 (figure 2) captured Connally’s first reaction to a shot.
Since a bolt action rifle required 2.3 seconds to operate between shots,
either two separate gunmen fired different shots (virtually proof of
conspiracy), or the two victims, seemingly inexplicably, reacted at different times to the same bullet. Finally, frame 313 (figure 3), unequivocally
showing the second, fatal shot to the president’s head, also arguably
contained evidence of a gunman other than Oswald. These images were
to yield two diametrically opposing interpretations in the aftermath
of the event – conspiracy or no conspiracy – depending largely on the
agendas of the viewers and their willingness or unwillingness to
contextualize their interpretations with other evidence.2
Americans increasingly came to see the Zapruder film as a kind of
Rosetta stone for deciphering the otherwise discordant ‘language’
of the assassination, as a key to identifying the perpetrator(s) and
discovering whether a conspiracy could be confirmed. Ironically,
though, the Zapruder frames have turned out to tell us nothing about
the actual perpetrator(s) of this particular crime, but their remembering tells us much about the ideal political assassin of the American
imagination. This ideal has been very much based on the history of
previous presidential assassins. They were all either traitors (John Wilkes Booth, Lincoln’s assassin), allegedly mentally ill (Garfield’s assassin
Charles Guiteau), or radical (the anarchist Leon Czolgosz, McKinley’s
assassin). Over time, as the Zapruder shots circulated across a variety
of media, institutional settings, and contexts, the ways in which they
interacted with this cultural memory changed dramatically. What
do these changes say about the representation of Kennedy’s assassin?
More broadly, what do they tell us about the evolving perception and
definition of the ‘perpetrator’ in American society in the past decades?
1 Vincent Bugliosi, Reclaiming History: The Assassination of President John F. Kennedy (New
York: Norton & Company, 2007), p. 450.
2 Gerald Posner, Case Closed: Lee Harvey Oswald and the Assassination of JFK (New York: Doubleday, 1994).
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Lastly, what does their changing status (from documentary to evidentiary to iconic) say of the relation between visual sources on the one
hand, and political and historical interpretations of the act of perpetration on the other hand?

The 1960s–1970s: The Time of Investigation and Scrutiny
The official Warren Commission investigation (1963–1964) and journalistic organizations such as LIFE magazine and CBS News were
the first to assess the meaning of the Zapruder images. The Warren
Commission did not regard the film as the most important piece of evidence in the case before it. Before January 1964, when LIFE shared the
complete film and frames with the Commission, the Commissioners
had already done much work establishing Oswald’s presence in the
sixth-floor window, his ownership of the rifle and lack of alibi. They
contextualized the film with the evidence they were already sure of,
thereby narrowing the range of questions they posed and their angle
of vision. Because three shells were found at the window, and three
shots were reported by most witnesses, the film was examined for evidence as to when these shots occurred and from where. The Zapruder
film was thus viewed narrowly as a time clock of the assassination that
could identify the relative timing of shots and perhaps the number of
shooters, but little more. LIFE magazine, which purchased the film, had
a vested interest in its importance, but it, too, was initially careful to
highlight what it could not reveal as much as what it might disclose. Its
early issues on the subject (1963–1966) at first reassured readers that the
forensic evidence explained many illusory discrepancies raised by the
images. By 1966, however, it was deferring judgment to John Connally,
allowing him to draw categorical conclusions from the images, suggestive of conspiracy, based on a magnifying glass and his personal memory. In 1966, as contextualization began to fade, LIFE finally pronounced
‘doubt’ about the Commission’s findings and called for a new official
inquest. In 1967, CBS News broadcast four ninety-minute programs
over four days and concluded from its investigation that the Commission was probably correct in its conclusions, but that the Zapruder film,
which it had not been permitted to examine, had to be made available
to all as a precondition for any possibility of certainty in the matter.3
3 The articles that provided information on the Zapruder film in LIFE were: ‘The Assassination of President Kennedy,’ LIFE, 29 November 1963, p. 23; ‘Kennedy’s Last Journey’, LIFE, 6
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Figure 1. Zapruder Image 224 (Z224)
In this image, the president emerges from behind the sign with his right arm (which
one to two seconds earlier was waving to the crowd on his right) crossed to his left
side and his left arm crossed to his right. Apparently stricken by a shot that hit here
or a frame earlier, Kennedy’s Thorburn reaction was instantaneous, while Governor
Connally, seemingly unhurt, was turning in apparent puzzlement. However, over
time it was noticed that Connally’s lapel was flipped up in this image, indicating that
the shot had passed through both men virtually at the same time, as required if the
single bullet theory were correct. Connally’s pain had not yet registered. Neither
had Kennedy’s in all likelihood, but his nerve injury produced a reflex response.
Zapruder Film © 1967 (Renewed 1995), The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza.
Used with Permission.
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Whether refraining themselves from drawing firm conclusions
about their meaning or denying others the chance to do so, the Commission, LIFE and CBS News opened the floodgates of scrutiny to a
public with no such qualms. The impulse by an increasing number of
Americans to examine the Zapruder frames arose from a sense that
too many facts of the assassination appeared to contradict the Warren
Commission’s ‘lone gunman’ thesis. An enormous degree of cognitive
dissonance issued from the assassination. The killing occurred at the
heyday of popular faith in the omnipotence of American power and
wisdom, and yet this all-powerful government could not protect the
president from a lifelong ‘nobody’ armed with a $21 rifle. Moreover, the
suspect was a former marine and confessed communist who defected
to the Soviet Union, the country’s premier enemy, and who supported
Castro’s Cuba, the nation’s second most notorious enemy. Oswald was
a palimpsest in the flesh, incongruously embodying the protection of
the state (as a former marine) and its betrayal (as a communist) in the
same person. Clearly this man, even if a lone misfit, seemed suspiciously connected to the great issues of the day. In addition, Oswald was shot
dead two days after the assassination while in police custody, a further
mockery of the vaunted reputation of American justice and one seemingly explainable only through a narrative of conspiracy.4
The establishment had tried, but seemingly failed, to reassert their
mastery over the tides of history by explaining the mysteries of the assassination. Many citizens, in turn, were committed to demonstrating
the existence of a conspiracy, in part to put the establishment to shame.
Only if one or the other group prevailed could an uncanny and unstable period of history be replaced by the restoration of confidence in
America’s command and control of events. But it turned out to be logically impossible for the establishment to fulfil its charge. There was no
way to ‘prove’ the negative of ‘no conspiracy’, at least not in the eyes of
the public. But since a conspiracy, if it had indeed taken place, could in
theory be run to ground, it became the public’s only path to achieving
satisfactory answers and therefore historical reassurance. Americans
expected conspiracies and had long girded to defeat them. What they
December 1963, p. 38; ‘President Johnson says Farwell to his Predecessor,’ LIFE, 3 January
1964, p. 22; ‘Oswald: Evolution of an Assassin,’ LIFE, 21 February 1964, p. 68; ‘Oswald’s “Historic
Diary”,’ LIFE, 10 July 1964; ‘A Matter of Reasonable Doubt’, LIFE, 25 November 1966, pp. 38–45;
Howard Willens, History Will Prove Us Right: Inside the Warren Commission Report on the
Assassination of John F. Kennedy (New York: Overlook Press, 2013), pp. 41–42.
4 Bugliosi, pp. 989–995.
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had never experienced and could not tolerate was the evident alternative that nobodies could change American history or the notion that
the nation could not even ‘crack’ conspiracies, much less defeat them.5
This dynamic determined the identity of the ‘perpetrator’ that Americans would deliberately look for in their scrutiny of the Zapruder frames.
They saw in these images what they wanted, and perhaps needed, to see in
them: evidence that the perpetrator was a conspirator in league with others and not a lone ‘nut’. The three Zapruder images were like screens onto
which the viewers projected their own opinions concerning the identity
and the motive of the perpetrator(s). They provided evidence of the timing
(relative to one another) of the shots that hit JFK and Connally and raised
the possibility that a second shooter could be revealed. In addition, they
seemed to offer American critics and observers alike the opportunity to
restore, through a supposedly proper investigation, a sense of ‘canniness’
and control over an era that had seemingly gone historically ‘off track’.6
Historians of memory have observed that the past provokes anxiety
when it seems inconsistent with the supposed trendlines of tradition in
the present. The idea of the ‘uncanny’ past holds the sense of a disruption
in the way different generations remember the past and the efforts to restore a connection with that past. The Kennedy assassination produced a
sense of the ‘historical uncanny’7 from 1963 to the end of the 1970s. A supposed nobody, possibly fronting for a sinister conspiracy, raised questions that the ‘best and brightest’ of American leadership seemed unable
to answer. An American counterculture questioning the omnipotence of
the American elite seemed an oxymoron, contradicting the ur-myth of
American Manifest Destiny and introducing a conflict between memory
and present reality. To render history canny again, the story of the Kennedy assassination had to be rewritten to make it historically consistent,
that is, coherently explained by Americans and for Americans.8

