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Naked/Aggression: The Hague Project

Wall of Perpetrators IV and V  

Black Book of Aggressors I-IV 2005-07
“I am an artist who continues to be enamored of charcoal (the tool that does not lie) and the act of drawing. . . nothing more than the visceral release on paper of the most fragile, humble, and deceptively simple of media – in an age that despises fragility, humility, and simplicity. Although both charcoal and pastel can be fragmented, crushed, and reduced to dust in a single arbitrary or careless moment of time, both of these media can project into visual art potent and sensuous powers of endurance that will resonate with the same epic, intimate, universal and demonic obstinacy as life itself.” The work generated by this vulnerable-invulnerable dialectic will have necessarily prevailed apart from the expected conceits of conventional representation and realism.” 


Wall of Perpetrators IV and V consists of The Black Book of Aggressors I – V, a project begun by Selma Waldman in 1998. It is part of her long project Naked/Aggression. Waldman began Naked/Aggression in response to revelations about atrocities in the Bosnian war. Book of Combatant I and II on brown paper, expose the rape and violence that are part of war, based entirely on public accounts. The title refers to the representation of the perpetrators naked from the waist down, with prominent sexual organs. It makes an unavoidable connection between the sexual drive and the drive to abuse other humans in war.  In each case,Waldman’s image is based in a specific incident, but becomes part of a larger pattern of abuse. During her long career, Selma Waldman addressed South Africa, Bosnia, and most recently Guantanamo, Abu Ghraib and police brutality worldwide.    

Begun just after the Abu Ghraib torture images were made public in the fall of 2003, Waldman called her last body of work The Hague Project. With this title, she is calling attention to the fact that the actions perpetrated by the US troops and other combatants are in violation of international law and prosecutable at the International Criminal Court in The Hague. Waldman’s desire was to show the work in The Hague itself.
These works are drawn with variously colored pastels, chalks and charcoal on 9 x 12” black paper taken from a spiral memory book. The spiral has been removed, and the 24 pages of each book develop as a series of themes. The walls are framed in a sequence of vertical panels. Most panels include three drawings, but in following the themes the viewer progresses horizontally across the panels. Waldman thus prevents the possibility of buying or exhibiting a single vertical panel, as the impact of the work is based on the variations of a theme over a series of panels. By showing the works as a group, the impact is aesthetic, when we stand back and appreciate Waldman’s draftsmanship.  As we approach closer, each drawing has detailed description of each atrocity. Text quoted from public sources is an important component of her work. 

The entire cycle of the Black Book of Aggressosr 1-V includes over two hundred drawings and was left unfinished at the time of the artist’s death in April 2008. Collectively they are a profound artistic response to the revelations of the degradation of human beings and the systematic abuse of power in Abu Ghraib, Guantanamo, and elsewhere. 
Wall of Perpetrators IV and V represent specific acts of torture: beating with chains, the use of dogs, cables, sexual abuse, jumping on prisoners, violation of women, electric shock to testicles, force feeding hunger strikers, extreme positions, prisoners immobilized in their own shit, and the final six works on specific representations of techniques of waterboarding. The sequence of torture images is interrupted in the middle with a sardonic reference to “Captain Figleaf Awarded Legion of Merit Medal II”  The leader of Guantanomo “Gitmo” torture was given a medal for “Inspiring leadership and exemplary performance” “in a world of despair beyond the laws of civilized nations.” 
 The brilliant colors of blue, orange, yellow, green, glow throughout the work, at the same that they correspond to aspects of the torture ( as for example yellow and orange relate to electrical torture). Waldman’s combination of aesthetic surface, line, and color with deeply disturbing subject matter affiliates with the tradition of German expressionism as practiced by an artist like Kathe Kollwitz.  
Waldman works primarily in charcoal or chalk because she believes that their fragility parallels the fragility of human life. As she represents these disturbing scenes,  Waldman pursues the most specific details available of the actual event. The physical act of drawing binds with the event itself giving it a larger resonance. Waldman’s ability to engage both the particular act and its larger significance as absolutely immoral comes through the act of drawing itself. 
 The relationship between her medium and subject matter is intimate and intentional:  


 Few artists succeed in being both politically engaged and deeply aesthetic without one part of the equation overwhelming the other. If we look closely at these works we come away with an awe for the power of art as well as an urgent need to resist the conditions that made these acts possible.  Day after day Waldman has penetrated to the heart of darkness and returned with factual information. She embeds those facts in drawings that by their very nature speak of creativity as an alternative to depravity.
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