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Robert Capa’s most famous image, known as Death of a (or Dying) Loyalist Soldier 
or, The Falling Soldier is one of the most celebrated photographs ever made. It has 
worked its way into almost every book on war photography and secured its 
place within the canon of photographic imagery. The photograph depicts a 
Spanish Republican soldier dropping to the ground after having being shot 
directly through either the heart or the brain, in September 1936 – or so it is 
widely believed. It was perhaps the first picture ever to have been taken at the 
same moment as a bullet penetrated its victim and because of this, it is often 
referred to as the ‘moment of death’ picture. The dynamism of the photograph 
and the seemingly perfect timing of the photographic exposure has made it one 
of the earliest and finest examples of what we understand as high action combat 
photography. Capa cut his teeth as a war photographer during the Spanish Civil 
War, where he met and lived with the likes of Ernest Hemingway, George 
Orwell and Martha Gellhorn. It was there too that he earned his reputation as 
‘the greatest war-photographer in the World’, as was claimed by Picture Post in 
1938. The Falling Soldier was essential to this accolade and the photograph 
marked the beginning of his prominence.1 However, in 1975 it was suggested 
that the picture had in fact been ‘faked’. This has led to the image becoming the 
most debated specimen in the history of photojournalism.2 It has also stimulated 
debate over the ethics of photography and photojournalism, and has questioned 
the notion of the photograph as an unquestioned document of fact, and the cliché 
that the camera never lies.  
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The accusations against the veracity of the photograph have, however, often been 
flawed and research has been poorly executed. Phillip Knightley first published 
the claim in his book The First Casualty: The War Correspondent as Hero, 
Propagandist and Mythmaker, from the Crimea to Vietnam in 1975. The claim was 
made by a reporter, O’Dowd Gallagher, who covered the Spanish Civil War for 
the London Daily Express. Gallagher claimed that he had been staying with Capa 
at a time when there had been little action to photograph, so Capa was detailed 
some troops to go and stage maneuvers to photograph in a nearby trench.3 
However, as Richard Whelan points out, Gallagher covered the war from the 
Nationalist, Fascist perspective, and Capa’s reputation as a Jewish left-wing 
affiliate, he was an enemy of the Fascist insurgents, and would never have been 
able to report from behind the Nationalist lines.4 Furthermore, records show that 
Capa was never anywhere near San Sebastián, where Gallagher claimed that he 
and Capa had been staying and where the picture was made. Indeed, there is no 
reason to believe that Capa and Gallagher met before 1939.5 
 
In Whelan’s biography of Robert Capa published in 1985, through careful 
research, he places the exact location and date of the moment in the photograph 
as at or near the village of Cerro Muriano on September 5th, 1936. In 1996, British 
journalist Rita Grosvenor published the claim by her subject, Mario Brotóns 
Jordá who claimed that the man in Capa’s photograph was Federico Borrell 
García. Brotóns published his research in his book Retazos de una época de 
inquietudes [Sketches of a Turbulent Era] (1995) and identified Federico Borrell by 
his distinctive leather cartridge cases, which apparently meant that he could only 
have belonged to the Alcoy militia regiment. Brotóns claimed to have delved in 
the Spanish Government archives which confirmed that only one man from the 
Alcoy militia had been killed on September 5th at Cerro Muriano; Federico 
Borrell. Brotóns then showed the photograph to Borrell’s surviving relatives who 
confirmed the identity of the falling soldier.6 However, as Alex Kershaw (Capa’s 
second biographer) rightly points out, it is odd that they managed to recognize 
Borrell (without being prompted), yet they never recognized him in the 
photograph before, despite the fact that the image has been reproduced dozens 
of times, all over the world.7 Kershaw also notes that Brotóns’s book omits notes 
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and source references, and through his own research he could not find any 
reference to Federico Borrell at the Salamanca or the Ávila government archives 
where Brotóns claimed he found the revelatory references.8 In addition, the fact 
that Brotóns and Borrell both came from the same town of Alcoy is also quite a 
lucky coincidence. 
 