5 Max Holland, The Zapruder Film Reconsidered, online video recording, YouTube, 11 December 2015,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t8Hp9ZqVxGA&t=1630s> [accessed 15 January 2019].
6 Bugliosi, pp. 481–482.
7 The American effort to make sense of the assassination represents something loosely akin
to what Susanne Knittel has called, in her study of German memories, the ‘historical uncanny’.
My argument here is not, strictly-speaking, identical to that of Knittel, but rather that an understanding of the purposes of American remembering of the assassination benefits in some
ways from an understanding of this concept. Susanne Knittel, The Historical Uncanny Disability:
Ethnicity, and the Politics of Holocaust Memory (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015).
8 Larry J. Sabato, The Kennedy Half-Century: The Presidency, Assassination and Lasting Legacy
of John F. Kennedy (New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), pp. 208–231.
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The public criticism of the Warren Commission focused often on
its particular interpretations of the Zapruder frames, especially those
that were said to support its ‘single bullet theory’. In many ways a brilliant discovery, the single bullet conclusion (as it perhaps deserves to be
called) was a lynchpin of the ‘no-conspiracy’ verdict. Unless it could be
refuted, the lone gunman theory would remain viable. But, without it, a
finding of conspiracy was almost unavoidable. It was telling, in view of
these realities, that critics of the Commission focused on reinterpreting
Z224 and Z235. The critics’ bête noire was Arlen Specter, the staff member
who pioneered the single-bullet theory. Months of analysis aligning the
caliber of the rife, the facts of shell casing positioning, the seating positions of JFK and John Connally in the presidential limousine, and the
timing of their movements as revealed by the Zapruder film left Specter no other possible conclusion than that both men had been initially
struck by the same bullet. This, in turn, solved a problem noted earlier: in
Zapruder’s frames Kennedy’s first reaction to the shot seemed to precede
Connally’s reaction by more than one half-second. Since the bolt action
of the rife, manually operated, took no less than 2.3 seconds between
shots, this meant that if both men had not been hit by the same bullet,
then there had to be two gunmen, the very definition of a conspiracy.9
None of the other evidence, compiled between December 1963 and
April 1964, when Specter finalized his theory, confirmed a conspiracy.
Logic would therefore suggest that there was an explanation for the
differing timings of the two men’s reactions to purportedly the same
shot. To put it another way, the problem was either to explain why the
enormous volume of evidence against the idea of conspiracy theory
was wrong, or why the single-bullet theory was correct.
Specter had not relied on the Zapruder film alone for his conclusion. Frames 224 and 235 merely lined up consistently with the forensic
evidence of bullet trajectories, car and sixth floor window locations,
and body positions in the vehicle. Once again, the placement of the
Zapruder images in the context of other evidence went far to explaining any seeming contradictions. Only time would reveal was that that
the Commission had arrived at the correct conclusion. A stable consensus that the single bullet theory was correct was finally achieved in
the 1980s. To this day, the theory of a conspiracy – one involving two
or more gunmen – has failed to produce a ‘smoking gun’. But what the
Commission got right would take years to emerge, while its mistakes
9 Willens, pp. 85–87; pp. 270–272.
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Figure 2. Zapruder image 235 (Z235)
In this image, little more than half a second after Z224, Connally displays
his first reaction to the shot, with his eyes tightly closed, his torso twisted
and his gaze facing forward (no longer trying to see if the president was unhurt). In the next two frames, his mouth would open, revealing the moment
when one lung collapsed due to the bullet trajectory. The problem for those
disputing the single bullet theory is that the alignment of the two men in the
car from the vantage point of the sixth-floor window left nowhere else for
the bullet to go after passing through the president but into Connally’s back.
Zapruder Film © 1967 (Renewed 1995), The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Used
with Permission.
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(primarily in evidence gathering) were more immediately apparent.
Seen in the context of its times, what the Commission found and what
it ignored only seemed to confirm the trope of elite investigators, who
considered themselves above the need to defend their conclusions.10
Meanwhile, the public became increasingly cynical about the findings of the commission. Many of its members thus turned into scrutinizing sleuths, ferreting out the possibilities that the perpetrator(s)’s
identity and purpose could be revealed in the light and shadows of assassination images. In 1967, Josiah Thompson, a philosophy professor, wrote
Six Seconds in Dallas: A Micro-study of the Kennedy Assassination, which
was really an analysis of the Zapruder film. Thompson had worked for
LIFE magazine and had viewed all the individual frames before leaving
the magazine and writing his book. Prohibited from publishing LIFE’s
Zapruder images, he published sketches of them from memory to illustrate his conclusions that Kennedy and Connally could not have been
shot by the same gun, thus offering proof of a conspiracy. LIFE sued him
for copyright infringement and lost, making itself a model of intimidating corporate power with something to hide. Thompson analysed
frames 224 and 235 and pushed Connally’s reaction to the supposed 'single bullet' back even further, to frame 237 or 238, too late, he claimed, to
be hit by that earlier shot. When Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated in 1968, and his killer James Earl Ray later arrested, Ray denied culpability, claimed that a mysterious ‘Raoul’ had fruitlessly urged
him to kill King, and that Raoul would know the identity of King’s real
assassin. Ray was shown a photograph of three tramps arrested near
the grassy knoll in Dallas on 22 November 1963, which JFK conspiracy
critics had unearthed. Ray claimed that Raoul bore a striking likeness
to one of the tramps. Thus, assassinations throughout the 1960s, including the assassination of JFK’s brother Robert in 1968, became linked in
the public imagination. Seven years later, critics argued that one of the
tramps bore a striking likeness to E. Howard Hunt, one of the burglars
of the Watergate scandal then roiling Washington. Images alone seemed
to be capable of making sense of the senseless, if only because they were
presumed to be neutral and pregnant with possibilities.11
10 Ibid, pp. 232–263.
11 Josiah Thompson, Six Seconds in Dallas: A Micro-study of the Kennedy Assassination (New
York: Bernard Geis Associates, 1967), p. 71; ‘Playboy Interview: James Earl Ray’, Playboy, September 1977, p. 79, cited in Gerald Posner, Killing the Dream: James Earl Ray and the Assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York: Random House, 1998), pp. 292–301; Bugliosi, p. 931.
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The limitations in the quality of the Zapruder photographs (which
were substantial) ultimately created a Rorschach-like ambiguity open
to all possible conclusions, thus obliquely contributing to belief in conspiracy.12 In fact, these images were at least as supportive of the lone
gunman thesis as its opposite. It is precisely because the images revealed
things that could support either theory that the public’s conclusion of
conspiracy based on such profound ambiguity was so telling. Were one
to focus only on the content of the images, they could just as well have
dispelled conspiracy thinking. In fact, as will be seen, this is precisely
what would happen much later: with the help of technological enhancements, the images would ultimately disprove the possibility of conspiracy. The fact that these inherently ambiguous images were considered
the Rosetta Stone of the case, bearing the inscriptions which demonstrated a conspiracy, supports the notion that the public read into them
the wishes and needs that they brought to the task of interpretation.
This, at the same time, meant that people failed to see details they
could not integrate with their pre-formed version of the event. This failure – and its meaning – is revealed by the fact that important details in
the film remained ignored until the 1980s. Two stand out: from frames
133 to 143, 12-year old Rosemary Willis, running beside the limousine at
least five seconds before the shot that struck the two occupants of the
vehicle, suddenly stopped running, while Kennedy was still waving. She
instantly turned sharply around to peer up at the Depository building
behind her. This was one of several cues that a first shot had been fired
but missed the car, and that the single bullet theory had to refer to a
later, second shot. Following the second shot, Kennedy’s arms fly up
and lock in place in front of, not upon, his throat. At no time before the
third shot does he touch his throat or release (or for that matter alter in
any way) the locked positioning of his arms.13
During the uncanny period of assassination analysis, writers of all
political persuasions, even LIFE magazine itself, were blind to these insights, which would have sustained the single bullet theory then under
fevered attack. For example, in 1966, LIFE asked Connally to examine
the Zapruder frames and shed light from memory on the meaning of
frames 224 and 235. Connally insisted incorrectly that he had to have
been shot by a bullet other than the one that first hit Kennedy because
12 Bugliosi, pp. 473–482.
13 See Posner, Case Closed, pp. 320–336; Kenneth Scearce, ‘The Girl in the Red Skirt: A Micro-Study of the Zapruder Film’, 11 December 2013, <https://www.washingtondecoded.com/
site/2013/12/redskirt.html#more> [accessed May 15, 2019].
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Figure 3. Zapruder image 313 (Z313)
This frame shows the shot that hit JFK in the head, eliminating any possibility
that he could survive the attack. But the three subsequent frames showed Kennedy’s body snapping violently backward. Laymen interpreted this as proof that
Kennedy was struck from his right-front, that is, from the so-called 'grassy knoll',
proof of two gunmen and a conspiracy, if true. The problem with this interpretation was that Kennedy’s wound travelled across the right side of his head, not
right to left, as it would have had to if a shot had been fired from the 'grassy knoll'.
Zapruder Film © 1967 (Renewed 1995), The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Used
with Permission.
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he remembered (correctly) hearing the first shot (shooting victims generally do not remember hearing the shots that hit them). But Connally
reached this judgment assuming – incorrectly, as did many others – that
the first shot had to have struck the president.14 Neither observation
of his, based on memory, depended or benefitted from the Zapruder
frames that Connally was supposedly scrutinizing. Willis’s reaction to
that first shot, seen at a moment when Kennedy is waving happily to the
crowd, showed that Connally’s memory of hearing the first shot did not
exclude the possibility that both men were hit by the second.
Moreover, Kennedy’s strange sudden shift from a wave to an almost
crossed arm position in frame 224 also supports the single bullet theory,
but this could only be understood if one were open to draw this confirmation from the Zapruder frames, which many, in the 1960s, were not.
Knowing that the second bullet struck JFK in the upper back, but exited
his throat, it was possible that structures near to his spinal column were
injured by shock waves from the bullet that barely missed his spine. This
common occurrence in neck injuries caused by gunshots could trigger
a ‘Thorburn position’ or response, an involuntary and automatic raising
and locking of the arms. This was significant because it meant that JFK’s
reaction would likely be unmediated and instantaneous, whereas Connally’s injuries, which were in the torso, wrist and leg, away from vital organs and mediated by pain, required a half-second to register, something
clearly visible in frame 235, a mere half-second after Kennedy reacts.15
Of course, a spinal injury cannot be captured by a camera. But a
Thorburn position can be because it looks nothing like the actions of
a man clutching his throat. The Thorburn position is clearly visible in
the Zapruder film. JFK never grabs his throat, but people looking at
the image thought that they saw him do so because they brought their
expectations and experiences, their memories, in other words, to their
interpretation of the images.
Such discoveries from the 1980s brought something fresh to the inquiries of the assassination based on the Zapruder film: certainties. They
also restored something missing since the Warren Commission, namely
the context of a body of evidence from outside the film. It was certain that
Connally was seated to the forward left of JFK, in line with the trajectory from the sixth-floor window. It was certain that Rosemary Willis
reacted to a shot that hit neither Kennedy nor Connally (she reported
14 ‘A Matter of Reasonable Doubt’, pp. 38–46.
15 Posner, Case Closed, pp. 325–336; Holland.
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in the 1980s that she was reacting to a shot while JFK was still waving).
In the 1960s and 1970s, the Zapruder film, often examined in isolation,
seemed to offer only possibilities and questions without answers. Why
didn’t JFK and Connally react at the same time? Did half a second really
make a difference? Why did Kennedy fall backward after frame Z313,
unless he was shot from the front? Unless the film supplied the answer,
speculation, it seemed, was the only answer. LIFE’s 1966 criticism of the
Warren Commission was leveled in an article entitled, in words telling
of the period, ‘A Matter of Reasonable Doubt.’ In Six Seconds in Dallas,
Thompson spotted an onlooker in frame 235: just adjacent to the stricken president, opening and closing an umbrella on a sunny day, a signal
perhaps, or a weapon? Mesmerized by the power of the image to mystify, no one thought to track down and interview its owner for another
ten years and learn the perfectly innocent explanation.16
Thompson saw frame 313 and believed that it showed Kennedy struck
from the front, since his body was thrown violently backward in frames
314 and after. But, casting doubt on his own claim, he conceded later that
he had misinterpreted the frames leading up to it, marring his evaluation.17 So image-dependent was his book and theory, that he could only
seem to search for evidence against his initial interpretation from within
the film itself. In 1967, CBS pronounced the Zapruder film important, but
argued that since it was unavailable to the network, it could only plead
for its release. The film’s simultaneous non-availability and indispensability to CBS seemed to release all the oxygen from CBS’s ‘conclusions’,
which even the network itself described as mere hypotheses requiring
still more study.18 The establishment’s failure to resolve the debate had, as
we have seen, only fueled the surge in countercultural skepticism.
While some Americans were able to view grainy, bootleg copies of
the film, the public as a whole could not view the entire footage (including frame 313) until 1975, when ABC aired it on a late-night program.19
16 Louis Witt opened his umbrella on that sunny day as a protest over the support for the
appeasement of Hitler in 1938 by ‘the man with the umbrella’, Neville Chamberlain, who had
been backed by JFK’s father, Joseph P. Kennedy. Interview of Josiah Thompson by Errol
Morris, ‘The Umbrella Man’, The New York Times, 11 November 2011, <https://www.nytimes.
com/video/opinion/100000001183275/the-umbrella-man.html> [accessed 1 May 2019].
17 Josiah Thompson, ‘Warren Report: The Lone Assassin Theory’, online video recording, YouTube, 18
November 2004, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zuDWP3H1CCY> [accessed 30 April 2019].
18 CBS News, ‘JFK Assassination: A CBS News Inquiry: The Warren Report, 1967’, online video
recording, YouTube, 25–28 June 1967, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qpO0a6gRceo>
[accessed 10 May 2019].
19 Ron Rosenbaum ‘What Does the Zapruder Film Really Tell Us?’, Smithsonian Magazine, 13
October 2013, <https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/what-does-the-zapruder-film-real-
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The frame was shocking both for its gore and because of the head snap
backward, a fact of intense interest but also of debate. It was another
instance of one of the three frames raising rather than resolving doubt.
To a fascinated minority, however, frame 313 could only be interpreted
as ‘proving’ a shot from the ‘grassy knoll’ and thus a dark conspiracy.
The continued questioning of 22 November joined other questionings
about the probity of the US government in the wake of Vietnam, Watergate and other abuses of power. Demands for answers produced an
investigation by the House of Representatives’ Select Committee on
Assassinations (1976–1979), as the 1968 killing of Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy were added to its remit. All assassinations were by then yoked together in the public imagination, and cultural references from songs to images (‘Abraham, Martin and John’, the
three tramps, images of witnesses and funerals) linked them just as the
House did in its charge to its investigators.20
In some ways the House Select Committee’s verdict, when released in
1979, signaled the end of the ‘uncanny’ period of anguished debate about
the assassination. Nearly all of its findings confirmed the vast majority
of the findings of the Warren Commission, even with added access to
much testimony and evidence withheld from that earlier investigation.
Only very late in its inquiry did the Committee decide that it had found
acoustic evidence of more than three shots in Dealey plaza. It then released, on the basis of that lone ‘discovery’, a conclusion, at odds with all
the rest, that Kennedy had probably been killed by conspirators whose
identities (other than Oswald) and motives remained unknown and possibly unknowable. On that ambiguous note, the Committee disbanded.21
The muted public reaction to this (subsequently discredited) ‘bombshell’ showed that other factors were at work by 1979 in making the historical relevance of the assassination suddenly seem to be a dead letter.
The country was working hard to forget more recent catastrophes such
as Vietnam, and the majority of the population was by then tired of the
paroxysms of the sixties. If the JFK assassination and its regrettable
era no longer mattered to present events in the memory of Americans
post-Vietnam, then neither did the possible existence of a conspiracy
behind it. By 1979, the public was so accustomed to believing the worst
about the government that one more finding confirming this hardly
seemed newsworthy. Meanwhile, new technologies were going to proly-tell-us-14194/> [accessed 20 May 2019]
20 Sabato, pp. 208–231.
21 Posner, Case Closed, pp. 451–470; Sabato, pp. 208–231.

