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The colors are pleasing and softly 
attuned to each other, flickering 
vividly as the animation continuously 
creates new patterns of black, 
yellow, magenta and cyan crayon 
dots on the screen. The viewer might 
be reminded of an impressionist 
painting, but if you step back, as it is 
usually necessary when viewing the 
dotted brushstrokes of Monet, you 
discover the horror of the imagery. 
With simple, but powerful means, 
this work casts light upon our way of 
perceiving images that are violent 
or atrocious, in the face of war and 
trauma. 

The one minute animated video piece 
The Quick and The Dead, by Stephen 
Andrews, shows an Iraqi convoy that has 
been bombed by American troops. The 
man that lies dead, with flames licking up 
his legs, had minutes ago been washing 
himself by the roadside. The American 
soldier, who we also see in the video, 
had heard the rustling in the tall grass, 
had found it threatening and had fired 
a grenade against him. Now we see him 
attempting to put out the fire, giving 

up and gazing out at the horizon. The 
animation is created from carefully 
rubbed crayon dots simulating a dot-
matrix system as used in news paper 
images. The video continuously loops and 
for each time it underlines the absurd, 
violent and meaningless acts of the war 
presently taking place in Iraq. 

An animated counterattack
The Quick and The Dead is a part of 
a larger body of work dealing with 
documenting photography and war. 
According to Stephen Andrews this 
particular piece, which consists of 700 still 
drawings turned into 1 minute of film, 
was his intuitive reaction to the discourse 
around the North American media’s 
coverage of the war. When meeting him 
in his backyard studio he comments on 
his motivation for making the video:

” It has been interesting to see how the 
media has been somewhat complicit with 
the paranoia raised by the White House 
after 9/11. They were acting as a ministry of 
information for the White House, not asking 
any questions and didn’t show what was 
really going on in Afghanistan and later 
Iraq. No pictures of coffins or bodies at all.”

A conversation with Canadian artist 
Stephen Andrews about representing 
atrocities of war through animation.



Gruesome stories in a candy coating
In response to this he started to search for 
alternative news-sources on the Internet, and 
his research involved conspiracy pages, soldiers’ 
blogs and grotesque violence-exposing pages. 
This research for another truth about the war 
than what was given by mainstream media 
turned into a lengthy art project:

” I was trying to find a way of curating the 
information I found on the Internet, which is 
editorially unsorted, often out of context and lacks 
evidential sources. So I wanted to take the images 
that I found trustworthy and put them into some 
sort of logic. And I wanted to show them as if 
they were seen in the news papers if they did their 
job properly, so I created this technique of using 
window screening instead of photomechanical 
screening. How I see the project is that it is both 
a critique of how we consume news media 
images and how they are presented to us. It’s a 
sort of pulling the pictures out of the trash and 
demanding a recontextualization of them, make 
them into art, put them into the frame of an 
art gallery that promotes reflection upon their 
content.”

 All of Andrew’s work has the same aesthetically 
pleasing and soft expression, lulling the viewer 
into looking closer at the often disturbing and 
violent motive. Stephen Andrews has compared 
his technique and imagery to the fables and 
tales of the Brothers Grimm - gruesome stories 
in a candy coating. For him this candy coating is 
the language he has in his disposal to deliver his 
message. It is the terrible beauty of reflecting 

the surrounding world through art. About this 
approach he says: 

” I didn’t want to shock people. Pictures are viral. Once 
you let them into your memory, you can’t shut them 
out - they are indelible. I felt I could represent these 
more violent images by softening them in a way. I 
guess the technique sort of slows down the image so 
it doesn’t punch - or it’s a slow punch that allows you 
time to think about what these images mean. What 
they mean to the people they represent, as well as 
to us as viewers. In that way one may hope to create 
some sort of space for communication and dialogue - 
the dialogue that is missing in the media. By bringing 
the images of the war into an art gallery you create 
this space that creates reflection. The audience sees 
themselves in a dark mirror, and one can only hope 
that this will create action.”

