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Art as Collective Memory

The twentieth century radicalized this evolution. Guermnica became the
universal icon of denunciation — an image that turned the bombing
of a Basque city into a lasting symbol of the horror of total war. The
Holocaust and Hiroshima raised the question of representation itself:
how can the unspeakable be depicted? Contemporary art responded
with  increasingly — conceptual  strategies —  installations,
photomontages, performances, and participatory works. Martha
Rosler brought the Vietnam War into American living rooms
through photomontage; Alfredo Jaar bore witness to the Rwandan
genocide through absence and silence; Doris Salcedo carved a
fracture into the floor of Tate Modern, symbolizing the rift within
today’s world.

This transformation reveals one of art’s essential functions: to
preserve the collective memory of conflict. While political rhetoric
tends toward erasure, simplification, and manipulation, art protects
the complexity of the human experience in the face of organized
violence. The works discussed in this volume form a visual archive
of war through the ages — a repository of images that show how
humanity has regarded itself in moments of greatest destructiveness.

In the contemporary era, this role of memory acquires renewed
urgency, as warfare becomes a media spectacle and simultaneously
vanishes from collective consciousness. War turns into television
entertainment, video games, viral content on social networks. Art
responds by creating spaces for reflection, stillness, and critical
engagement. Installations, performances, and museums become
places where it is still possible to confront, directly and consciously,
the experience of violence, suffering, and loss.
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INTRODUCTION

The Gaze on War

“Whoever controls the media, controls the mind.”

Jim Morttison (attributed)
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CHAPTER1

The Origins of War

"In war, the first casualty is truth"

Hiram Johnson
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FOREWORD

The State of Art seties was born from the desite to restore to art its
most authentic role, that of a means for understanding the human
experience in its universal dimensions. Each volume explores a
theme that runs through history and human sensibility across all ages
— death, solitude, war, love, time — obsetving it through the gaze
of the artists who have made it visible, shareable, and thinkable.

The goal is to understand how every artwork reflects a way of
confronting the fundamental questions of existence. Art thus
becomes a form of knowledge, a language capable of connecting past
and present, emotion and thought, aesthetics and consciousness.

For teachers, students, and passionate readers, these volumes offer a
path that combines historical rigor with clear and engaging

scholarship, fostering a reading experience that remains accessible to
all.

The educational dimension of the seties extends beyond the book
itself through the use of QR codes that guide readers along a safe and
well-documented digital exploration. Fach link leads to official
museum websites, scholatly catalogues, and iconogtraphic archives
that preserve the artworks, allowing readers to deepen their
understanding of both the images and their contexts. In this way,
reading continues within the digital space, where the sources
themselves become an integral part of the learning process.
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War runs through human history as an inescapable constant. Where
there is civilization, there is conflict; where there is power, there is
organized violence. Artists, witnesses, and interpreters of their time
have transformed this reality into images that reveal how each era has
looked at war — celebrating it, glorifying it, recording it, condemning
it. War in art becomes a faithful mirror of the cultural, philosophical,
and religious ideas that have accompanied armed conflict across the
millennia.

War as an Anthropological Constant in Art

From the very birth of urban civilization, depictions of war have
occupied a central place in the visual imagination. The Standard of Ur,
the Assyrian reliefs, the Greek friezes, and the Colummn of Trajan —
every major ancient civilization devoted its finest artistic energies to
celebrating military victories. The reason is both profound and
structural. In ancient societies, war represented order imposed over
chaos, civilization prevailing over barbarism, divine power
manifesting itself through the strength of arms.

Ancient war art built mythical narratives in which the individual
heroism of the ruler or wartior merged with divine will. Battles
became theophanies, sacred manifestations within the profane space
of history. Ramses II at Kadesh fights side by side with Amun-Ra;
Alexander the Great at Issus fulfills the universal destiny foretold by
the oracles. The image of war served to confirm cosmic order,
legitimize social hierarchy, and perpetuate the memory of heroic

deeds.

This conception evolved through the centuries without ever entirely
fading. The Christian Middle Ages integrated it into the theology of
the just war and the crusade as an armed pilgrimage. The Renaissance
secularized it, celebrating military virtue and strategic intelligence.
The Baroque age transformed it into theater, oscillating between
triumph and vanity. Until Goya, war in art remained primarily a tool
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of propaganda, a celebration of power, a visual means of shaping
collective identity.

From Propaganda to Testimony

The decisive shift came between the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, when Francisco Goya inaugurated a radical
revolution in the visual language of war. With The Third of May 1808
and especially the series The Disasters of War, the Spanish artist
performed an act that would forever change how conflict was
represented. He ceased to celebrate and began to denounce. The
executions of May 3 depict anonymous human beings slaughtered by
the military machine — nameless victims of absurd and senseless
violence. In The Disasters, Goya etched horror without rhetorical
filters: mutilated bodies, assaults on civilians, famine, rape, and
hangings.

Goya opened a path that modern art would follow with growing
awateness. The nineteenth century revealed a tension between the
persistence of heroic rhetoric (as in David and Géricault’s celebratory
visions) and the emergence of a critical gaze (as in Manet and Repin).
Photography, invented mid-century, introduced a disruptive element
into the perception of war — a mechanical testimony, seemingly
objective, that challenged the boundaries of artistic mediation.

With the First World War, the paradigm changed irreversibly.
Trenches, gas, machine guns, and heavy artillery annihilated any
remaining possibility of heroic representation. Soldier-artists such as
Paul Nash, C.R.W. Nevinson, and Otto Dix returned from the front
with apocalyptic landscapes where humanity was swallowed by mud
and steel. German Expressionism and Nexe Sachlichkeit transformed
horror into a ruthless anatomy of dehumanization.
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