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DL	07	stereotypes	of	war	a	photographic	investigation	
	
This	essay	looks	at	the	German	photographer	Jens	Liebchen’s	photographic	work	
DL07	–	Stereotypes	of	war	a	photographic	investigation,	(DL	07)	the	discourse	it	
creates	and	the	way	in	which	it	asks	its	audience	to	engage	with	it.	
	
Liebchen	realises	the	project	in	the	form	of	a	48-page	photo	book,	containing	
black	and	white	images	and	an	introduction	written	by	the	historian,	writer	and	
curator	Ian	Jeffrey.		The	book	features	in	Photo	Book	II,	a	statement	that	grounds	
the	work	with	some	significance	by	its	inclusion.	
	
DL	07	contains	19	images,	taken	by	Liebchen,	Tierana	in	Albania.		The	images	
appear	photo	reportage	in	nature,	and	without	any	further	explanation,	they	
would	appear	to	document	an	area	subject	to	conflict	containing,	among	other	
signifiers,	males	with	rifles	fig	1	and	incomplete	buildings.	Fig	2	
	
Tierana	was	in	fact	at	peace	during	the	time	that	Liebchen	shot	the	images	and	
so,	as	the	full	title	of	the	work	suggests,	DL	07	is	not	simply	about	the	images	and	
the	information	they	purport	to	provide,	as	clever	and	vital	to	creating	the	
discourse	as	they	are,	but	the	way	in	which	the	project	investigates	how	the	

audience	reads	and	creates	
assumptions	from	the	
imagery.	
	
The	book	is	small,	with	the	
limited	number	of	images	
narrowing	the	initially	
perceivable	discourse	on	
purpose,	but	those	within,	
‘build(s)	up	a	picture	of	a	
city	racked	by	the	tense	
atmosphere	of	conflict’	
(Parr	and	Badger,	2006).	
	

DL	07’s	discourse	comes	in	part	from	exploring	the,	’nature	of	photographic	
seeing	by	reconstructing	(and	deconstructing)	the	reportage	clichés’	(Parr	and	
Badger	2006).			
	

Fig	1	
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It	is	the	way	in	which	the	images	work	as	a	
sequence,	opening	with	the	male	and	his	
rifle,	fig	1	and	the	manner	in	which	they	are	
shot	as	Liebchen	builds	the	scenes,	subverts	
the	genre	and	creates	the	false	narrative	
that	then	allows	our	own	assumptions,	
naturally	drawn	from	our	own	social	
references	and	the	familiarity	of	such	
images	within	the	media	that	creates	the	
further	discourse	and	the,	‘investigation’	
that	Liebchen	sets	out	to	look	at.		DL	07	
does	not	seek	to	investigate	the	impact	of	
conflict,	despite	Albania	having	been	at	war	
several	years	before	the	images	were	taken,	
it	is	the	way	in	which	we	read	the	images	
and	stereotype	the	content	that	is	really	
being	explored.		I	earlier	described	a	
building	as	incomplete.	fig	2	This	term	is	
correct.		As	we	can	see	from	the	image	

windows	are	missing	and	the	surrounding	landscape	is	full	of	rubble.		On	its	own	
this	image	could	be	what	it	is,	a	photograph	of	an	unfinished	construction	site.	By	
placing	it	within	DL	07,	where	we	have	other	images	including	of	buildings	with	
helicopters	above	fig	3	the	rubble	and	window	voids	become	indexical	signifiers	of	
conflict.	

		
These	stereotypes	are	susceptible	to	change	
dependant	on	the	moment	in	history	from	
which	they	are	viewed.	It	is	the	moment	in	
history	that	the	audience	is	in	and	their	
references	to	history	that	allows	Liebchen’s	
images	to	create	the	falsehood	within	the	
work.	
	
For	example,	the	image	containing	the,	
‘smudge	on	the	windscreen	that	might	be	a	
bloodstain’	(Parr	and	Badger	2006)	for	me	
reads	differently	fig	4.		I	see	this	as	a	mortar	
round,	born	from	my	war	references	placed	
within	conflict	in	Iraq	and	the	images	
shown	by	UK	broadcasters.		While	both	
have	the	same	impact,	it	is	our	own	
references	that	draw	the	assumptions.		In	
this	example	the	outcome	is	the	same,	an	
assumption	of	war,	but	the	manner	in	

which	we	draw	the	assumption,	our	‘in	the	true,’	(Foucault	as	in	Mills	2003)	
changes	according	to	when	and	where	we	are	in	history.	
	
As	with	all	photographic	reading,	‘the	exercise	in	interpretation…	calls	for	
considerable	tact,	historical	judgement	–	in	essence	a	politics	of	reading’	(Hall,	as	
in	Bates	2009).			DL	07	questions	these	politics.	

Fig	2	

Fig	3	
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Fig	4	

It	is	not	just	the	reading	that	is	under	investigation	however,	but	the	very	nature	
of	reportage	photography.		Is	it	the	style	employed	that	leads	us	to	a	false	
understanding	of	the	content	of	the	images?	
	
