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abstract

In this project I explore visual representation, abstraction, and the  
interpretation of violence as transformed aesthetic forms. Through drawing 
and video, I develop a visual language to interpret the subject of war, to  
allow my audience to experience the dynamics of conflict and to reflect 
upon the devastating toll that war takes on humanity.

introduction

We all share a tendency to violence. A balance of tension (rage and  
compassion, force and acceptance), human existence is defined by  
conflict. In history, periods of peace are the anomaly, and the transforma-
tion of tranquil moments into aesthetic representation is rare. We ourselves 
regularly engage in wars on many levels of human interaction. What  
interests me is how we are compelled to make order from the chaos of real 
and violent acts. It is the image of violence, the aesthetic form, in which 
we participate – out of our own volition. We enjoy the reenactment of, and 
seek reconciliation with, violent events. In these experiences we search for 
pleasure, as well as opportunities for contemplation. 

My project evolved from a hypothesis I have developed based on my own  
observations of the ways violence is visually represented in our everyday  
environment. I have taken special interest in examining cemeteries, state 
seals, military ribbons, war memorials, heraldic systems, sports and games. 
They represent formal versions of the violent act. These observations 
sparked my imagination. I am particularly intrigued by the human  
inclination to construct identity through a language originally developed 
for warfare, as in the visual system of heraldry and in the drive to  
memorialize violent events in an official state seal. 
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Aesthetic representations of violence result from the transformation of the  
real into image. I explore this process of translation – as one seeking reconcili-
ation with violence. This transformation is driven by those privileged to have 
distance from the real violence. Re-created in controlled settings, for example, 
the reenactments of war allow a participant to perform violence safely. As a  
collective endeavor, they make an image of what happened, and through  
this achieve resolution. 

It is the living who construct the cemeteries, establishing an ordered place for 
fallen soldiers. The formal language of the cemetery is a stylization of the  
chaotic and tragic battleground. I am always moved by the precise alignment 
of the tombstones and the stark contrast of stone to grass. The cemetery’s  
form does not show me the blood and destruction, but I can imagine it. 
Transformation calls for a distancing from reality, a decision-making process 
that emphasizes some aspects over others, depending on the intention. We 
represent war in cemeteries and memorials, not by simulating horror, but by 
transforming horror into aesthetic experience. The aesthetic experience of war 
allows visitors to reflect upon the toll war has taken on humanity, occurring 
now and over the history of our time.

I appreciate the power by which aesthetic representations of violence enable  
a society or person to heal. I am driven by a fascination for the dynamics of  
conflict and a concern for the pervasive presence of violent images. In many 
cases, the images we encounter lack aesthetic integrity and only serve in  
oversaturating our visual environment. We no longer notice that they are  
superficial endorsements of violence, lacking a critical or reflective dimension. 
I hope that my project will call attention to these examples.

Stylized violence is not real violence. It is representation. In order to  
understand more about how contemporary theorists articulate the relation-
ship of history and culture to image and technology, I have sought out the 
writings of Susan Sontag, Jean Baudrillard, Roland Barthes, and Marshall  
McLuhan for intelligent direction. 
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In Sontag’s writing, I have learned about the role photography plays in  
representing war. Her analysis places stress on the pleasure inherent in viewing 
beautiful images and acknowledges that beauty neutralizes what is distressful. 
She posits that the relationship of image to reality is such that we do not  
regard the image as reality, rather we start to see reality as an image. How 
many times have I myself exclaimed to another: “It was just like in a movie!”  
In other words, so real it has to be fiction.

