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ABSTRACT 

 

 The studying topic of this PhD thesis is the otherness representation from the perspective 

of the modern and contemporary conflict. The relationship and the fundamental differences 

between western and eastern civilisations are concretised in this paper. 

 The foremost directions of investigation are based on the visual representation of the 

concept of supreme conflict, the war, during the recent history, with an emphasis on the artistic, 

realist and neorealist, contemporary stage. The imaging investigations proposed for this study 

emphasises the consequences of war from a point of view regarding personal conscience, starting 

from Goia's engraving marks, going through the trauma of the war, reproduced by the well-

known expressionist Otto Dix, to the documentary perspective of the contemporary artist Xavier 

Pick. These directions are complemented by the significant contributions from other artists, 

direct or indirect participants to conflicts or riots. We also captured the propaganda or 

information role of art. Having as direct purpose to promote an idealized image in order to 

manipulate, easy to be accepted by the majority, the art of propaganda has its followers in both 

camps, here mentioning both Nazi and socialist realism arts. 

 Another direction to be debated is the cultural perspective of the confluences of the two 

spaces, radically opposed as social or cultural structures. This introspection is not possible 

without a detailed analysis of the historical path of the two civilizations, with emphasis on the 

phenomenon of colonization and on the import-export of values, implicit and defining for this 

phenomenon. It will be noticed that the political or historical influences decisively help the 

collective imaginary, directly (through the imposed image - propaganda) or indirectly (through 

the experiences of war) determine the creative artistic climate. 

 The fundamental hypothesis of the research stems from the knowledge and explanation of 

the otherness and conflict concepts, as well as of their representative sources. At the same time, 

this paper has as aim the expression of war artist and his role, both documentary and artistic, in 

expressing individual as well as universal attitude to the supreme conflict. The further study of 

the concept of conflict, in this respect, relates simultaneously to the applicative side of the 



present PhD thesis, gradually developing the stages of the research, through a realistic artistic 

vocabulary. 

 The palette of the sources representing the conflict in the modern art history is vast and 

brings to the front both the great global conflagrations and the effects of the subsequent policies, 

with repercussions to date. Unfortunately, the present days gives us the palpable resources of 

war-proofing by images and proposes a completely new approach of the conflict. 

 REFLECTIONS ON THE THEME - The otherness, as notion and concept, has deep 

roots in the history of human civilisation, with intense marks in philosophy, literature, art and 

psychology. The permanent link of this PhD thesis with the fine arts, regardless of the 

approached subject, sensitizes to the restraint of a concept understanding, relative to the 

widespread, cultural space: "The otherness in the cultural space is the encounter and the 

acceptance of the other".1 

 The first form of otherness, the inner, unseen and sublime, is at the level of dynamic 

relationships between EGO and Alter Ego. "Otherness is hidden in identity"2 - says Solomon 

Marcus, in order to explain his opinion on this form of otherness. The individual, carrying itself 

the duality of the EGO-Alter Ego, enters into various forms of relationships with that Other 

Individual or more philosophically said to The Other; through multiplication, it goes to the 

relationship with the many forms of human groups, made up of the most diverse criteria and, by 

extension, it comes to the confrontation with the outside, represented by the vegetal and animal 

kingdom, as well as with everything the environment means in its infinite diversity. 

 EGO type Otherness - Another individual otherness type which was referred to as "the 

ability of the self to assign the others conscience" by Lucian Blaga is called intersubjectivity. 

Even though the emanation of Hegel's conception of otherness may seem hermetic, this cannot 

be missed out of the thematically approached „picture” because of the belief intensity it carries: - 

"Otherness is the manifestation of the (absolute) idea apart from itself: after it came out of itself, 

the concept, enriched with the adventure of otherness, has to return to itself". 3 

 The second major theme is represented by the conflict concept, which requires the 

examination, treatment, representation or interpretation of the otherness forms previously 

                                                           
1 Ion, Hirghiduş "Identity and Otherness in the Romanian Cultural Space", 2010, p. 147. 
2 Ibidem 
3 Ioan Oprea, The New Universal Dictionary of Romanian Language, Second Edition. International Literature  

Publishing House, 2007. 



revealed. If in the case of otherness, as a lesser known subject, a return to "origins" was 

considered to be necessary, in the case of the conflict the situation is brighter because of the fact 

that various types of conflicts occur all the time, they are part of everyday human life, not to 

mention the cases of peoples or states whose conflicting situations last for hundreds of years. 