193

194

Six ‘Shots’ in Dallas
duce breakthroughs of discoveries in relation to the Zapruder film and
other evidence, offering the kind of certainty and mastery over the past
unavailable to the generation that had had to experience it in ‘real time.’

From the 1980s Onwards: Becoming Cultural Memory
History, by the 1980s, had become once again cannily familiar. That is, it
was once again reassuringly divided into a distinct past and present with
few claims on one another. This was partly because academia, the media
and the establishment more generally had come to an agreement during
this period that technological enhancements of the Zapruder frames
and the intervention of scientific organizations scrutinizing the audio
finding of the House Select Committee had largely solved the mysteries for good. Moreover, memory had returned to public favour just as
Americans had come to believe that the nation had put its past behind
it. But it was also true that such expressions as the Vietnam Veterans
Memorial, the Holocaust Memorial Museum on the Washington mall,
and the Sixth Floor Museum in the old Texas School Book Depository
building, all established or projected during this period with increasing
public support, suggested that memories could be both parochial and
unifying in their nature. In other words, memories could both mark
a group identity as well as support, in all its manifestations, a national
destiny. A nation that was both one and many (‘e pluribus unum’) could
somehow, through an array of mini-memories reinforcing the identities of different groups, also further the ‘canny’ master narrative of national destiny that had always linked the American past and present.22
During the 1980s, then, questions about the JFK assassination were
again left to professionals and technicians. The Zapruder film was
technically enhanced, revealing facts that represented certainties, not
conjectures. These included Rosemary Willis’ testimony, confirming
that the first shot had missed, the confirmation of the Thorburn reaction, which revealed JFK’s reflex reaction; and something not previously noticed in frame 224: the fact that Connally’s lapel flap flies up at the
same place on his body he was shot. This established that the shot that
hit Connally was visible in the same Zapruder image (224) that shows
the first sign of an injured Kennedy. If this was true, in the eleven subsequent frames (just over a half-second) Connally’s body was preparing
22 Peter Novick, The Holocaust in American Life (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2000), pp. 231–238.
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to register the pain of an injury that had already occurred. Kennedy’s
spinal reaction, by contrast, was immediate and consequently registered on film instantly.23
Throughout 1992, two prominent investigations, one by the Public Broadcasting System (PBS) and the other by Failure Analysis associates in 1992, used computer modeling to line up the shots and the
sixth-floor window with the body positions of the two victims in
frame 224. These tests were widely (though of course, not universally)
respected and regarded as lending digital (i.e., mathematical) certainty
to the single bullet theory.24
For the purpose of this article, which examines memory and climates of opinion, the issue is not whether the lone gunman thesis was
or was not in fact scientifically ‘proven’ during the 1980s but whether
key groups in the nation perceived that it was. The new deference given to experts and technicians furthered this trend. For example, the
House Select Committee’s determination that a conspiracy killed Kennedy was embarrassingly debunked by authorities in science and the
government. The FBI, which disputed the House finding, hired the National Academy of Sciences to study the evidence about a police motorcycle ‘Dictabelt’ recording that supposedly revealed a fourth shot fired
from the ‘grassy knoll’. This was the sole piece of evidence behind the
Select Committee’s finding of conspiracy. Aided by an amateur sleuth
who listened to the recordings and heard noises the experts missed,
the National Academy concluded in 1982 that the motorcycle recording
was actually made one to two minutes after the assassination and captured no shots at all. The scholarly and media consensus has since sided
with the Academy, another sign of closure on the question.25
In 1993, Gerald Posner’s Case Closed was published, highlighting
the revelations in the three Zapruder film brought to the fore by scientists and technology in the 1980s. The book was widely regarded as
having achieved the end of its eponymous title. Kennedy historians
such as Robert Dallek, who had long steered clear of the conspiracy
controversy, broke their silence and pronounced the book both the
best and last word on the controversy.26
23 'John Kennedy Assassination Film Analysis', Itek Corporation, 2 May 1976, 36–39; Posner, Case
Closed, pp. 320–326.
24 Posner, Case Closed, pp. 320–324.
25 Bugliosi, pp. xxii.
26 Robert Dallek, An Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 1917–1963 (Boston: Little, Brown & Co.,
2003), p. 699.