In Regarding the Pain of Others, Sontag investigates the pleasure in “flinching”, 
at the looking at images of violence. Sontag argues that images have become 
habitual and banal. We have adapted to horror in life, and in images. In  
photographs of war, the many soldiers represented, with their numbed faces  
and their haggard bodies, “remain an aggregate: anonymous victims.“ Sontag 
adds, “that the scale of war’s murderousness destroys what identifies people  
as individuals, even as human beings. This, of course, is how war looks when it 
is seen from afar, as an image.” Her attitude strikes at the heart of the matter as  
I see it: war is represented as a dynamic movement and as a display of force, 
and the “scale of its murderousness,” the degree of its calamity, is so large that 
we cannot absorb the sense of the individual human being. Our transforma-
tions of war into representations like the cemetery and the memorial, are 
intended for reflection and make an attempt to identify each individual who 
died. 01

01Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, 2003

In The Spirit of Terrorism, Jean Baudrillard describes violence in itself as “banal and i 
noffensive.” It is “symbolic violence” that generates a singularity and it is this 
image that stays with us. Real is added as a kind of bonus: “not only is it  
terrifying, but it is real.” Baudrillard has criticized the media of television for 
placing viewers before a simulated world, where the difference between real 
and fiction has blurred. Television news is all surface: a collage of fragmented 
images of images, divorced from an original. This representation becomes  
real to the viewer. 02

02 Jean Baudrillard, The Spirit of Terrorism, 2002
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Marshall McLuhan defines television as a “cold” medium in Understanding Media. Cold 
media is low in definition but high in participation. The television image offers 
less visual information than images in film or print. McLuhan explains, “The TV 
image offers some three million dots per second to the receiver. From these  
he accepts only a few dozen each instant, from which to make an image.” By 
completing an image, the viewer participates fully in the medium in this way. 
The paradox of cool media is that it involves the viewer deeply but does  
not arouse or excite to action. Baudrillard chides television as “preventing  
response”, whereas film and radio incite. 03 | 04 

03 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, [1964] 1999

04 Jean Baudrillard, The Spirit of Terrorism, 2002

Guy Débord, in The Society of the Spectacle, describes the problem as such: 
“reality unfolds in a pseudo-world apart, as an object of contemplation.”  
Nightly, I participate in the process of the television medium, watching the  
evening news. The accumulating spectacles are objects for me to  
contemplate, but it is hot media, like print, radio or film, that call to action. 05

05 Guy Débord, The Society of the Spectacle,  

The Art of War was written over 2,500 years ago in China and is attributed to  
Sun Tzu. The text is a philosophical and poetic document, a guide to a way  
of thinking and behaving. It promotes knowledge and strategy, and condones  
a methodology that avoids battle unless necessary. The writing is very  
suggestive to me: of landscape and nature, of armies moving, of the psychol-
ogy of fighting war, of the responsibilities to the whole. It is written in  
somewhat explicit practical terms and then also in elusive and vague ways. 
Herein lies the aesthetic quality of the reading experience, one can bring  
almost any life scenario to the experience of the text and participate in its  
interpretation. Most interesting to me is how well it serves a purpose for so 
many different fields: because it lacks a narrative. These guidelines for a  
fighting methodology are laden with visual connotations, and yet it is the 
open-endedness that allows it to be widely interpreted. 
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Many expressions from The Art of War can be applied to the creative act:  
descriptions of form-giving, variations that are inexhaustible, and notions  
of the “orthodox and the extraordinary.” Much of the text is abstract. In Concerning 

the Spiritual in Art, Kandinsky defines two aspects of form: the abstract and the  
concrete. Some fear, he explains, that abstraction is “too indefinite.” By not  
representing the human form, the expression is weakened. Others, he  
counters, use abstract form “in very precise ways.” What has been excluded and 
stripped, lends “an inner enrichment.” Kandinsky reassures the artist that the 
more confidently you employ abstraction, “the ones who look will follow.”  
The viewer will gradually acquire “familiarity with the language of abstract  
art.” 06 | 07 

06 Sun Tzu, The Art of War, [500bc] 2002

07 Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art, 1947

In many ways, Kandinsky has described the inspiring evolution of the public’s 
acceptance of Maya Lin’s Vietnam War Veterans Memorial. The Memorial has 
changed from being a contested representation of the conflict to a celebrated  
and highly emotional site for reconciliation. Lin’s typographic solution is a  
welcomed discursive component. The presentational whole is sculptural and 
evokes a wound in the body, as the Memorial sits shamefully in the earth.  
The names etched into stone are abstract representations of each individual, 
and they embody, in accumulation, the tragedy of war. Despite the semiper-
manence of stone, Americans’ perspectives on the subject are still undergoing 
a process of evaluation. We are still trying to reconcile the Vietnam War. 