 In the artistic activity, oriented on the theme of PhD thesis, I chose several types of 

conflicts, the majority of the real type, highlighted in the chapter dedicated to the personal 

thematic portfolio (Chapter 7). 

 THE THESIS STRUCTURE. The PhD thesis is structured in seven chapters, dealing 

with the problem of "collision" between the two civilizations and the mutual influences in art and 

culture. In the last chapter, titled "Personal Thematic Portfolio", it is presented the theoretical 

research reflection in the personal, applicative sphere. This chapter sums up the description of 

the practical results achieved during the three research years, being chronologically and 

thematically grouped into four sections: pragmatic perspective, psychological approach, conflict 

- contemporary realities parallel and visual, thematic documentation.  

 BIBLIOGRAPHY REFERENCES POINTS - For the elaboration of the theoretical part 

of the paper, I took into consideration studies in the field of philosophy, psychology, afferent to 

the authors, Jean Baudrillard, Louise Deacon, Gilber or Jean François Lyotard, sociological, 

historical and cultural analysis defining the fusion between oriental and western civilizations, 

based on the work of S. P. Huntington, Rodney Castleden, Perry Anderson, Alain Besançon or 

Nassim Nicholas Taleb and, last but not least, the visual documentation based on the studies of 

the authors, Johanna Bourke, Anthony Julius, Eugenio d'Ors or Robert Goldwater. 

 HISTORICAL REFERENCE POINTS - Colonialism. The division between secularism 

and religious created a new rupture between the colonies and France, giving birth to a binary 

system in the colonial image. After the Second World War, the great empires, shaken to the core, 

withdrew from the former colonies, leaving behind many independent countries. Following this 

withdrawal, different postcolonial theories arise on the political, anthropological and historical 

basis. They focused primarily on the former colonies literature, trying to capture the specificity 

of the place, with their people and their lives, their national and cultural dilemmas, with their 

multiculturalism issues and how the colonized population was used in the colonizers benefit. 

 Examining the historical and political context, we can see the important role of pre-war 

primitivism in the aesthetics of modern art, focusing in particular on Picasso's work „Les 



Demoiselles d'Avignon” (1907). The critics of the „Primitivism in the 20th Century” exhibition, 

from 1984, clearly suggest the need to have a much wider perspective on the cultural context in 

which black art was transferred to modernism. 

 It is well known the attitude of romantics towards so-called "primitive" peoples, recorded 

in modern Europe since Rousseau. The model of primitivism from Gauguin strongly influences 

the next generation of modernists. On the other hand, Picasso had a long way towards simplicity 

of form, under the influence of modernism in Barcelona, which already had an affinity for the 

Iberian and Catalan Romanesque art. The anarchistic perspective in Picasso, Maurice Vlamic, 

Kees van Dongen, Guillaume Apollinaire, Alfred Jarry, and many others within their circle, had 

as a starting point the events from Africa, and especially those from the French colonies in the 

West and Central Africa, their creation being full of political symbolism before World War I, 

carrying the force of primitivism. 

 ARAB SPRING - ART AS RESISTANCE - Along with assault rifles, tear gas, grenades 

and anti-protest shields, the role of the artist is considered to be one of the main weapons of the 

revolt. This tendency for socio-political change is now omnipresent within many nations, 

becoming known as the Arab Spring. 

 Art has always been a part of collective, cultural consciousness, having the role of 

promoting and condemning political activism or of war. While it has taken various forms, 

political art is almost always driven by one of two mentalities: the interrogation of authority and 

the willingness to disclose corruption, or the desire to plead for a political entity, often in the 

form of propaganda. Art in the Arab Spring was categorically anti-authoritarian, by definition. If 

the posters of the former presidents, Zine Ben Ali and Hosni Mubarak, were destroyed or 

defamed at some point, they now decorate both exterior walls of buildings and art galleries alike. 

 With so much recent work by the artists in the conflict zones, both in print and 

production, it is easy to perceive the Arab Spring as a genesis of modern Arabic varieties that 

have previously been associated with cultural, traditional exports. Professor Charles Tripp points 

to the past of the Arab world, observing a predilection of the region for dissident art. Art, he 

says, evolved as a response to the external pressures of dictatorships, which use images of 

leaders such as Mubarak and Gadaffi. 