195

196

Six ‘Shots’ in Dallas
Even as investigations were serving as one node of a story of mastery over the evidence and closure of the controversy, commemorations
were performing the same role. The Sixth Floor Museum was opened in
1989, a remarkable occurrence to Dallasites who had spent the bulk of
the period since 1963 trying to forget the assassination and to conceal its
brick and mortar reminders. Until the 1980s, there had been steady public support for the demolition of the Book Depository building, and the
city of Dallas had supported only those tributes to Kennedy (scholarships, charitable donations, support for the Kennedy Library in Boston)
which situated all acts of memorialization out of view of Dealey plaza.
But in the 1980s, a group of well-connected Dallas citizens argued that
a Dealey Plaza museum, curated by Dallas’s own leaders, could finally
purge the city’s shame, ironically closing the story and turning the page
by telling it in the place it happened – but on Dallas’s own terms.27
The result, which opened in 1989 as the Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza, was a remarkable tableau, a heavily didactic exhibit, that has
little changed from its original design and has been visited by six million people since its opening. The museum from the beginning managed to honor Kennedy by sweeping much of the assassination and its
historical relevance under the rug. The curators made clear that they
would take no position at all on the question of conspiracy, consigning
it to a marginal position in the exhibition. Instead, they would provide
visitors multiple opportunities to forget all aspects of shame and handwringing involving the city of Dallas.
The first part of the exhibit shone light on the national popular culture
of the 1960s and the nation’s public image of JFK. Then, a series of images
of the motorcade and black and white versions of the Zapruder frames
seemed to mark the event as one from the distant history books. When
the exhibit arrived at the topic of the assassination, audio recordings of
journalists reporting of the shots were played. At this point, the exhibit
path seemingly ended, presenting visitors with no guide as to where to
proceed next. The goal, according to the curators, was to replicate the
confusion that flooded Americans in 1963 at the moment of the assassination. But it also allowed visitors to wander quickly past the subsequent
(arguably more important) exhibits, including the sixth-floor window
itself, with which they might be uncomfortable. This goal was deliberate. Organizers insisted, for example, that they wanted to fully grant
the wish of those visitors who refused to hear or see anything about
27 Stephen Fagin, Assassination and Commemoration: JFK, Dallas and the Sixth Floor Museum
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2013), pp. 89–122.
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Lee Harvey Oswald. Following the point in which the exhibit opened
up into ‘confusion’, one had to be deliberate to find the room where the
conspiracy theories were laid out, together with the type of rifle used
by the perpetrator and the model of movie camera used by Zapruder.28
None of the three critical Zapruder frames were (or are) displayed
individually, nor is their significance discussed other than fleetingly in
a side room off the main path of the exhibit. A tour that was comprehensively guided with reams of explanatory text up to the moment of the assassination seemed only to dissolve into randomness at the moment the
shots were fired. The resident historian of the museum, Stephen Fagin,
seemed puzzled by the question of why the museum was agnostic on
the question of conspiracy, and whether the museum was academic in
nature. He answered the latter question in the negative. He pronounced
the museum to have been created by and for the city of Dallas and its
needs, not, evidently, for the purpose of providing unflinching coverage
of the broader meaning of the assassination.29 The museum as a site of
memory has, since the 1980s, communicated the trendy message that
respect for all opinions shows that the assassination pointed in all directions and therefore to none in particular. The museum seemed dedicated
to making the visitor (and perhaps especially the Dallas visitor) feel better off in learning about a faraway time with few connections to her own.
The second (1980–1994) and third (1995–2013) periods of the half-century of assassination remembering were in agreement that historical
facts had value not least as markers of identity, but that people with different identities tended to remember the same facts differently. The difference between the periods lay largely in their answer to the question
of whether a fact that was true for everybody, but disbelieved by many,
mattered or not. In the 1980s and early 1990s, there was no question that
partisans on both sides believed in one truth and the importance of its
acceptance. Oliver Stone’s JFK (1991) floridly attributed the assassination
to multiple conspiracies involving everyone ever suspected in the crime,
from the CIA, to the mob, to the Cubans and beyond. Acknowledging
the film was mostly fiction, he called his many distortions of the facts
in the film his ‘counter-myth’ to the ‘myth’ of the Warren Commission.
For Stone it was as if there were no actual truths but only lesser or greater fabrications from which we must choose to form our beliefs. But in
fact, Stone did believe that there were truths to be revealed through his
28 Fagin, pp. 123–164.
29 Richard Reiman, Interview of Stephen Fagin, 23 January 2014, Dallas, Texas.
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film, just as did the journalists, independent critics and the scientists. It
was just that Stone’s truths were postmodernist in nature.30
In the film, Stone addressed the Zapruder film prominently in the
scene where prosecutor Jim Garrison shows it to the jury as background
for his explanation of how the assassination unfolded with no less than six
shots. In effect, he serially analyses all three critical Zapruder frames, assessing each while giving virtually no reasons for his assessments. Frame
224 receives no comment at all (although it is shown), but he describes
frame 235 as showing an unhurt Connally, simply ignoring investigators’
consistent conclusions to the contrary since 1980. That Connally still held
on to his Stetson in frame 235 was Stone’s only proof, but he ignored the
possibility that Connally was still awaiting the registration of pain.31
Stone lingered longest on the head shot (frame 313), showing it (via
Garrison) three times to the jury and to his film audience. Kennedy’s
body snaps ‘back and to the left’, we hear Garrison say each time the
frame is shown. Once again, Stone pretends that the findings of the
1980s either did not occur or were beneath his dignity to address. He
never notes that bodies tend to fall backward when shot from behind
because of the propulsive effects from exit wounds in the front. Also
ignored was the fact that Kennedy’s wife was holding his arm at the
time of the shot and that she could have reflexively pushed back against
him in shock. Furthermore, Stone blithely has Garrison claim, with
no evidence whatever, that the shot captured in frame 313 came from
the grassy knoll. Yet the laws of physics mandate that such a shot from
Kennedy’s right would have traversed Kennedy’s head from right to
left, striking Mrs. Kennedy, whereas the autopsy photos show the bullet traversing the right side of the head only, from back to front.32
Like the Sixth Floor Museum, Stone simply ignored evidence inconvenient to his interest, which, for him, was evidence of a pattern of
governmental perfidy in the age of Vietnam. His argument that he was
merely trading in one set of myths to counter another set reinforced
the spirit of the times. That spirit held that one’s beliefs about the truth
represented the best possible expression of history at a time when history was a battleground and the battle mattered.
30 Robert Scheer, ‘Oliver Stone Builds His Own Myths’, Los Angeles Times, 15 December 1991, <https://
www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1991-12-15-ca-926-story.html> [accessed 1 June 2019].
31 Oliver Stone, ‘The Zapruder Film: JFK (1991)’, online video recording, YouTube, 6 October 2012,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2nmGS8rVuIM> [accessed 10 May 2019].
32 Ibid.
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The one agreement both sides shared by the 1990s was that government documents on the assassination should be released to the fullest
extent possible. In 1992, Congress passed the JFK Act, creating the Assassination Records Review Board, authorizing the declassification of
as many documents connected with the assassination as feasible, and
virtually all of them within twenty-five years. What followed the law’s
passage was a sign of a new kind of remembering, namely a period of
forgetting. After 1995, there were no controversies as documents slowly
were released, no return of such battles as the historians against Hollywood. By this period, most Americans were too young to remember
22 November 1963. Most felt as detached from that event as from any
other in history. Particularly after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the Americans too young to remember 22 November now had a more relatable
and memorable day of shared trauma to recall. Scholars agreed that
this generation of young people, across cultures, was unique in having
lost a sense of shared connection with the past.33 If a lack of familiarity
with the past was one cause of a sense of historical ‘uncanniness’, such a
sense could not gain much ground if older Americans shared the same
historical detachments. The conviction that one must respect all identities and the historical myths that underlay each assumed greater priority for many Americans than educating the citizenry in the ‘truths’
or ‘lessons of history’. As long as history seemed antiquarian and irrelevant, it was possible to believe, as many evidently did, that one could
hold fast to their beliefs about the assassination without a concern that
a universal truth need be either sought or secured.34
In 2013, two events, the commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary
of the assassination and an exhibit in Philadelphia on the single bullet
theory, showed how plasticized memory had become. A solemn ceremony was arranged in Dealey plaza in Dallas, at which Kennedy was eulogized for this spirit and his meaning to the nation in life, not for the details of his death. Conspiracy theorists were explicitly barred from the
event (although they demonstrated noisily nearby), a sign that history
was regarded as a channel that could be changed, something that could
be programmed rather than accommodated. The ceremony’s nationalization of the assassination, untethering Dallas from the event, joined

