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Faces of War

These paintings are portraits of strangers, selected from media images of the many thousands of people now involved in the present global conflict, termed “the war on terror” by President G.W. Bush.

All of these images derive from the media:  print, internet and television.  There is an inherent ambiguity to the meaning of these images, since the media really presents the illusion of information much more than actual facts.  We live with a profusion of images, yet the images we see of this war, especially in the U.S., are subjected to tighter control than in any conflict in history.

Aware that I am as ignorant as anyone to the reality of this conflict, I’ve tried to avoid making overt judgments, though obviously some are present.  I have portrayed the U.S. soldiers on the same scale as political and religious leaders, and corporate executives who deal in military weapons (at Raytheon, Lockheed, and Boeing).  

It is important to clarify that the soldiers shown were alive at the time these photos were printed:  they are residents of Vermont, and were coming home for the holidays in 2005; in their honor a local paper published photos of all of them, anonymously.  Many people assume, understandably, that the soldiers depicted are casualties of war, and my point is that they were not, yet, at that point.  However, nearly two years have passed, and that may have changed.

I hope it begs us to ask questions:  Who are the heroes?  Who are the (to use Bush’s comic-book-world-words) “Bad Guys”?  Is one person’s life more valuable than another’s?  Do American soldiers really die in slow motion, while everyone else dies in fast-forward?  Are people in power, whether it is religious, economic, or military, ultimately, a menace to the rest of us?  Who are the pawns?  What ability does your average person have to make their pleas for sanity and peace heard over the powerful voices of the fanatics?  Do you believe in the “us vs. THEM” mentality they’ve tried so hard to foster?

It should also be said that in this form, this piece is really a small version of a much bigger project, in which I intend to broaden the scope of the people depicted.   

- Gage Opdenbrouw
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