 COORDINATES OF CONTEMPORARY NEOREALISM - FROM IDEALISM TO 

REALISM - The socio-political influence of realism and idealism concepts, in the historical 



evolution of events, some of which are actually world conflicts, are real research themes, to 

which the author subscribes, within the limits of available information. Among these, we 

mention the following: Reflection of war in the propagandistic artistic representations and the 

promoted reality as "the real", Real conspiracies and manipulation of the masses through the 

image, Processing the appearance of an artistic, contemporaneous, documentary and reflection 

form of the war and Carrying the visual message, other than the means of media. 

 Art promotion of war and manipulation of the public opinion by image is a well-known 

method. Monarchs, dictators, and elected world leaders have designated artists to conceive 

symbolic images to generate through a controlled image, psychological support in wars, and to 

urge the public to make the material sacrifices necessary to sustain wars. The reality was 

"processed", distorted, stereotyped, as propaganda, so that the receiver, the people to be 

manipulated in the sense of doctrine. 

 The art of Nazi propaganda, as well as, later, socialist realism, through visual 

manipulation, assigns much of the war art. The research path of this chapter wants to draw a 

short parallel between policymakers, armed confrontations as the effect of these decisions, 

consumed artistic movements, contemporary with these events, and the imaging influences that 

they have generated in art. 

 In the early decades of the twentieth century, American painting faced a dramatic 

dilemma in the artistic values. The painters were faced with the decision to join American 

realism or embrace the modern European art, recently imported. The mural painting, performed 

by John Singer Sargent, who commemorated World War I soldiers, undoubtedly reflects this 

melange of American realism and European influences. Although JS Sargent was known as a 

landmark in the realistic - idealistic representation of the unanimous figure, the present work 

suggests an insight into the artistic creations, which mainly reflects the realistic representation of 

the war trauma, and J.S. Sargent succeeds in witnessing this drama . 

  NEOREALISM - After the Second World War, neo-realism gains a new connotation. 

Bearing in mind the foundations described by the pioneers of neorealism, recalled above, in 

response to the abstract movement, between the 1960s and 1970s, it developed into two artistic 

movements, photorealism and hyperrealism. Starting from this premise of the stylistic 

"metamorphosis" of neorealism over several decades, it is appropriate to highlight the artistic 

path of Howard Kalowitz, who has an emblematic role in the development of this movement. 



 In the fifty years of his career, Howard Kanovitz has travelled through a complex artistic 

path. From abstract expressionism to processing computerized image, the artist has always 

shown a desire to search for a contemporary, plastic environment, constantly exploring the 

possibilities of three-dimensional illusion in the two-dimensional idea of the canvas. He is, as 

Barbara Rose said, "the grandfather of Photorealism". 

 Like Kanowitz, the artist Gerhard Righter, a representative figure in the contemporary 

neorealism wave, carries through his career a complex route of approaches in a variety of styles. 

Richter actively participates in the contemporary representation of the conflict, determining some 

critics to classify him as a "historical painter". However, the approach of the image in his work is 

allusive, and the artist radically rejects an illustration of the happenings.  

 The artist's notoriety occurred in the mid-1970s when, as a result of the increasingly 

frequent claims in the art world that “the painting died”, and her place was taken by photography 

and film, Richter demonstrated the opposite in a new form of approach and colour, in which 

photography, in turn, is part of the painting. 

 CONTEMPORARY NEOREALISM - KEHINDE WILEY - The face of contemporary 

neorealism is complemented by how controversial the input is, so anchored in the immediate and 

universal reality of the American artist Kehinde Wiley. The artist extracts his visual vocabulary 

from a wide range of resources, including French rococo, Islamic architecture and also African 

textile design his works having an obvious influence from classical painters such as Tizian or 

Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres. While maintaining its original style and sensibility, it succeeds 

in raising socio-political issues in terms of power and authority, introducing signs of visual 

rhetoric. 

 The authenticity of Wiley's creation also arises from joining "old" inherited as "new". 

This concept, a narrative visual heritage, provides an immediate discourse that proves to be an 

expression challenge in the applicative field. The reason why this contemporary artist, somehow 

related to the consumerist spirit of American pop art, is quoted in this thesis is due to his ability 

in concept and application, to combine from an intercultural perspective the contemporary image 

of the individual, the exponent of the large urban agglomerations, with the art and symbols of 

classical painting. 

 LALLA ESSAYDI - The socio-cultural contrast between the two worlds, the Eastern and 

the Western, is called into question by the visual dialogue proposed by the photographer and 



painter of Moroccan origin Lalla A. Essaydi. Established in New York, she does not separate 

from the experiences of the Muslim world of the past, expressing, through her creations, the 

protest against the discrimination women face. 