The slow punch, however, leaves a deeper mark.  
The piece uses other visual tactics than the ones 
usually chosen to deliver the images of war, and 
thereby it demands reflection from the viewer, 
who is caught in an ambiguous state between 
empathy, disgust and horror. Stephen Andrews 
is interested in what he calls ”the view from the 
armchair” and how we are connected to others via 
modern technology, yet distanced from an actual 
participation in what we encounter. We witness 
the world to a great degree through the media, 
but at a safe distance, and if the images and events 
are not put into context or rendered in some 
way, they can easily become undermined by the 
massive flow of new information, which we have 
to digest. And then we end up having a passive 
and apathetic relationship towards them. The 

Pictures are viral. Once you 
let them into your memory, 
you can’t shut them out - 
they are indelible.



Quick and The Dead is dependent on the response 
of the viewer and the context in which she can 
put the work into. As a witness to the action in 
the short animation, the image becomes more 
than a mere documentation of another killing 
in Iraq. By slowing down our recognition of the 
motif the work demands active participation and 
engagement with what is going on in the picture. 
As Andrews states, it is not the picture that can 
make the change or witness the event, it is merely 
a space for an inter-subjective meeting between 
the viewer and the portrayed, and thereby maybe 
come to a closer understanding of the death and 
pain of the Other in the image. 

A monument to a minute
For Andrews the piece is a monument to the 
situation, and a meditation on time - the time we 
experience and the time we take to interact with 
the lives of others:  

”Those 700 drawings took me a year to do. When 
exhibiting the video I often show 200 or so of the 
drawings, in an attempt to create a monument to this 
one minute that goes by, to these two guys whose 
destiny has changed forever. It is a monument of 
the time I have invested in their story, and my way of 
change the profundity of this minute”.  

Q: So are you in a way choosing an approach to 
representing the moment of death that makes 
more sense or is more sensible than a regular 
photograph? 

SA: The work is very tactile I think. I use that word to 
describe how it moves me and touches something 

in me. I did a lot of soul searching in my process, like 
reading Susan Sontag’s Regarding the Pain of Others 
and looked at Goya’s Disasters of War, in order to find 
a rationale for doing this work. I mean, you couldn’t 
believe some of the images. Sometimes I simply wept 
after doing them because they were so horrible. 
So I had to think about the effect I could obtain by 
choosing this particular strategy. Some people were 
critical of the work because of it’s softening filter over 
these images of reality. But what is the most thought 
generating? The picture that is too horrible to look 
at, or the one that is more bearable and generates 
reflection?” 

The animation shows the vulnerable state of both 
protagonists, and the awful truth of the situation is 
manifold embedded in the title of the work, which 
is a biblical idiom. Andrews uses this as an allegory 
for war: The Quick as being the living as opposed 
to the dead, but, as he states, noone comes out of 
the situation unscathed. The living is as doomed as 
the dead, having to live with this traumatic event. 
What we see in this person is only the top of an 
iceberg of traumatic experience that we cannot 
comprehend, and a part of the fire we started 
that is not as easy to put out as first expected. 
Furthermore he draws attention to the story of 
Cain and Abel, one of the oldest murder stories of 
men killing their brothers. 

Sontag and the Other
Susan Sontag asks in Regarding the Pain of Others: 

”Do we (...) have a moral responsibility to examine 
our response to what have become commonplace 
depictions of acts of utmost violence and cruelty? 
Have we become injured and apathetic beyond the 
recall of compassion in the face of atrocity?” 