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial makes profound use of the power of numbers  
to make a statement about the war’s progression and the nation’s loss.  
Marshall McLuhan describes the numerical grandeur brought about by our 
technological advance in printing. This phenomenon is as he describes, “the 
pleasure of being among the masses.” The power of numbers in crowds  
resonates at church, concerts, the theater, ball games and protest marches. 08

08 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, [1964] 1999
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All media are “extensions of man’s senses,” as defined by McLuhan in  
Understanding Media. Writing is an extension of sight and numbers are an extension of 
the “intimate and interrelating activity: that of touch.” For McLuhan, the  
“challenge of the electric age is to invest the tactile sense” into our work. He 
points out that the paradox lies in the fact that this is best achieved through 
abstraction. Abstract art offers “a central nervous system, rather than the 
conventional husk of the old pictorial image.” The number has the power to 
work as icon. It forms an “inclusive and compressed image which is employed 
by journalists” in reporting on war: 31 killed, 8 wounded. In the news media, 
numbers are continually repeated as the war is reported upon. Each time the 
number joins the aggregate, rising and progressing into infinity. 09

09 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, [1964] 1999

Francisco de Goya’s series of eighty etchings entitled “The Disasters of War” 
bear witness to war’s toll on humanity. Every conceivable crime is given  
aesthetic form and presented with short concise captions that neither  
moralize nor describe. Sontag writes that his captions “insist on the difficulty  
of just looking”: “I saw this.” “This is too much!” “One cannot look at this.”  
“Nobody knows why.” “Not (in this case) either.” The series is a synthesis of 
events. Things like this happened. The images stand on their own but also 
build in accumulation to evoke the tragedies of war. 10

10 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, 2002

This gives a cinematic quality to Goya’s series. Werner Hofman points out how 
Goya “separates the narrative threads and weaves individual episodes in a  
discontinuous continuum,” predicting the medium of film still to develop. 11

11 Werner Hofmann, Goya, 2003

 
The artist “exerts control over material and content in a process of formaliza-
tion or idealization.” Goya’s intent to give an aesthetic form to scenes of the 
bestial and criminal is a process of distancing from the actual destruction and 
from the way things really happened. 12

12 John Dewey, Art as Experience, 1934
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This process is one by which, “consciousness intervenes, adds regulation,  
selection, and redisposition.” Thus the aesthetic form is one that fascinates and 
compels, at which we can look. It can turn a “horrific subject into something 
monumental.” 13

13 John Dewey, Art as Experience, 1934

Filtering reality to establish a new visual structure is a quality that I admire  
in the work of Edward Fella. Lorraine Wild describes Fella’s appropriation of 
typography from everyday situations and his subsequent transformation  
into new forms of lettering as a “transgressive act that pinpoints what is previ-
ously unappreciated and raises it to a new level of significance.” Studying  
his work, I understand the pleasure of aestheticizing what is encountered in 
the everyday. 14

14 Edward Fella, ed. Lorraine Wild, Letters on America, 2000

Fella’s project, Letters on America, qualified my study of the everyday arrow. Used  
as pointers on packaging and guides through our streets, I began to  
investigate, through drawing, the communicative, emotional, and tactile  
qualities of the arrow. I am fascinated by its form and presence: an idealized 
weapon, and of infinite variation and application. 

Although drawing is very satisfying, I am also interested in the medium of  
film and video. There is a magical quality in projection that defies scale and 
makes a monumental impression. I looked to the work of Stanley Kubick, Lewis 
Milestone, King Vidor, the Coen Brothers, and Quentin Tarantino to learn the 
rules of how they formalize violent interaction. In addition, I observe how they 
present characters, use pacing and sound to heighten tension, and create tex-
ture – differentiations between modes of visual representation. 

precedents

My visual explorations in the two years of graduate school have been reward-
ing. A number of projects have been pivotal to the development of my project.  
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With each project I have wanted to push the boundaries of my visual language  
to express stylized violence. 