33 See Knittel, p. 2.
34 Bugliosi, pp. xxv–xxvi.
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with the focus on ‘the New Frontier’ to turn the spectators’ minds and
memory away from the assassination in the very place it had occurred.35
The same year, the Arlen Specter Center for Public Policy at Philadelphia University unveiled ‘Single Bullet’, its first exhibit combining the
efforts of students and faculty in architecture, law and graphic design
to tell the story of Specter’s contribution to the Commission. One of its
designers, Evan Laine, produced a video in conjunction with the exhibit,
richly detailing the interlocking evidence that permitted no doubt that
Specter’s ‘theory’ had to be a ‘fact’. Given the provenance of the exhibit,
it was clear that honoring Specter by demonstrating his ‘success’ was a
part of its purpose. The students designed a model of the presidential
limousine with seats that visitors could occupy to imagine themselves
as Kennedy and Connally at the moment of the assassination.36
But the exhibit’s designers and students did not measure its success
by the number of converts to its point of view on the single bullet theory. ‘We invite you to review the evidence and form your own conclusion’, began the words of the exhibit text. The void in student memory
about the past in general, widely noticed at the time, was clearly on the
designers’ mind, but the goal was to guide students to form an emotional connection to this particular past and not an understanding of
what had really happened. An architect for the Center, Jennifer Barr,
explained that the exhibit was designed to convey a feeling of reality:
‘For the people who lived through that time it might give them a sense
of nostalgia, but for the students who didn’t live through that time it
makes it seem more tangible. It helps make it feel real.’ A professor of
architecture, David Kratzer, agreed that instilling an emotional connection between students and a distant past was key. ‘The idea was to
put the visitor in the place of Arlen Specter and in the place of JFK’,
he said. Dylan Herman, an architecture student who worked on the
exhibit, explained that it ‘brought about the importance of the time
period’. Speaking about his fellow students, he said ‘we were alive for
9/11 and have an emotional connection to it’. But now, he said of the
assassination, ‘I feel much more connected to it, and the emotion of it.’37
35 ‘JFK Commemoration: Conspiracy Theorists Left Out of Dallas Commemoration’, The Guardian, 21 November 2013, <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/nov/21/dallas-jfk-commemoration-conspiracy-theorists-left-out> [accessed 5 May 2019].
36 Evan Laine, ‘Single Bullet: An Exhibition in Brief’, online video recording, YouTube, 10 December 2014,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9nGkgdgh1SE> [accessed 15 May 2019]; ‘Single Bullet Immerses
Audience in JFK Assassination’, 18 October 2013, <https://wordpress2.philau.edu/today/2013/10/18/single-bullet-exhibit-immerses-audience-in-jfk-assassination-investigation/> [accessed 15 May 2019].
37 Ibid.
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The strict, self-imposed limits on what the exhibit needed to teach
about the assassination reflected the post-1995 notion that the importance
of identity justifies the treatment of history as a buffet – the things one
chooses to believe in constituting a mere matter of personal preference.
Laine was passionate in calling the single bullet theory a fact in his view
and asserting in an interview that he believed that the only possible conspiracy was one in which Oswald was the sole shooter.38 Why then was
the question of conspiracy not seen as important enough to the purpose
of the exhibit to weigh in on? Since Specter had regarded the theory to be
critical precisely because it destroyed the value of the Zapruder film as a
corroborator of the idea of more than one gunman, this seemed an important omission in an academically sponsored University exhibition.39
The designers of the Sixth Floor Museum, working in an era of assassination remembrance that viewed certain actual or potential truths as
toxic, assiduously worked to avoid the history of such matters – among
them conspiracy theories. The designers of the ‘Single Bullet’ exhibit of
2013, on the other hand, seemed to regard such memories as personal
and therefore neither toxic nor publicly pertinent. Their purpose was to
connect visitors (especially students) emotionally to the past (arguably
in order to offer them a wider buffet from which to choose their historical beliefs in the process of assembling their identities) and to honor
the individual (Specter) that the Center was attempting to memorialize.
The Dallas memorial event on 22 November 2013, too, had been an event
staged unapologetically to present a meaning that was most convenient
for its organizers. In so far as past controversies were concerned, however, history had seemed to become a matter of ‘different strokes for
different folks’, a highly plastic thing best left to personal tastes alone.
The ‘life history’ of the interpretation of the Zapruder frames
demonstrate that images, whether concerning perpetrators or other
controversial subjects, do not speak for themselves. They are screens
onto which viewers overlay (and obscure) the original images with
scenes no photographer could imagine, let alone capture. This examination also reveals that images have greater power to communicate
imagined conclusions in the hands of some groups as opposed to others.
Lawyers and historians are by no means immune from the temptation
to privilege evidence most closely at hand, or to view it out of context.
But their professional standards, at least in the case of the Zapruder
38 Ibid.
39 Richard Reiman, Telephone conversation with Evan Laine, 17 May 2019.
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film, have largely ensured that they have viewed the images within the
context of other evidence, which has served as a guardrail against speculation. Even though the Warren Commission, LIFE and CBS News,
representatives of the establishment all, had vested interests in supporting the lone gunman theory, they contextualized the images within a vast body of evidence that limited the importance of the images
and claims made about them. While it is true that they perhaps wanted
the lone gunman theory to be true, the verdict of subsequent investigations suggests that their effort to weigh an abundance of evidence
would have guided them in the direction of the same conclusion in any
case.
In the hands of activists, citizens and critics of the government,
however, images seem to have a unique mesmerizing power to encourage a focus on the preferred outcome and a greater propensity to crowd
out other evidence in the search for answers. Ironically, the public had
nearly as much access to the forensic and eyewitness evidence as the
Warren Commission, once the latter published its more than twenty-six volumes of testimony and research. Yet, for many, the Zapruder
images were the first, last, and (for some) the only word on the subject
that they would credit as reliable. In fact, some came to give up on the
Zapruder film itself, not because it failed to reveal anything conclusive
about the perpetrator, but because of the fantasy that the images were
doctored and ‘fake’. Tellingly, this conclusion came about after years
in which the Zapruder images were publicly available and no longer
possessed of the aura of mystery that had once added to their perceived
value. For the rest, the Zapruder images revealed that everything that
one could actually see in the film, especially everything that aligned
with contextual evidence outside the film, had to be wrong. On the
other hand, everything that could be said to raise questions, however
remotely, ‘proved’ conspiracy. A finding of conspiracy would disgrace
the establishment many Americans could not trust and restore a sense
of control and canniness to a public and memory in crisis.
Because the conspiracy thesis proved wrong, or at least unprovable,
this strategy of overcoming the ‘historical uncanny’ of the JFK assassination did not achieve its goal. Instead, the era would have to run its
course before the most destabilizing period of conspiracy theorizing
would lose its force and credibility with the general public. One reason
it had been destabilizing was that the audience for their appeals was,
like the critics, prone to examine evidence piecemeal and out of context; another was because the most spectacular scenes in those images
Journal of Perpetrator Research 2.2 (2019)

R. Reiman
lent themselves to decontextualization. Who could think of anything
else when seeing Kennedy’s head disappear in a spray of red in frame
313, and snap back in the frames that followed? Who could not fail to
question the ‘single bullet’ theory when seeing a stricken Kennedy and
a passive Connally in the same frame? Finally, what made it destabilizing, ironically, was not the opposition of the establishment, but the
support the establishment gave to the theories of conspiracy in the 1960s
and 1970s, increasingly yoking it to the other assassinations of the era
by investigating it with not one but two official investigations at the
beginning and end of this period.
At the beginning of the 1980s, the assassination slipped into history,
and conspiracy theories into the realm of hobby and parlor game. A majority of Americans continued to believe in conspiracy, and a majority
believe in it still. But what did not continue was the salience of the debate
among the public or the professionals. The case simply no longer seemed
important. It would grow less so as more and more Americans who had
no living memory of the assassination came of age. For that very reason,
the Dallas-led Sixth Floor Museum, dedicated to healing the wounds of
Dallas and turning the attention of visitors elsewhere, could be created
without concern for controversies surrounding what they either included or left out of the exhibit. And director Oliver Stone could indict the
government of the most hideous crimes and complicity, in a blockbuster
film seen and believed by millions, while causing little stir.

Conclusion
These anomalies in the cultural memory of the assassination would grow
in the years to come, when national remembering itself seemed a quaint
and useless exercise to more and more Americans. Group identity took
its place as the American desideratum worthy of attention and respect.
Because the foundation of identity became the history of each group,
each was thought entitled to believe whatever it wished about its own
history and entitled to the respect of others regarding those beliefs. A
national identity, if it even still existed, was no longer desired or desirable, nor was its travelling companion through history, the myth of the
patriotic American individual. Exhibits such as the ‘Single Bullet’ exhibit
in Philadelphia, and commemorations such as the 2013 remembrance in
Dallas reflected the view that commemorators, just by presenting their
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own preferred history and inviting the rest of Americans to share their
feelings, were benefactors of society legitimately preserving the past.
Largely as a result of the changing explanation of the Zapruder images over the years, American expectations of what the perpetrator of
political assassination must be like has changed three times since 1963.
At first, the perpetrator was seen as a lone threat to be eliminated once
and for all. By the late 1960s and 1970s, it was transformed into a character alternately on the run and re-emergent, striking again and again,
involved in all the assassinations to come, yet ever elusive. Finally, beginning in the 1980s and increasingly thereafter, the question of the perpetrator came to be regarded as a matter for the archive of memory, a
story telling us something emotionally moving about events of long-ago
significance. The assassination came to be seen as an event best left to
each person’s private contemplation and interpretation. In the process,
how Kennedy had lived became the focus, while how he died and the
perpetrator or perpetrators behind his death became details of history,
no more relevant to the present than the Lincoln assassination or John
Wilkes Booth. Through the reinterpretation of the Zapruder frames,
these three in particular, the film had come full circle from a transparently revealing motherload of evidence, to a mystery that might upend
the American future if not solved, and finally to a mere historical artifact
useful in helping us feel the pain of a generation largely gone. After roiling two generations, the Zapruder film had finally, in the 2000s, become
for most a source of mere fascination and feeling.
Painful pasts intrude upon the present like unwelcome guests, and
the effort to bid them goodbye or simply accommodate them is never-ending. Every generation wishes to reconcile itself to a history that
is comfortable and familiar. If a generation is fortunate enough to inherit such a period, as most are, it merely continues the commemorative themes of the past with little notice. Such was not the lot of the
first generation that had to make sense of the Kennedy assassination.
Based on the palimpsestic nature of the assassination, the perpetrator(s) of 22 November 1963 did not easily fit the image of the alien ‘bad
guy’ from central casting. The ambiguity of photographs from the one
set of images that captured the killing offered a rich platform to paint
the past away, making it familiar again by ‘seeing’ the perpetrator in
the shadows of the image. Establishing whether the perpetrator had
been a conspirator or a lone gunman mattered less than ‘outing’ him
and putting the past to rest. The question that lingers is whether history will remain compelling if memory loses its historic function of
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perpetuating the myths that connect one generation to another. The
three photographic ‘shots’ in Dallas have long ricocheted between the
contending imperatives of remembering and forgetting. They may now
at last have lost their power to divide, consigned as they now are to a
distant – and distanced – past.
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On the Multiple Uses of Video Footage among
Contemporary Perpetrators
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Video as a Weapon in Contemporary Conflicts