 Photographic elements, combined with feminine tradition and grace, highlight in pictures, 

along with elegance, a brutal and honest way of bringing to light the artist's personal, intimate 

history. Essaydi transgresses gender stereotypes by using calligraphy, a sacred form of Islamic 

art traditionally reserved for men. The artist engages in a delicate act of defying a culture where 

women have been marginalized. 

 TRANSLATION OF THE REAL TIMES - FRANCISCO GOYA - Transgressive art 

precursor, Goya develops a work less based on canonical justifications, an art mobilized to add 

concepts such as conflict, cruelty and unconsciousness, in contrast to virtue, wisdom, or peace, 

convinced that the vices and omens that censor are subjects worthy of his creation. However, 

Goya has a belligerent attitude towards his audience, denouncing cruelty, terror, fanaticism, 

suffering and death, in the famous series of 82 engravings - The Disasters of War. Beyond their 

artistic value, by illustrating the atrocities committed by both camps, these works serve as a 

testimony to what war means, transforming his work into an unprecedented protest in the history 

of art. With this series of eighty-two engravings, inspired by the peninsular war, Goya departs 

from the ancient iconographic tradition, from the Assyrian relief period and the Trajan's Column,  

the war art being always commanded by victors, with the purpose of celebrating, glorifying and 

commemorating the events. 

 THE REAL INFECTED WITH SOCIO-CULTURAL STEREOTIPES - The direction of 

the research, in this paragraph, focuses on deepening the concept of distortion of reality, due to 

infestation with socio-cultural stereotypes, and the transmission of ideas through visual and 

artistic means. This debating theme finds numerous correspondences in the art of fascist 

propaganda, and especially in Chinese propaganda art. 

 Socialist realism has its origins in the Soviet Union, it develops in all the countries of the 

communist block and becomes the dominant artistic style. The fundamental characteristic of this 

style is the glorification of communist values, such as the emancipation of the proletariat. It was 

a form of dominant art, approved in the Soviet Union, and had its beginnings in the 1920s, going 

to fall into the late 1960s. Creating an idealistic picture of the "Perfect Man" (the new Soviet 



man) inevitably sends us to the Nazi ideologies of superior race and images built by artists based 

on this concept.  

 With the demolition of the Communist bloc in 1990, artists break the link with this trend, 

turning to prohibited subjects to be represented, in accordance with Soviet ideology; the artist 

returns to an authoritative level of creativity, unprecedented since the beginning of the 20th 

century.  

 MASS MEDIA AND ART - MEDIA FROM PROPAGANDA TO INFORMATION - A 

brief definition of propaganda is surprised by historian Olivier Thompson, who said that 

"propaganda is the use of communication skills of all kinds to make changes in attitude or 

behaviour within a group by another group". 

 Propaganda begins on a large scale during the First World War, when it becomes the 

main means of controlling public opinion and a driver of military action, in the wake of the 

Second World War, Adolf Hitler appeared to be a genius of propaganda. Hitler manages to 

manipulate public opinion through a counter-propaganda, routed to peace treaties. He believed 

that this was "the art of selling politics to the broad public," convinced that propaganda was 

meant to bring power.  

 Subsequently, because of its negative resonance, propaganda is called "political warfare," 

and later, in order to be more easily accepted by public opinion, it is even given the term "public 

communication". All these nuances of terms coincide with the Cold War period, when the 

ideological differences between the two blocks generate their own interpretations of truth; this 

being passed on to the citizens of the entire world, it represents a major importance in foreign 

politics. 

 THE REAL PROMOTED AS "THE REAL LIKE" - Pragmatically observing the search 

of the real, we find deformation of the reality image in different directions, to serve different 

purposes. The present approach starts from the obsessive question: "what is real and what is 

promoted as being real." 

 Starting from this premise of reality and simulacrum, the perpetual question is: what 

percentage of the image provided by the media, television, is a reflection of reality and how 

much is it a simulacrum of it? The logic of simulacra is argued by Baudrillard as not a divine 

predestination, but a precedent of models. That's why some events do not make sense, not 

because they are out of content, but because they are preceded by the model and implicitly 



reduced in value. This informational, imagistic, contemporary "bombardment" only exacerbates 

the gap of uncertainty, realistic and palpable. There is more and more meaningless information. 