In the 2003 Fall semester, our class performed a rigorous exchange of images 
in The Visual Conversation project, in which frustrations over the American invasion  
of Iraq were visualized. 

The next semester, Spring 2004, we worked on individually defined projects  
that focused on one aspect of change. I created three visual statements about 
Revelation as a process of change in consciousness.

The Conflict Flame videos, made in the Spring 2004 semester, were a leap for me 
conceptually, formally and technologically. I was propelled into an exploration 
of the arrow as well as time-based media.

The Battleground Election Map project, which charts the 2004 US Presidential Election, 
became the focal point of Fall 2004 work. It is inspired by war maps and hiking 
trails, the research process and the dynamics of the fight.

The Virginia State Seal’s violent details caught my eye the first time I saw  
the image in Fairfax, Virginia. Determined to investigate it, I chose to reinvent 
the seal with the intention of making the little noticed violence and the  
sexuality more explicit. This project was a breakthrough for me because I  
explored figural representation as a way to articulate more about what I am 
trying to develop with abstraction, and arrows in particular. In addition,  
making the critical layer a referent to pop culture has led me to consider ways 
in which the soundtrack for my film can be as repetitive and as catchy as a  
pop song.

The investigation I initiated in my Independent Study in Fall 2004, The Arrow:  

A Typographic Narrative, yielded much insight on which I have built my creative 
project. I began two drawings that work as one. I was interested in revealing 
the emotive qualities of the arrow and reflecting on its origins as weapon. 
I developed a methodology for drawing – every day I made a drawing and  
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erased it before beginning the next. This began to establish a history to the  
drawings, a feeling of scars, and a sense of the inevitable repetition of war.

abstract interpretations of conflict

My creative project is a series of investigations in representing conflict  
through an expressive language of arrows, a mixing of sounds, and the  
incorporation of typography. I have brought many films together into  
one movie experience, to offer an interpretation of war on the level of minute 
detail and of an overall dynamic. My film is a response to the way war  
is represented in the media and to what imagery engages us in popular culture 
today. I employed the techniques of repetition, quick pacing, and use of  
recognizable textures in imagery to make the connection to the media clear 
and ensure that it resonates with the viewer. The desire to make this video 
comes from my need to disseminate information, to offer philosophical  
perspective, and through abstraction, to inspire the viewer to see relationships 
beyond the obvious.

process and methodology

I have codified the process by which something becomes aesthetic experience, 
and it entails three parts: accumulation, transformation, and reconciliation.  
The steps are in direct relationship to the way in which I have been working on 
the drawings, the sound, and the video.

In reality, an event occurs and comes to an end, and over time, patterns of  
similar activity can be observed. This activity builds up accumulation and we 
refer to this as history. Because we remember events of the past, we seek sites 
for reconciliation to consider the future with hope. The principle that drives  
the creation of the drawings is the same. Building up the drawing through a 
process of repeated markmaking and then total erasure, leaves a surface of 
recorded activity that is visual representation of history. For me, as the  
instigator, the marks spark my memory. 
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The sense of loss needs to be reconciled. Time and distance from the event 
make possible the next step in the process: transformation. The aesthetic form  
is representation, a degree removed from reality. This parallels my process, 
with the translation of my drawings and the interpretation of my research into 
video. Here the static mode of drawing becomes changed by its introduction 
into a sequential medium, and the verbal content is charged by its interaction 
with sound and typography.

Eventually, the aesthetic form allows a complete experience: reconciliation  
and a new understanding. I want my viewers to have a new experience of the  
material they hear, see, and try to make sense of daily. Marshall McLuhan  
defines participation as an engagement with the medium itself, to complete 
the message that is sent. In the context of my project, participation also  
implies privilege. One chooses to take part in an experience that is a  
representation of violence. 

January 2005, I begin my new drawing – four sheets at 22 by 30.5 inches each. 
I make a drawing of arrows, document it, and then erase it. I realize the  
drawing is not building up as quickly as it did in the Fall 2004 drawing, because 
I am not drawing as frequently and I am working on four sheets instead of two. 
I want it to build up more, to take on a quality I could never have planned. 