I

n early June 2019, I was attending an academic conference at the
American University of Paris on the scholarly uses of video testimonies of survivors and eyewitnesses of mass violence. I had
prepared a presentation on the use of videos of and by Syrian
perpetrators, a topic I have been working on for the past seven years.
As I was waiting for my panel, a Syrian friend living in Paris called
me, asking to meet urgently. We did so right before my panel. We sat
down in the back of a quiet café, and he pulled out his smartphone
and urged me to watch a harrowing video on it. The 6-minute video shows Syrian intelligence agents in military fatigues taking out
blindfolded and bound civilians from a white van, marching them to
a large, pre-dug pit, lined with car tires at the bottom, and executing
them one by one by shooting them with AK-47 automatic rifles. The
perpetrators carry out the executions in routine fashion, speaking
only to bark orders at the victims (‘get up’, ‘get out’, ‘walk ahead’). One
agent is filming, while the other is shooting. The killers are not
particularly emotional, but judging from their gleeful facial expressions,
they are clearly enjoying the job. At some point, the cameraman turns
his smartphone around and smiles into the camera: ‘This one is for
you, boss!’ The fact that the video was shocking, even for someone
like me, used to violent footage emerging from Syria, was remarkable.
In addition, watching the clip while attending a conference on video
testimonies of mass violence was darkly coincidental.
Many questions can and must be asked about this footage. Why did
the perpetrators create this footage? What meanings did they attach
to the filming? Did the filming affect the violence inflicted in any way,
and if so, how? What is this footage’s provenance? And how should
researchers and scholars approach this type of footage? These and other
questions are important beacons in the new intellectual landscape
studying videos and perpetration and should therefore guide future
research on the topic.
Since the turn of the millennium, the rise and widespread availability of digital technology has had a profound impact on contemporary
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conflicts. Digital cameras and especially smartphones with built-in
cameras have changed and continue to change the way that wars and
genocides are being experienced, represented, and even conducted.
Reporters, human rights workers, and ordinary citizens have access to
smartphones and are recording acts of violence to document, advocate,
and report them. Indeed, there are applications, like eyeWitness to Atrocities,
that allow victims to upload video evidence of human rights abuses even
while they are happening. Soldiers in combat and perpetrators of massacres use their smartphones not only for social media access, but also
for their cameras.1 In contemporary conflicts, smartphones are thus
not only a documentation device, but can also be considered a weapon,
given their triple use for communication, coordination of violence, and
publication of propaganda.
The Syrian uprising and ensuing civil war are an excellent example
of how the increasing presence of smartphones to cover political
conflicts can lead to an unprecedented proliferation of visual material. We
can safely argue that Syria is the first conflict ever to have been broadcast online in real time. The resulting war clips range from short videos
containing battleground shootings between armed groups, to carefully
constructed reports of entire military campaigns, as well as executions
and their aftermath. Among these, the worst cases are recordings of
violence that can be considered crimes against humanity: security forces
dispersing demonstrations through shootings and beatings, the torture of
activists, mass bombardments on residential areas, and finally, individual as well as mass killings of defenseless human beings. These kinds
of videos are of fundamental importance for studying mass violence
and the role of perpetrators therein for various reasons. First of all, this
type of footage is rare and often unique and must be treated as a privileged insight into mass violence. Since there is scant recorded material
in general, we should appreciate that there is so much available on contemporary conflicts like Syria. By contrast, we hardly have any footage
of killings for most cases of genocide; there is no video evidence of the
genocides in Cambodia, Guatemala and Darfur; there is only one video
of actual killings during the Rwandan genocide and only several dozens of recordings of the wars in Yugoslavia. Secondly, since those who
1 The effect of social media on wars has been studied fairly extensively. See Markus Rohde
and others, ‘Out of Syria: Mobile Media in Use at the Time of Civil War’, International Journal
of Human-Computer Interaction, 32.7 (2016), 515–531; Jacob Shapiro and Nils Weidmann, ‘Is
the Phone Mightier Than the Sword? Cellphones and Insurgent Violence in Iraq’, International
Organization, 69.2 (2015), 247–274.
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commit the crimes are prominently visible in these videos, the latter
offer unique access to the perpetrators’ acts and emotions. A detached
observation of these acts and emotions, in turn, is the only way to
acquire a better understanding of the perpetrators themselves. Finally,
a third argument is that this type of visual material presents a range of
disciplines (history, sociology, anthropology, political science, psychology, media studies, and others) with valuable opportunities to pose their
questions and offer their perspectives on it. As a historical sociologist
interested in perpetration, when watching these videos, I attend to the
emotions, words, and acts of the perpetrators, as well as the interactions
between perpetrators and victims in their last minutes together.
The ongoing conflicts in Syria and Iraq are the quintessential wars
of digital technology and constitute therefore an excellent platform to
explore questions relating to smartphone use and mass violence. Not
only are smartphones widely accessible nowadays, but the conflicts are
also fought by a generation of millennials who grew up with them and
are familiar with their use. There are, to date, over a million videos
related to the Syrian conflict. The Syrian war is indeed a war of images,
so much so that the number of hours of recorded video of the conflict
greatly surpasses its actual length.2 Perpetrators create hours of video
content, often in the form of ‘trophy videos’ or livestreamed violence
designed to spread terror. Indeed, online video is changing the nature
of violence in the modern era. However, the specific way in which it is
doing so requires further research.3
Research is entirely dependent on sound documentation. Fortunately, several institutions consistently preserve and store footage of
the Syrian conflict since the beginning of the uprising. One of these
is the Syrian Archive, created by a group of young Syrians and Europeans who have set themselves the daunting task of documenting the
violence by safekeeping the data, identifying personal and spatial details,
generating metadata, and offering an online platform to examine these
videos. Although this archive is not yet fully searchable (because not
yet indexed, catalogued, declassified), its analyses of the meta-data of
videos do allow researchers to confirm when, where, and by whom a
2 Avi Asher-Schapiro, ‘Youtube and Facebook are Removing Evidence of Atrocities, Jeopardizing Cases against War Criminals’, The Intercept, 2 November 2017, <https://theintercept.
com/2017/11/02/war-crimes-youtube-facebook-syria-rohingya> [accessed 18 September 2019].
3 For a broad discussion of violence and video footage, see Randall Collins, Violence: A Micro-Sociological Theory (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008), pp. 413–462.
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video was uploaded. 4 Since only a fraction of the total collection of
Syrian videos is researchable, a good way of starting off this research
is to look into one massacre or case of mass violence and scope out how
videos have been used before, during, and after it.

The Baniyas Massacre, May 2013
Baniyas is a breezy Syrian town of 50,000 inhabitants, perched on the
slopes of the mountain range that lines the Mediterranean coast. The
town and surrounding countryside is famous for its dates, olives, citrus
orchards, and timber, which the region exports to foreign markets. The
population of Baniyas mostly consists of middle-class Sunni, Christian,
and Alawite bureaucrats and business owners, as well as industrial laborers, whereas the poorer countryside lives off subsistence farming and
seasonal labor. On 2 and 3 May 2013, Syrian security forces murdered
around 250 unarmed civilians in the twin villages of al-Bayda and Ras
al-Nabaa, just south of Baniyas.5 According to a comprehensive field
report by the Syrian Network for Human Rights based on survivor
testimony and eyewitness accounts of activists, the security forces first
cut off all electricity and communications to the village, after which
the army indiscriminately shelled the village for several hours. Then,
security forces along with paramilitary auxiliaries from neighboring
Alawite villages and pro-Assad militia headed by Mihraç Ural (nom de
guerre Ali Kayyali) stormed the village and systematically killed people. 6 In broad daylight, unarmed civilians were herded together on
street corners and shot at close range with semi-automatic firearms.
The Baniyas massacre is particularly relevant for studying the
links between video and violence, because the perpetrators shot lots
of footage of it before, during, and in the immediate aftermath of the
massacre. Before the massacre, Ural gave a videotaped speech to his
4 See Syrian Archive: Curating Visual Documentation for Justice and Human Rights <https://
syrianarchive.org> [accessed 26 August 2019].
5 Human Rights Watch, ‘No One’s Left’: Summary Executions by Syrian Forces in al-Bayda and
Baniyas (New York: HRW, 2013).
6 Syrian Network for Human Rights, Baniyas Massacre: Blatant Ethnic Cleansing in Syria
(London: Syrian Network for Human Rights, 2013). See also Dellair Youssef’s documentary
Baniyas: Beginnings, online video recording, YouTube, 5 October 2016, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TbvvxtcDxH4> [accessed 12 March 2019]. Mihraç Ural (1956), a veteran
Turkish left-wing militant hailing from the neighboring Antakya province, runs his militia,
the Syrian Resistance, from the coastal town of Latakia.
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followers, arguing that Syrian land is sacred and Syrian sovereignty
undisputable, and portraying the civilians among whom the rebels
live as ‘terrorists’.7 The armed man in military camouflage and with
a white beard standing next to Ural is Muwaffaq Ghazal, an Alawite
sheikh who publicly called for Alawite youth to take up arms and
assault the country’s Sunni majority. Standing next to the fiercely
secular Ural, he lends an air of religious and sectarian legitimacy to
the campaign that is about to unfold. In the left bottom corner, the
logo of the Syrian Resistance is visible in typical Socialist fashion:
two crossed AK-47 automatic rifles and a red star.