DL	07	looks	at	the	postmodern	approach	to	war	photography,	changed	over	time	
by	both	media	and	the	platforms	on	which	they	operate,	the	audience’s	need	for	
information	and,	‘where	‘Robert	Capa	and	Eric	Borchert	are	two	who	paid	with	
their	lives	for	the	sake	of	this	unmediated	coverage.	Post-modernists,	on	the	
other	hand,	don’t	take	that	heroic	standpoint,	mainly	because	the	wars	they	
report	form	no	part	of	a	larger	cause.	Mostly,	these	wars	have	local	dimensions	
incomprehensible	to	an	outsider,	and	might	be	carried	out	by	devoted	patriots,	
but	equally	by	robbers	and	deluded	children…	The	photographic	reporter	is	of	
necessity	in	these	conditions	a	transient,	principally	a	nervous	traveller	in	
unreliable	streets.’	(Liebchen	and	Jeffrey,	2000)		We	are	also	taken	away	from	
the	need	to	capture	Cartier-Bresson’s	‘decisive	moment’,	as	we	are	able	to	take	a	
snap	shot	from	a	video	for	example,	and	so	while	we	are	easily	led,	insular	to	the	
truth	of	a	conflict	for	which	we	share	less	knowledge	than	we	would	have	with	a	
world	war,	we	follow	the	lead	of	the	reportage	style,	perhaps	feeling	a	sense	of	
knowing	from	the	interest	in	other	genres	present,	such	as	landscape	
photography	present	within	the	images.		
	
Photography	itself	has	changed	the	approach	to	picture	making.	Where	
previously	images	were	‘constructed	from	a	storehouse	of	traditional	schemes	
and	skills	and	attitudes…	photographs	as	the	man	on	the	street	put	it,	were	
taken.’	(Szarkowski,	2007)	and	it	is	this	taking	of	images	and	then	our	trust	
in	reading	them	that	is	investigated.		
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The	work	challenges	us	to	ask	if	we	are	being,	‘manipulated	from	afar.		The	
information	we	are	fed	provides	instant	gratification,	while	our	knowledge	of	the	
unseen	forces	that	move	history	is	as	limited	as	ever.		Liebchen’s	postmodern	
reportage	tells	us	to	trust	nothing	–	neither	tale	or	teller,	and	certainly	not	the	
postmodern	deconstruction	of	both.	(Parr	and	Badger,	2006)	
	
The	difference	in	reading	and	trust	due	to	the	placement	of	the	reader	in	history	
becomes	even	more	evident	by	the	use	of	black	and	white	film	imagery.		It	gives	
an	element	of	truth	to	the	audience	in	that	is	places	it	in	a	time	that	is	‘pre-
digital,’	in	an	era	of	photographic	truths	with	less	manipulation.		These	
assumptions	are	incorrect,	as	many	photographic	works	will	testify	to,		(for	
example	João	Silva’s	account	of	Kevin	Carter’s	Pulitzer	prize	winning	image	of	
the	Sudanese	child	and	a	hooded	vulture	fig	5.)	We	nonetheless	place	significance	
on	the	aesthetic	of	the	image	in	order	to	give	it	authority.		Had	this	discussion	
been	taking	place	in	the	70’s	then	this	added	authority	might	not	have	been	
present.		That	is	not	to	say	that	there	would	be	no	truth	had	the	images	been	
created	in	a	crisp,	colour	digital	format.	The	instant	nature	of	such	imagery	often	
indicates	a	level	of	truth	for	the	viewer	of	current	affairs,	with	the	them	believing	
there	simply	isn’t	time	to	manipulate	the	truth	as	the	images	of	events	unfolding	
are	sent	to	mobile	devices,	for	example.		
	
The	format	of	a	book	gives	rise	to	a	longer	time	period	in	which	the	imagery	
contained	can	been	considered	more	before	being	put	before	the	audience.		
While	this,	as	DL	07	shows,	is	open	to	manipulating	the	reader,	the	medium	of	
the	book	perhaps	gives	the	reader	a	false	assurance	of	the	truth,	due	to	the	social	
significance	we	now	give	to	books,	which	currently	relate	more	strongly	to	
considered	research	than	that	of	the	ever	changing	and	manipulated	online	
resources,	such	as	Wikipedia.	
	
I	started	by	stating	that	DL	07’s	inclusion	within	Photo	Book	II	grounds	it	with	
some	significance.		This	is	true.	Parr	and	Badger	have	enough	of	a	standing	
within	the	world	of	photography	to	be	authoritative	and	without	doubt	they	
have	an	understanding	of	what	makes	a	significant	photo	book.		I	would	however	
go	further	and	state	that	Photo	Book	II	is	grounded	with	authority	because	of	its	
inclusion	of	DL	07.		The	book	asks	questions	that	challenge	the	media	and	
medium,	the	way	in	which	we	read	photographs	and	the	truth	created,	
particularly	within	journalistic	and	documentary	photography.		Without	
including	work	that	creates	this	particular	discourse	that	authority	would	be	
lost.	

	 	
	
Fig	5	
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