I begin making ink drawings, initially as storyboards. The first series are  
square in format, yellow and black ink. Roy McKelvey suggested I begin at the 
middle (the heart of the conflict) and build the story from there. They seem 
typographic and inspire me to make a purely typographic interpretation in the 
future. Next, in the gouache drawings, I try to introduce or suggest a context/
place, in other words, realism. They are really bad paintings of fairy-tale places 
hills, dunes, rocks, cliffs, water. I made drawings of arrows in conflict over them, 
in relationship to a suggested landscape, but I explored this for only a few  
rounds of drawing and erasing. Showing “scenery” did not add to my  
statement. I filmed these with my borrowed video camera, a Sony Digital 
Handycam dcr-trv11.
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The transformation into video invigorated my experiment. This led me to film 
the four large graphite drawings. Initially my documentation had only involved 
still photography. This was an important step in my process, since I had not yet 
given much thought to how I was going to animate the arrows. Filming the 
drawings, allowed me to begin thinking about motion.

I continued to experiment with density, lightness, and bleeding in drawing.  
I created a series of ink, wash, and graphite drawings that were also intended 
as a potential structure for film or storyboard (and inspired by Barry Le Va’s  
drawings, the series entitled “Accumulated Vision”). Many of them are  
disconnected “stills,” as if the result of zooming. In these drawings, I suggest  
a field or aftermath. I was not constrained by a graphite line that had come to  
dominate the large graphite drawings. I’d love to start another four-sheet  
drawing that breaks the line, bleeds it. 

There were many lessons in the filming of the drawings. I became more  
aware of how I followed certain drawings with the camera across the paper. 
Where the footage is awkward, the sense of a static surface being filmed is too 
strong. At other moments the implied motion is quite successful. Roy  
McKelvey articulated it in this way, “When filming a simple drawing (a single 
line of arrows for instance), follow the trajectory. When the drawing is complex  
(layering of erasures or many arrows), give time for the viewer to comprehend.” 
I tried to film with this in mind, and I most definitely edited with this in mind.

I worked in After Effects to compose movies and in Final Cut Pro to refine  
sequences. I made all the raw graphite drawing movies into monochrome 
black and white, increased their contrast to give them a gritty feeling.  
There is other video footage I used – texture off the tv, that I had filmed while 
fast-forwarding (which I love because it suggests firepower and static) and  
also appropriated footage from King Vidor’s The Big Parade. I incorporated footage 
from The Big Parade with the intention of bringing in some element that is  
recognizable.  
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However, the first drafts of working with this footage made it clear that a  
balance was needed so as not to take away from the power of the arrows.  
I enlarged the scale to distort the human figure and adjusted the color  
to a monochromatic lime green that suggests night vision technology. 

These are the kinds of decisions I was making all the time. The movies changed 
in nature from complex, layered and of similar tone and pace to movies that 
focus on a single visual element, punctuated by lulls and frenetic activity. Now 
that I had established greater familiarity with my material, I could begin to 
combine elements again. The final sequence is a grouping of eleven shorter 
sequences, which are the result of rounds of intuitive experimentation,  
methodical editing, and continual evaluation.

Up until the week of spring break, I had experimented only minimally with 
sound. I made a few recordings using walkie-talkies and had created  
collages of sounds from those. By the middle of March, I had reached a point in 
my project where I had a clear idea of what the visuals would be, so I began  
to focus on sound. I made new recordings of the statistical information and  
of excerpts from The Art of War. I was able to refine the sound of my reading in Sony 
Vegas 4.0 and create intricate compositions from breaths and beeps, that  
correlate more strongly with the visual. The readings make up the critical layer 
that is my point of view, whereas the statistics are general knowledge and 
underline the growing cost of war to humanity. 