Sontag shares with Andrews the same concern 
for photographs displaying the pain or death of 
others, and the importance in reflecting upon and 
contextualizing these images, so they don’t loose 
their impact on us. She empathizes that in order 
to prevent future atrocities we must remember 
the past, and in order to remember we must rely 
upon reflection and not merely recognition of 
what the image documents. The first step towards 
actual action is to drag ourselves as consumers of 
images out of ”the hypnotic trance induced by the 
reductive quality of what we see on all those screens 
as we surf through scenes of war and disaster...” 
Sontag implies that even though many of the 
photographic representations of war and disaster 



attempt to (somewhat) enlighten us (depending 
on level of independency, media organization 
and political leadership, one may add), we often 
find ourselves distanced or even apathetic to the 
flux of information of complex circumstances 
we can not identify with or even comprehend. 
A rising frustration with this lack of sufficient 
methods of representation has fostered alternative 
investigations of representing difficult or even 
traumatic visual imagery, of which The Quick and 
The Dead is an example. 

Subjective drawings
Sontag among others questions our relationship 
to photography and how it fails to represent the 
objective reality, which it has previously been 
acclaimed for. To Stephen Andrews photography 
fails because it has lost it’s authenticity, which also 
emancipates his relationship towards drawing as a 
form of artistic representation:

”Today photography has 
become unbelievable. 
Drawing, on the contrary, is 
a lived experience. With a 
drawing objectivity doesn’t 
matter. It’s true to one 
person at the very least”



”Today photography has become unbelievable. 
Drawing, on the contrary, is a lived experience. With 
a drawing objectivity doesn’t matter. It’s true to one 
person at the very least, and it has a kind of factuality 
from the very subjectivity from which it is born. There 
were some that I drew where I almost threw up when 
looking at it, but by drawing it I could sort of make 
sense of it and tone it down.”

Whether the content is toned down or not is 
questionable. It is definitely easier to watch than if 
it had been the ”raw” footage that was displayed. 
But it’s ambiguity and beauty makes us linger that 
much longer, which might be the time required for 
us to reflect upon this situation, think ourselves in 
the situation of these two people, or think about 
our own response as viewers to this piece. In this 
mode of representation the film deconstructs 
what we already know about the war and how it 
is commonly represented to us, and offers a new 
mode of representation. With its technique, which 
demands the viewer to distance himself physically 
from the piece in order to get close to the meaning 
of it, it may offer a way of displaying the liminal 
state between what we already know about the 
war, and what we don’t or choose to shut out. 

The animation takes away questions of objectivity, 
truthfulness and ethics in displaying other people’s 
pain. It is already a subjective interpretation of 
an image, embedded with the emotions of the 
artist. This leaves it with the core of meaning, the 
importance of seeing the Other in the image, of 
this situation we have created in the world. An 
affective response to the image makes us a witness 
of, maybe not the soldier’s situation, but the artists, 
when he was struggling to make sense of this 
footage so brutal that it would never make it to our 
tv-screens. 

A space for dialogue
Q: It’s your witnessing of the images of the 
war, and putting them into a somewhat more 
understandable context?

SA: I am using the drawings as words, putting them 
together in a syntax, creating this editorial work in 
order to make visible how the pictures speak to each 
other, and create what I was talking about before, this 
sort of space for dialogue.

The space for dialogue is also a space for trying to 
cope with the illogical understanding of the pain 
of others. It is a deconstruction of the conventional 

representation of war, which is the documentary 
photograph, and an almost  iconoclastic  
questioning of our responses to the images of 
the mediated war, and which thought process it 
fosters. It tries through animation to represent the 
un-representable footage, to which we would look 
away in disgust if it was not ”candy coated”, but 
which shows the trauma of the situation. And it 
is this ambiguous investigation of all the complex 
aspects of war that creates thought and reflection, 
which to the American philosopher Hannah 
Arendt, is the only weapon to prevent what she 
calls ”The Banality of Evil” in human deeds.

A great thanks to Stephen Andrews for words and images. 
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It is a deconstruction of the 
conventional representation of 
war, which is the documentary 
photograph, and an almost  
iconoclastic  questioning of 
our responses to the images of 
the mediated war, and which 
thought process it fosters.
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