 In proximity reality, socialization is measured by exposure to media messages; by 

exclusion; the one who is under-exposed to this virtual socialization is considered dissocialized 

or virtual asocial. The Economic dynamics is directly associated with the informational 

dynamics, the information being forced to produce an accelerated dissemination of meaning, 

ultimately resulting in a general social benefit. All modernity is based on this concept, the 

individual being an active part of this gear, warranting its own social stability. The question is to 

what extent does this abundance of information produces meaning and how much real stability 

does this impart? 

 Both publicity and propaganda are mass languages, and their trajectories, initially 

divergent, tend to gradually approach. 

  TOTALITARIAN PROPAGANDA PAINTING - German art between 1933 and 1945 

was dictated and approved by the Nazi government and was purely propagandistic. This feature 

also brings with it a certain anonymity for the artist, and artistic creations go directly through the 

filter of the Führer's preferences. The Nazi art was defined as belonging to the realistic - 

romantic style with strong classical models and numerous influences from Greek or Roman art 

that were embodied in Hitler's racist ideas. The painting promoted by the Nazis was traditionally 

treated and closely related to ideas of racial purity, militarism, or obedience, and art outside the 

space of Nazi influence was considered "degenerate art." Deformation and image idealization, to 

serve political purposes, is defining propaganda and mass manipulation. Although the 

represented images had a clear realistic treatment, Nazi theory explicitly rejected materialism 

and refused to use the term realism. The artist was perceived to be the producer of an idealistic 

work that would last for eternity, and the characters' images were stereotyped in a physical 

perfection. Not being a creative ground, many artists, such as Paul Klee, Kandinsky, Kokoschka 

or Grosz, leave Nazi Germany, being labelled as "non-German art providers."  

 The artistically controlled and censored product of the Nazi regime, as I said, has a 

pronounced propaganda character, but above all, this art proves to be an "art that preaches" the 

masses. Inspiration by all means of transmitting the message, including the artistic one, was also 

adopted by the Chinese Communist regime, which transforms paintings into posters of maximum 

visibility. 



 Under Mao regime, the image, as propaganda, was used in multiple ways. One of the 

goals was to quash capitalist temptations, exposing the positive and negative connotations of 

ideas; it was convincing how harmful capitalism is, and that communism answers all the 

problems of the individual. Just as in Hitler's case, propaganda was used to manipulate the 

people and convince them that the best choice for China in order to advance is Mao. Maoist 

ideology and propaganda has demonstrated its effectiveness, the effects of these beliefs are found 

in the mentality of the Chinese people, even today. Multiplying and anonymizing the propaganda 

paintings immediately develops an ascendancy of a major visual impact language, the poster. 

The government wanted to create a new visual culture, meant to communicate the communist 

purposes and ideologies to the Chinese people. This process of modernization, in all the 

ideological aspects of society, almost entirely destroys the traditional culture. In art, the impact 

of the directions imposed by P.C.C was huge. Traditional ink painting, defining Chinese art for 

more than a thousand years, has been replaced by the most popular art of China, the socialist-

realist painting in oil technology. Traditional topics like landscapes, flowers or birds are replaced 

by portraits of revolutionary heroes, workers or peasants. 

 As Hitler's classified the outside art of Reich's doctrine as a "degenerate art," Mao 

produces exhibitions with works that did not reflect the political ideology of the government, so-

called "black painting" as a negative example, and therefore did not constitute a benchmark for 

the rest of the artists. 

 THE EXTENDED CONFLICT AND THE ART - War is both a "destroyer and a creator 

of truths" and this is demonstrated not only in politics and history, but also in art .Visual art has a 

long-standing relationship with war and continues to play a fundamental role in both 

condemning and promoting the conflict. The wars have provoked numerous and diverse 

representations, from which competing notions of "truth" appeared. These conflicting ideas about 

truth often have connections in the political sphere, influencing how conflicts are mentioned. The 

role of art is not only to position a conflict in national narratives, but also of ethical 

responsibility, to be an observer and a creator of images. 

 War, in the contemporary world, is a consequence of global politics and does not involve 

only the armed or civilian forces that interact involuntarily in armed conflicts, but also the entire 

human race. The threat of a nuclear holocaust remains alive. 



 THE COLD WAR - War declarations implicitly activate practical difficulties for artists, 

and the risk of a crisis pushes the artist to a minor role in society. In the following, the indirect 

visual participation, but also very deeply anchored in the socio-political aspect of the artist, 

facing the threat of the war. There is also a reflection on the art consumed during the "long 

peace" of the Cold War, a "pseudo-peace," which in an era of nuclear weapon discovery was far 

from providing comfort. 