Video Still 1. Mihraç Ural addresses his troops before the massacre.8

The existent footage of the actual massacre – six videos possibly shot
by the same participant – shows the killers armed with Kalashnikovs,
marching off columns of men with their hands above their heads or
behind their backs, moments before their execution. In the video, the
perpetrators are dressed in military fatigues, jubilant, triumphant and
defiant, strolling through the town, each clearly carrying out a task.
7 - See  أ�غسطس9 ‘( كلمة لمجرم مجزرة بانياس علي الكياليA Speech by the Criminal of the Baniyas Massacre, Ali Kayyali’), online video recording, YouTube, 9 August 2013, <https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=oKz7986K1xc> [accessed 18 September 2019].
8 Ibid.
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Video Stills 2 & 3. Pro-Assad militiamen walk through Baniyas during the massacre.9

9 - See  بانياس. ‘( مسرب من الشبيحة في مجزرة البيضاLeaked by the Shabbiha in the Bayda, Baniyas Massacre’), online video recording, YouTube, 4 May 2013, <www.youtube.com/watch?v=L0mbIOnKpr4> [accessed 18 September 2019].
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Some victims have been killed on the streets, others are dragged
into a shed and burned, together with their property. The victims,
all dressed in civilian clothes, are young and old women and men,
including very young children and infants.10
The footage allows us to establish basic facts, such as the affiliation
of the perpetrators to the National Defense Forces through their uniforms and insignias. Moreover, the particular variety of Arabic spoken
by the perpetrators discloses their origin: the Syrian coastal region.
The footage also reveals the perpetrators’ modus operandi in the killings
– the victims are shot through the head with large exit wounds, and
sometimes dragged away from the roads.
In addition to videos recorded during the massacre itself, videos that
were produced by the perpetrators after the massacre are also important sources, for they bear witness to the perpetrators’ recollections and
retrospective narratives of the killings. Ural gave two public interviews
in the immediate aftermath of the massacre. In an online Arabic-language interview, flanked by his assistant and Sheikh Ghazal, he argued
that he had fulfilled his Syrian patriotic duty by assuming responsibility for the “liberation and cleansing of the coast” (tahrir wa tathir al-sahil).11

Video Still 4. Mihraç Ural explains the motives for the killings after the massacre.12
10 See ‘Leaked by the Shabbiha in the Bayda, Baniyas Massacre’.
11 - See ‘( شبيح النظام يعترف بارتكاب مجزرة بانياسShabbih of the Regime Confesses to Committing the
Crime of the Baniyas Massacre’), online video recording, YouTube, <https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=B8oOq_MKf14> [accessed 18 September 2019].
12 Ibid.
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In a later interview for Turkish television, however, Ural denied his
involvement in the massacre, blaming Israel and the West and accusing
the Turkish government of undermining Syria’s sovereignty. 13
These videos make the Baniyas massacre into one of the best-documented atrocities in the entire Syrian conflict. But despite all having
been created by perpetrators, there are key differences between these
videos, in particular regarding their intended meaning and trajectory.
Whereas the massacre videos were likely meant to function as secret
war trophies, not to be circulated beyond the perpetrators themselves
(but leaked somehow), the videos preceding the massacre were aimed
at a broader, pro-Assad audience. The videos following the massacre,
for their part, were likely a form of public, retroactive legitimization of
the violence. In other words, the perpetrators killed the victims with
a particular audience in mind, then shot the videos with a different
audience in mind. It is the relationship that the perpetrators develop
with these audiences (before, during, and after the violence) that is vital
to understanding videos shot by them. Future research will have to
study the videos for factual corroboration, but also interview the
perpetrators in an attempt to understand the meanings they attached
to them. We need to understand how and why they killed who they
killed, but also how and why they filmed what they filmed.

13 See 'Interview with Mihraç Ural', Yol TV, 14 May 2013; 26 September 2013.
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'( شبيح النظام يعترف بارتكاب مجزرة بانياسShabbih of the Regime Confesses to Committing the
Crime of the Baniyas Massacre’), online video recording, YouTube, <https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=B8oOq_MKf14> [accessed 18 September 2019]
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Figure 1. Lee Miller, Dead SS prison guard floating in canal, 30th
April 1945. Courtesy Lee Miller Archive.

body lies partially submerged, framed by fronds of grass to
the left and a bright reflection to the right. The dappled sunlight reflecting off the water merges with the patterns of the
camouflage uniform, telling the viewer that this is the body of
a fallen soldier. The temporality of the image is seemingly suspended,
floating, like the corpse itself. The image speaks of an action completed;
the killing of the soldier, but the body appears held in a limbo between
death and burial, in a temporal state of uncompleted action. The almost
peaceful way the body floats just under the surface, and the way the
water softens the shape of the body and head lend a gentler air to the
image, obscuring the details of the death mask. A dichotomy therefore
operates between the formal qualities of the image and what it depicts.
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In this photograph, there are multiple layers of slippage of form and
content, the surface of the photograph having a strong aesthetic and
formal structure, yet the subject is that of a corpse.
The image was made by the female American professional photographer Lee Miller,1 who was working for Vogue magazine, soon after she
arrived at the Dachau Camp on the 30th of April 1945.2 Together with
Life photographer David E. Scherman, she entered the concentration
camp one day after its liberation, accompanying soldiers from the 42nd
Rainbow Division who, together with the 45th Thunderbird Division,
had been the first Allied troops to arrive at Dachau the day before.
As Sharon Sliwinski notes, the images made by Miller and others of
the liberation of the Nazi camps ‘both testify to events at the heart of
civilisation’s discontents and stubbornly remain at the limits of human
understanding’.3 According to her son, Antony Penrose, Miller felt this
sense of utter incomprehension of the scenes she encountered,
Speechless and numb, she could not accept at first the enormity of the
carnage and wanton slaughter. Here, and earlier at Buchenwald, this reaction was shared by some of the G.I.s. Unprepared for the hideousness
of political and racist crimes against civilians, they thought at first that
the camp was a grotesque propaganda stunt faked by their own side.4

The photograph under consideration was taken in the canal that formed
the outer fence of part of the camp, near to one of the watchtowers that
guarded it, known as Tower B. The camp perimeter had been defended
by a ring of Waffen SS, clad in the Tarnjacke, their characteristic camouflage uniform. However, the majority of the SS Totenkopfverbande, the
actual camp guards, had fled the camp in the days before the arrival of
the US forces, and the Waffen-SS men were new arrivals tasked with
manning the watchtowers that overlooked the camp.5 According to the
later US Army investigation into the incidents at Dachau, a group of
1 Lee Miller became Man Ray’s assistant in Paris in 1929 and was part of a circle that included
Pablo Picasso, Paul Éluard, and Jean Cocteau. For more details see Phillip Prodger and
others, Man Ray, Lee Miller: Partners in Surrealism (London: Merrell, 2011).
2 For a fuller account of Lee Miller’s experiences at both Buchenwald and Dachau see Sharon
Sliwinski, Human Rights in Camera (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2011), pp. 83–110.
3 Ibid., p. 87.
4 Antony Penrose, The Lives of Lee Miller (London: Thames & Hudson, 1985), p. 139.
5 On the day before the liberation of the main camp, the acting Commandant, Martin Gottfried
Weiss, had given control of the interior of the camp to a group of prisoners called the International Committee of Dachau and had then left with most of the regular guards that night.
According to Arthur Haulot, a member of the International Committee, German and Hungarian Waffen-SS soldiers were then brought to the camp in order to surrender the prisoners
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Waffen-SS were occupying Tower B, and they surrendered to the US
soldiers but were subsequently executed on the spot and their bodies
thrown into the moat.6 The investigation determined that a significant
number of SS in a range of locations had been executed by the American troops, under the command of Lt. Col. Felix Sparks7 and Lt. William P. Walsh. Miller described her vision of the scene, at that point evidently unaware of the exact circumstances of the death of the soldier,
There were dozens of SS lying around killed in the battle and by the uprising of prisoners themselves. The small canal bordering the camps
was a floating mess of SS, in their spotted camouflage suits and nail
studded boots… They slithered along in the current, along with a dead
dog or two, and smashed rifles. Prisoners and soldiers tried to fish
some of the bodies out.8

