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Lroeder @ artbyroeder.com 
This book is a must read for every employee in the Department of State and AID.  For anyone interested in peacekeeping, the center of the universe is the UN Security Council.  Hanging just to the left of the entrance is a huge tapestry, a copy of Picasso’s Guernica, surely the best graphic reminder about all that is bad about war and politics.  Other paintings, photographs and works of art regularly speak to the nastiness of specific conflicts and often transform themselves into cultural icons.  A good example is a photograph by Eddie Adams, on February 1, 1968. This was during the Tet offensive.  General Nguyen Ngoc Loan, director of South Vietnam’s national police shot a Viet Cong prisoner in the head on the streets of Saigon.  Adams captured the moment of impact and by doing so made an image of enormous political impact.   Today it is a symbol of how not to treat prisoners.   Gijs van Hensbergen has taken us further back in time to the Spanish Civil War and the fire bombing of Guernica by the Nazis, sort of test for modern combat.  We would later see equally horrible bombing by the allies over Dresden, events which may believe are war crimes because of the indiscriminate killing of civilians.   Hensbergen shows us the history of the original Picasso mural and points out that unlike the Adams photo, Picasso didn’t employ images from the destroyed city to make his point.   Instead, he broke away from normality.  The paint is also nearly monochromatic, not full of gory reds.   As a result, the initial reception was  "strangely muted."   The Spanish wanted something partisan and the Basques felt it was too abstract.   The truth is that the abstraction provided a long term tool, an illustration of existential terror that  "depicts the effects of a brutality that strikes from nowhere."   If you look at the photo of the tapestry behind me, you will see that the victims are looking above; but not at a specific enemy.  They terror comes from anyone who engages in mass murder from above – exactly the sort of folks the UN Security Council needs to attack. In my mind this perspective is what gives Guernica its eternal vocabulary.  Whereas the Adams picture spoke directly to the Vietnam generation, over time as that conflict grows distant, Adam’s great image meaning may lose its punch; whereas Guernica speaks to every conflict.
Picasso’s masterpiece became a fund raising tool, moving through Scandinavia and then arrived in London on September 30, 1938, the day of the infamous Munich Pact.  It was the centerpiece of the Museum of Modern Art’s Picasso retrospective in New York six weeks before the invasion of Poland.  This grand abstract became the most effective anti-fascist work of art in the world and one of the most forceful statements of its kind in human history.  Because of its abstract nature, people could apply it to any crisis, such as the Armenian genocide or the holocaust.  The artist De Kooning saw the mural as a description of the Luftwaffe’s destruction of Rotterdam.   The effort also transformed Picasso, who became a Communist in 1944 and painted many anti-war works, including the dove for the Communist-organized Paris Peace Congress in April 1949, which was later adopted as the international symbol of peace.
The irony is that Picasso hated the excesses of the Soviets and Pravda would call Picasso decadent.  Vladimir Kemenov, the soviet critic called Picasso’s Guernica monstrous, an "apology for capitalistic esthetics that provokes the indignation of the simple people, if not the bourgeoisie… "His pathology has created repugnant monstrosities."  "In his 'Guernica' he portrayed not the Spanish Republic but monsters. He treads the path of cosmopolitanism, of empty geometric forms. His every canvas deforms man--his body and his face."   I expect the Soviets felt this way since Guernica was clearly an attack on the kind of horrible excesses perpetrated by Stalin and his horrible ilk.  Today, it depicts the horror of Saddam Hussein and of certain other despots who still rule and kill with impunity.

Too often, we can be swayed by pretty pictures, simple images, but Guernica is not one of those.  This is a deep philosophical statement against violence and war, a work of art that anyone interested in peace needs to burn in his mind. I highly recommend it.