 The visual policy of the modern artist over the atrocities of war is one that develops an 

imagistic neutrality, condemning the anomalies resulted from confrontations themselves, and less 

of propaganda and bias, of one side. Deeply connected to political life, the whole artistic, 

contemporary, global area is structured on the antagonism and styles that took place during the 

Cold War. To highlight national and nationalist disagreements, cultural wars have been waged at 

the level of "superior art," through propaganda and folklore, design and architecture. 

 The fundamental change has occurred with the Whitechapel exhibition "This is 

tomorrow," pioneering Richard Hamilton, with the work devoted to "Just what was it that made 

today's homes so different, so appealing?". This anticipation of American consumerism, an 

advertising image of products that governs society, brings with it, in a subtle way, the warning of 

a potential nuclear hazard.  

 Pop-art becomes an international phenomenon, with a figurative repertoire of American 

values and, implicitly, a landmark of political protests, as well as youth rebels in the eastern bloc. 

The antagonisms carried out during the Cold War give rise to important movements in art, 

proving that the threat of war can generate creativity, and art is deeply participative and anchored 

in the sphere of society. 

 This visual, socio-cultural dialogue, and the polemic generating creativity, overlapping 

the Cold War, does not only involve the two sides, Europe and the United States of America. In 

the work of Icelandic artist Erro, "The American Interior", which anticipates Andy Warhol's 

iconic "Mao Zedong" in 1972, it brings to the attention of the Red Army troops observer a 

Maoist poster invading the comfortable climate of an American home. The aggression in Erro's 

work contrasts with the passionate criticism of the American role in Vietnam and it is the 

premise of a "protest painting" movement. 

 Socialist realism has remained an aesthetic, official Soviet Union (and its satellites in 

Eastern Europe) tendency until the end of the twentieth century, when changes in Soviet society, 



initiated by Russian leader Mikhail Gorbachev, have led to the abandonment of the original 

aesthetic concepts. 

 Creating an idealistic picture of the "perfect man" (the Soviet man) inevitably sends us, 

with the thought, to Nazi ideologies, about superior race, and to images built by artists based on 

this concept. The purpose of Socialist Realism was to limit and control folk culture, to a segment 

of the creative expression that strictly promotes the Soviet ideals. 

  THE WAR ART - The supreme purpose of war is to use violence to force enemies to 

obey. This defines war as being the most destructive activity known by humanity. Throughout 

history, artists have described by means of textures and colours, the ideologies, practices, values 

and symbols from the period of war analysing not only the artistic answers referring to war, but 

also the signification of violence itself. 

 In the war art, we are witnessing not just a historical representation of the events that 

glorifies through the images one of the parties, but above all a neutral, realistic record of the 

tragic events unfolded on the battlefield. Through the direct, participative physical involvement 

of the artist in the overwhelming calamity of the war, filtered through the emotional prism, it 

attests the veracity of the images. A good example is the participation of Otto Dix wartime artist 

in World War I; the cruelty instincts have been transformed into compassionate wills. 

 The art of Nazi propaganda and, later, socialist realism, through visual manipulations in 

communist propaganda, attributes itself much of the war art. 

 Propaganda enters the world's visual scene through a large-scale production during the 

First World War, becoming the main means of manipulating public opinion and, at the same 

time, a driver for military actions. This type of art has been practiced in both sides but, of course, 

with different purposes and ideologies. Although it is known that the war propaganda art, from a 

stylistic point of view, is not a new notion, artists like Norman Rockwell produced this kind of 

art, operating through a narrative, realistic filter, surprising almost photographic, the intensity of 

the moment and less the horrors, on a universal scale, caused by war. It is an almost documentary 

approach and has its origins in the illustrative narratives of American realism. 

  WAR AND ART- PROPAGANDA ART AND WAR - Although art has been seen as 

having major abilities of influencing human thinking, it has been perceived by propagandists as 

an elusive environment. Artistic propaganda relies heavily on a visual vocabulary, easier to 

decode, within the reach of the masses, capitalized in the emotional force of creating 



expressions, capturing human experiences, legitimizing empires or sustaining or restoring power. 

In art, an interaction between tension and fragility is created, and this does not provide security 

in transmitting and perceiving the message, leaving room for misinterpretations.  