Indeed, Miller herself photographed other bodies of German soldiers
at several locations as well as the image under discussion here, including ones that depict close range head wounds and the bodies of what
appear to be invalids.
The square proportions of Miller’s Rolliflex twin lens reflex camera
give the image a formality and a solidity characteristic of the medium
format. The soldier seems in a dreamy reverie, almost as if asleep, carrying
resonances with the Pre-Raphaelite painting, Millais’ Ophelia.9 In the

6

7
8

9

to the U.S. Army. These forces generally offered only token resistance to the Allied soldiers,
as they had been ordered to formally surrender the camp to the advancing US forces.
Accounts of the total numbers of SS soldiers killed at Dachau vary from 12 to over 500. There are
conflicting calculations of the exact number of German troops who were executed and conflicting
reports of the exact sequence of events, and what triggered the shootings, but it is clear from
an analysis of the visual evidence around these events that a significant number of them were
killed, in multiple locations around the camp. The available photographs show also that some
groups were wearing combat uniforms, whilst others were invalids, supporting the other material
evidence from the liberation of the camp that suggests that many of the killed were Waffen-SS
who had recently arrived at the camp or were wounded soldiers who were recuperating in the
hospital rather than actual guards who had been working at the camp. Although most accounts
of the events at Dachau mention the killings at Tower B, the coal yard and the boxcars, they do
not detail the other locations around the camp that the photographic evidence demonstrates
occurred. The wide range of locations, distributed around the area, does suggest that men from a
company other than those under the direct command of Lt. Walsh carried out executions as well.
For an account of Spark’s experiences at Dachau and indeed during the whole war, see Alex
Kershaw, The Liberator (London: Hutchison, 2013), pp. 267–301.
Isabelle de le Court, ‘Surrealist Aesthetic and the Concentrationary Sublime in Lee Miller’s
Photographs of Buchenwald and Dachau’, in Concentrationary Memories: The Politics of Representation 1945–1985, ed. by Max Silverman and Griselda Pollock (Oxford: Berghahn Books,
2013) pp. 115–131 (p. 123).
John Everett Millais, Ophelia, 1851–2, oil paint on canvas, 762 x 1118 mm, Tate Gallery.
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symbolism underlying her photograph, Miller deployed some of the
most compelling symbols in the human psyche – sleep, dreaming, and
death. That Miller was well aware of the connotations of the scene with
historical precedents in the realm of art is borne out by her conscious
referencing of painting in her work from World War Two. In her diaries,
she wrote of encountering a scene in a combat field hospital that she felt
bore a striking resemblance to a religious scene, commenting that ‘[i]
n the chiaroscuro of khaki and white I was reminded of Hieronymus
Bosch’s painting “The Carrying of the Cross”’.10 Miller was also heavily
influenced by more contemporary approaches to art, as Mark HaworthBooth notes, her photographs ‘remind us of Lee’s first-hand knowledge
of Surrealism, and the idea of “convulsive beauty” and its many images
of effigies’.11 Penrose also felt that this image was a conscious construction by Miller to create a complex set of readings, arguing that she ‘uses
light, shadow and the properties of water to suggest that the guard’s
death is justified, yet redemptive. The mysterious beauty of the image,
which seems to dissolve the man’s features as he sinks beneath the surface, implies the larger issues – [of] responsibility, memory, grief’.12
The contrast between the aesthetic qualities of the image and the
knowledge that the soldier was member of the Waffen-SS and all that
entails creates a tension of representation. The further revelation that
he was in all likelihood executed without trial and the body unceremoniously thrown into the canal adds yet more complexity to the responses of the viewer. The formal qualities of the image, and its content, are at
odds with the knowledge gained from the caption and the context. Images that combine a traumatic event or evidence of it with another quality such as aesthetics or everydayness often lead to what can be viewed
as a genre slippage, in which the expected tropes of meaning of the image are disturbed. This image therefore displays such a sense of genre
slippage, a misfit between form and content, as the elegiac qualities of
the aesthetics of representation of the fallen soldier are challenged by
the nature of the unit of which he was a part and the circumstances
surrounding his death. The extent to which these formal qualities of
the image, controlled by a professional image-maker, contribute to its
effect are demonstrated by a second image of the same body, made by
one of the American soldiers also present. Whilst it retains something
10 Lee Miller’s War, ed. by Penrose (London: Thames & Hudson, 1992), p. 17.
11 Mark Haworth-Booth, The art of Lee Miller (London: V & A Publications, 2007), p. 194.
12 Antony Penrose, Roland Penrose and Lee Miller: The Surrealist and the Photographer (Edinburgh: National Galleries of Scotland, 2001), p. 132.
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of the ghostly, otherworldly feel of Miller’s photograph, the composition and framing do not convey the same complex range of readings.13
Miller also photographed the body being retrieved from the canal,
as did an official US Army photographer. In this image, the event has
become a spectacle, as a crowd of hundreds of survivors from the camp
watch on as the corpse is recovered. The body of the executed soldier
lies in a position reminiscent of a Renaissance or Baroque painting, as
does the body language of the American soldiers and the drapery of
their uniforms. This again references the visual heritage of the representation of suffering and draws on a catalogue of representational
equivalences familiar to a Western audience.
Miller’s careful framing of her subject reveals her ability to remain
professional and creative in the face of extreme experiences, yet this
very attitude is often challenged as unethical. Many critics appear to
deny to photojournalism the aesthetic possibilities granted to other
cultural forms and even other forms of photographic representation.14
Janina Struk, for example, maintains that the application of professional standards of technique is inappropriate to the depiction of such stark
horrors as the concentration camps. Critiquing the work of Margaret Bourke White and Lee Miller from the camps of Buchenwald and
Dachau, she writes that their photographs have a ‘technical merit and
an aesthetic quality which appear incongruous. The large format quality with flashlight added a drama that seems superfluous and not only
filmic but painterly’.15 The implication of such concerns is that there is
something inherently morally problematic, or in bad taste, to use the
conventions of formal composition and technique in situations of distress. Photographers thus often seem to be caught between two conflicting sets of concerns, on the one hand critics like Rosler and Sekula
13 I have explored similar themes of the representation of perpetrators in the photography of
the liberation of Bergen Belsen including a discussion of the arrest of the camp commandant,
Josef Kramer, and the Höcker album in Paul Lowe, ‘Picturing the Perpetrator’, in Picturing
Atrocity, ed. by Geoffrey Batchen and others (London: Reaktion Books, 2012), pp. 189–200.
14 See, e.g. Arthur Danto, The Abuse of Beauty: Aesthetics and the Concept of Art (Rockford:
Open Court, 2003); Mark Reinhard, Holly Edwards, and Erina Duganne, Beautiful Suffering:
Photography & the Traffic in Pain (Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, 2007); Martha Rosler,
‘In, Around, and Afterthoughts (on Documentary Photography)’, in Decoys and Disruptions:
Selected Writings, 1975–2001 (Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 2004), pp. 151–206; Susan
Sontag, On Photography (London: Penguin Books, 1977); Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain
of Others (London: Penguin Books, 2003); Robert Mapplethorpe, Ingrid Sischy, and Richard
Howard, Photographs (London: Secker & Warburg, 1991).
15 Janina Struk, Photographing the Holocaust: Interpretations of the Evidence (London: I. B. Tauris,
2011), p. 129.
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who accuse photography of showing too much, and on the other critics
like Sontag who accuse it of showing too little.16 But both sides of this
argument miss a vital feature of photography; it is a fragmentary, partial view and can never hope to offer everything there is to know or feel.
Michael Rothberg’s concept of ‘traumatic realism’ is particularly
useful here as a way to reconnect the representation of atrocity and
trauma to the often-banal context in which it occurs. Rothberg defines
as traumatic realism a point where the ‘extreme and the everyday are
neither opposed, collapsed, nor transcended through a dialectical synthesis – instead, they are at once held together and kept forever apart
in a mode of representation and historical cognition’.17 This concept
thus has a powerful role: by returning the traumatic tear to the context
of the social fabric, it can make the audience aware of the interconnections and inter-existences of the ordinary and the extreme. The viewer is therefore forced to confront a misalignment between elements
of the operation of the image, perhaps between form and content, or
form and caption. These unexpected slippages subvert the viewer’s
expectations of how to interpret a photograph and provide potential
points from which the audience has to actively make sense of what is
in front of them. They can thus provide a powerful mechanism for engagement and potentially greater understanding, as the viewer has to
do significant interpretative work to understand the image, work that
can lead to a greater feeling of involvement.
Like many images of trauma, Miller’s photograph does not provide
easy answers but rather poses questions about how to interpret photographs and how to use them to think with. These slippages of representation generate disturbances in the reading of the image that can
potentially enhance the engagement of the viewer by inviting them to
think more deeply about the meaning of the image. This disjunction is
potentially one of the most powerful processes to facilitate a form of
audience engagement with images that goes beyond passive reception.
It creates a contradiction between form and content that potentially
forces the viewer to think more deeply about the meaning of the image by creating a disturbance in the reading of the photograph. This
dichotomy between what is seen on the surface of the image and what
16 See Allan Sekula, Allan, ‘Dismantling Modernism: Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the
Politics of Representation)’, The Massachusetts Review, 19.4 (1978), 859–883; Rosler; Sontag,
On Photography; Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others.
17 Rothberg, Michael, Traumatic Realism: The Demands of Holocaust Representation (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), p. 55.
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is known about the image’s context creates a space where the viewer
has to do more work to make sense of what the photograph is, or does.
The dissonance of the genre slippage shifts from a passive viewing of
the image where every element in the construction of its meaning is in
harmony and agreement, to one that demands more engagement from
the audience in actively constructing the meaning in the photograph
rather than passively receiving it.
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