This project was an incredible learning experience for me in many ways,  
especially in working with typography. I began layering the type as I had 
layered the statistical information that is repeated throughout the soundtrack. 
Sandy Wheeler suggested working with typefaces that communicate the 
immediacy of the front line or default settings, like Courier or Helvetica. Her 
concern was that if the type were treated with the same weight as the image 
and sound, it would overwhelm their strengths. People will read first and  
not even notice the arrows.
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In March, I had a few very important breakthroughs. Not only was I motivated  
to focus on the editing and the sound, but I found a way to incorporate the  
typography and bring in the “pop” visual layer. I had been working on the 
drawings continuously, but always keeping the arrows separate from other 
elements. It occurred to me to put all the data in the drawing, to scrawl words 
and draw letterforms upon letterforms, to build up the layers of numbers in 
graphite. By this point in time, the number of Iraq War wounded had risen from 
10,000 to 11,069. 

The drawings came to life again for me. I began to cut out type from another  
pastel drawing during downtime, time that After Effects needs to render movie 
files. Ultimately, through the translation into film and with attention to editing,  
I found a new expression for the typography. I adjusted color channels and  
built up repeating layers to create an effect that makes a connection to the  
blitzing in the abstract static movies I had made earlier on and to the ways war  
is branded on television. 

It was important to me that I incorporate into my project information about 
the current conflict in Iraq. However, I took measures not to refer to it  
specifically. My research began in newspapers and in books, but my main  
resource was the Internet. The readings from The Art of War that I selected and  
recited are the sections that resonate most with me and offer a perspective 
that brings depth to the piece and provokes thought.

My finished piece, Visualizing the Art of War, is a video animation about 8 minutes in 
duration. It has been screened in two locations at Chop Suey Books on March 
19, 2005, and at the Anderson Gallery April 22 to May 1, 2005. There are  
other modalities to my project, some of which I have been able to explore and 
others, I would like to develop in the future.

The title sequence was created after the screening at Chop Suey Books.  
Originally, I planned to handle the type as I had in filming the statistics. My 
experiments one afternoon, filming an InDesign page layout off the screen 
yielded a clear and effective animation whose simplicity I appreciate. 
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I would like to develop a series of prints from Visualizing the Art of War. Knowing  
how different they will function in contrast to film, I look forward to this  
exploration. Another extension of the film is into sequential print, which in 
some ways I have explored with the design of this book. I am also interested  
in developing a Web counter for the Internet, as another way to concentrate 
on the ever-growing numbers of the killed and wounded. 

evaluation

I have been evaluating my project according to its visual impact, emotional 
resonance, technical execution, clarity, accessibility, and poetry. In addition,  
I was guided by the questions that Jonathan Barnbrook poses,  “Am I adding to 
culture? Is this a process for self-development? Am I commenting on  
something I feel strongly about? Is there a possibility to change something 
through this work? Am I creating something original?” 15

14 Edward Fella, ed. Lorraine Wild, Letters on America, 2000

I am pleased with my video. I realize I made few attempts to bridge the  
illustrative and the abstract. It was important for me to fully explore the arrow 
and not  constantly refer to the figure.

My intentions with the sound were successful. I wanted to create a sort of pop 
song out of the statistics that the audience would sing to themselves long 
after viewing. The feedback that I received after screening the film at  
Chop Suey Books confirmed my feeling that it worked well. The sound does 
take precedence in places over the visual. The motion allows one to participate 
in the action, but in retrospect there could have been longer periods of  
awkward “live” moments to contrast with the quick pace and  collaging of clips 
that make reference to the way war is represented in the media. 

conclusion

My project has evolved from its point of origin, as a formal exploration of the  
arrow, into a statement about the ways we represent war and how we come to 
a deeper understanding of the world. It visually communicates objective  
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information as well as critical opinion. It implies the passing of time and the  
anxiety of rising numbers. It gives perspective on the action of war and  
reconciles loss. In the balancing of these formal and conceptual elements, it  
represents violence in aesthetic form.

My sensitivity is triggered by accounts of violence, and I look to their  
representation for an understanding of both the dynamic and the loss. This  
project was my opportunity to follow through on my own expectations  
of visual communication – that it be aesthetic, a balance of energies in  
opposition, sincere and provocative. 
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