 The artistic intent is subliminal, and the process of meditation and re-adaptation may, in a 

way, sabotage the original meaning. 

 Historians have always been interested in how propaganda goes beyond national borders, 

but they have not wondered how it crosses the chronological boundaries. How can man's mind 

memorize an image and how some images remain in the visual memory of the individual and 

others fade over time? The image is centred on an inclusion and alienation process that forms 

individual or collective memory and narrates national or universal stories. The war has always 

played a major role in building national identities through key images, figures of speech and 

feelings, filtered to form the basis of collective identity. 

 THE CONTEMPORARY WAR - Contemporary military confrontations are no longer 

part of the definition of the classic war, in which the military forces were openly confronting and 

it was attempted the civilians' embroilment as little as possible. The Contemporary War is one in 

which the forces' relations are unequal and in which the parties compensate their inferiorities by 

their own means, sometimes immoral. 

 In a contemporary world where the primary functions of the visual are at the peak, where 

the image transmitted through the media is all that matters, even if we are sceptical when it 

comes to its veracity, the war artist plays a very important role, through the honesty of the 

images captured and reinterpreted by plastic means, but less altered by outside propaganda 

influences. Such an artist, who by conventional art techniques captures this "invisible war," is the 

artist Xavier Pick. 

 Xavier has a fascination regarding the native peoples of southern Iraq and is eager to 

explore this new world. He surprises both the British soldiers' relaxation scenes and the war 

trauma, the clear evidence of cruelty and the destruction of the country by Sadam Hussein's 

regime. Although he visually narrates scenes of war, he is called "a peace artist," an observer of 

life, and like many other artists, he is a good documentarist, chronicling not only life during the 

conflict, reconciliation and peace, but also life in general. 

 THE TRANSFER OF VALUES - Contemporary artistic manifestations, regardless of the 

genre they promote, are deeply anchored in the present moment by a permanent interconnection 



between the image perceived by the media and its transmission to the viewer, by plastic means, 

its re-contextualization and reducing it to the essentials. 

 It is becoming increasingly common, in discussion, the term of attack on the principle of 

reality, in which the image of war is filtered and distorted, depending on the interests of the 

parties, to manipulate, in a certain sense, the masses. The imagistic infusion of war, in visual 

environments, finds the reverse in and from the pop culture of the consumer society, 

disseminated by the same methods. This phenomenon of fusing the externalisation is found in 

the creations of the American, Iraqi-born artist, Michael Rakowitz. Its concepts have a political 

burden and are closely linked to the social reality, of the Middle East in general, and of Iraq in 

particular. Rakowitz's project proposes a study of the intensity of the infusion of images, from 

the visual culture of society, which have become powerful contemporary mythologies, creating a 

universe in which the characters  from real and fantastic world coexist. 

 Throughout his career, Rakowitz objectively analyzed the uprooting or eradication of 

cultural identity through war, the complexity and obscurity of the origin of certain forms of 

culture, and the force of unassumed objects for the tremendous human tragedies. His works 

activate a space of questions and of appeals and debate cultural histories. The parallel described 

by the artist, between the Star Wars trilogy and the Saddam Hussein's dictatorship, has much 

deeper connotations. Rakowitz, by allusive artistic methods, refers to western consumerism and 

to the force with which media succeeds in pervading even the most conservative (traditionalist, 

religious) societies, through imaging methods. 

 Rakowitz has this potential to observe unusual associations being attracted to this kind of 

reasoning of reality that intertwines with fantasy. Having at hand the connections between 

products and events, it is up to the viewer to be able to decode the path between science fiction 

and the realities of the war. 

 THE WAR ARTIST - The condemnation of the absurdity of war is surprised, this time, 

from the perspective of the volunteer soldier enlisted in the First World War, Otto Dix. Being the 

"definition" of the war reporter, Otto Dix, designer and painter, was one of the most influential 

artists of the twentieth century, an artist who defied any categorization, having a complex 

relationship with art and violence. In the painting of Otto Dix, the reality of the situation is rather 

reduced to expressivity than to be a study of light, and the essential contour, precise and tense 

expressions play an important artistic role. This naturalism of expression comes from the dual 



function that the artist experienced during war: being both an artist and a soldier at the same 

time. 

 The British government's decision to use the image of war from a much more profound  

perspective, with an emotional and cultural load that pervades beyond the propaganda image, has 

led to the support of war artists. Although "delayed" from this point of view, compared to the 

French and German governments, the British support this kind of historical attestation through 

picture. 

 Paul Nash's vehement attitude in describing war dystopia is unique among war artists on 

the battlefield. Influenced by his war experience, the artist drives his emotional intensity into a 

series of drawings and oil paintings that make an introspection of the apocalyptic landscapes 

enveloped by endless mud in Ypres Salient. His radical vision of war fits perfectly with the 

phantasmagorical world he has encountered in the real plan. The war changed Nash's entire 

vision of life, being a turning point in his creation. Taking part in the atrocities of the war, Nash 

leads his creation to a meta-real direction, to a reality of metaphor, in which metamorphosis 

embraces reality, with all its transformational possibilities, declining into a new approach to 

metaphysical painting. 

  PERSONAL THEMATIC PORTFOLIO - I wanted the main concept, on which the 

applicative part of this thesis was built, to be support and to be instrumental in writing the  

theoretical part of this paper and it starts from the fundamental notion of the thesis, the conflict. 

The period of creating this project has brought about itself a thorough analytical study of the 

concept and implicitly a metamorphosis of it, considering both expressive and semiotic levels. 

This aspect is structured in my artistic work - conducted over the past three years of research, in 

stages of imaging analysis. 

 A first stage, having the role of introducing into the theme of the thesis, is The Pragmatic 

Perspective. Its role is to directly place the spectator in the conflicting atmosphere, in a 

documentary way - to inform - specific to war painters.  

 Going from universal to specific, the second stage - the psychological (allusive) approach 

- aims to present the individual’s introspection of the dramatic consequences of war at a private 

level, with a psychological thorough study of expression. 



The present-day occidental society, although far from the unleashed forces of the military 

confrontations, it is emotionally part of the confrontations between those two civilisations and it 

indirectly manifests the concern towards this situation. I highlighted this aspect in the section 

with series of works dedicated to the parallel between conflict and contemporary realities. 

For a sharper apprehension and an objective and thorough study of cultural interference 

between occidental and oriental civilisations, we paid a documentary visit to Morocco, on the 

basis of which we structured the last phase of the applicative part of this thesis, Visual Thematic 

Documentation. In this part we highlighted the contrasts but also the similarities, the latter due to 

the consumerist pollution or to the importation of values, between the two cultures. 

 The details regarding a character with reference to identity, which places the actors of 

these scenes in different background environments – with specific clothing elements and that 

define the individual and place him/her nationally and socially, have an important role from the 

symbiotic point of view of the elements. These details are also clues of the influence of the 

occidental consumerism over the eastern region, the Orient. From the point of view of the 

approach to the conflict, the personal portfolio suffers from a imaging metamorphosis. The 

allusive subtlety of the expression of the portrait takes the place of the visual documentary and of 

the stage scenery of war. War, as destructive as fascinating, is an archaeologist of truth. 

 The representation has suffered an approach adjustment, going from Macro-Universe (the 

military conflict full of global implications) to Micro-Universe specific to the individual 

traumatized by the effects of the conflict. In terms of observation of the individual 

expressiveness of the characters, the actors from the compositional stage scenery, the chromatic 

fusion and of expression of these with the environment and the semiotics of the figurative 

elements, all of these account for emotional torture caused by the fight for survival. The source 

of this type of image has its origins in monochrome documentaries specific to the Holocaust, in 

which human drama touches universal scales and the individual loses his/her qualities and the 

human value.  

 CONCLUSIONS: The theme approached in this PhD thesis brings back to attention the 

relation between human nature, with forms of existence that are known and the concept of 

conflict, in general, but with some emphases on the military conflict, in particular. In order to 

understand the figurative, visual and contemporary itinerary of this thesis, we appealed to an 

analysis of the imaging sources, with reference, used throughout history, consequences of the big 



European colonisations or of the two world conflagrations. Those two historical reference points 

are temporally distanced, but they define, through their scale and intensity, the concept of 

widespread conflict (the war), offering at the same time clues regarding the contemporary 

conflict, that can be a possible consequence of the European colonisations from the past.  All 

these coordinates have been analysed through the painters’ filters regarding artistic attitudes, 

painters who had as a purpose the representation of the conflict. 

 In the contemporary landscape, the aesthetics of the violence incorporates a totally 

different connotation in contrast to the representation of it in the war artists’ paintings. 

 As it could have been observed along this thesis, the conflict is a constitutive part of 

human nature, of existence itself, therefore it is and it will be an endless resource of visual 

representation.  

 