* 
 
The question of the ‘authenticity’ of documentary war photography is one that 
has spanned the history of the genre. The matter of to what extent the 
photographer should interact with his subject seems integral to the ‘good 
practice’ of the correspondent. War photographers have made slight adjustments 
to the composition of their images since the American Civil War. Alexander 
Gardner, a member of Mathew Brady’s collective, famously produced Death of a 
Rebel Sniper (also known as Home of a Rebel Sharpshooter) during the Battle of 
Gettysburg, 1863. Gardner is said to have moved the body of the sniper to 
improve the composition of his picture. (Ian Jeffrey suggests that all of the 
elements within the picture may have been composed.9) Don McCullin’s image 
of a dead North Vietnamese soldier with his possessions strewn out in front of 
him makes an excellent parallel: McCullin has been criticized for slightly re-
arranging the dead man’s articles (which had already been sifted through and 
littered by American soldiers), because he wanted to improve the composition of 
his photograph, the key element being a photograph of the Vietnamese soldier’s 
sweetheart. However, he did not alter what was there, he just changed very 
slightly how it was there. McCullin quite rightly maintains that it is still a valid 
document of war – just as the poetry of Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen, and 
the paintings of Otto Dix and Paul Nash are important documents of war. 
 
But due to the realistic nature of the photographic image, a photograph instantly 
connotes that what is shown in the image is a true and precise record of that 
particular temporal instant. This assumption increases proportionally with the 
seriousness of the subject matter. We do not expect correspondents – individuals 
in whom we place a lot of trust and who therefore have a great responsibility – to 
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exercise ‘artistic license’ with their coverage of the most cruel and bloody 
incidents across the world. Ironically, it is the most playful and frivolous of 
documentary photographers, such as Martin Parr who presents a vision so 
candid and humorous that the images seem impossibly ‘natural’. Yet Parr claims 
– and there is no reason to suggest otherwise – that he never stages his 
photographs.           
 
However, it very difficult to come to terms with this complex notion of staging 
photographs. If a photographer makes an image using actors, perhaps some kind 
of studio, and directs their subjects, then that can clearly be considered as 
‘staging’ a photograph. So it would seem that the relationship between the 
photographer and their subject is essential to how contrived, or staged an image 
is. Yet it is virtually impossible for the photographer to never interact with his 
subject matter, or intrude upon the natural (i.e. what would take place in their 
absence) course of events. As frequently as photographers may claim otherwise, 
they are never ‘just observers’; their presence – and indeed anyone’s presence - in 
any given location always has some kind of knock-on effect, even if only in the 
most microscopic and seemingly insignificant capacity. In relation to journalism, 
there have been many occasions where the capacity of the journalist – to 
communicate to the world – has literally influenced life and death situations. For 
example, in 2001 when the Northern Alliance et al deposed the Taliban from 
Afghanistan’s capital, Kabul, on almost every news feature from teams of 
journalists that were following platoons of Northern Alliance soldiers and came 
across groups of or individual Taliban members, the reporter would claim 
something along the lines of: ‘this Taliban soldier would almost certainly have 
been killed, had it not been for our presence.’10 I believe that it is the life saving – 
and indeed the life taking – capacity of the journalist, which holds the answer to 
the mystery of Capa and his Falling Soldier.  
 
Capa made two public statements regarding the circumstances in which he took 
the Falling Soldier, which contradict one another. In the first, which was 
published in the New York World-Telegram on 1st September 1937, Capa said that 
he had spent several days with a soldier (whom he, surprisingly never 
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remembered the name of) and on the fateful day in Cordoba, the two of them 
had been pinned down in a trench by insurgent machine-gun fire. The soldier 
was growing increasingly impatient and eventually decided to risk it and take 
his chances. As he climbed out of the trench, Capa raised his camera, and blindly 
made an exposure. Capa remained in the trench with the body for two hours 
until it was dark and safe to return to the refuge of the Republican lines.11 This 
account is quashed by the fact that there exists an image taken in precisely the 
same location as The Falling Soldier, of another soldier who has just been shot. 
However, the low camera angle, and the fact that the soldier had been standing 
flat-footed (not moving),12 is consistent with this description of events. 
 
The second public announcement was in a radio interview for WNBC New York 
a decade later, when Capa was publicizing his biography Slightly Out of Focus 
(1947). Capa claimed that he had taken the photograph in an unspecified part of 
Andalusía, when he was with a group of about twenty untrained recruits. He 
said that they had been in a trench, firing at a machine-gun nest on a facing hill. 
Capa said that the soldiers were young and enthused, and as a result it would 
seem, were prepared to make desperate charges at the enemy. The soldiers fired 
for several minutes and then charged, and those that were fortunate enough 
retreated hastily back to the trench.13 As Capa described: 
 

‘…The fourth time I just kind of put my camera above my head and even 
didn’t look and clicked the picture when they moved over the trench.’14 

 
However, if the soldiers had been moving towards the enemy – out of the front 
of the trench, down the hill – Capa would have to have been lower down the hill 
in order to have been in a position consistent with the camera angle. Unless he 
was in some other trench or a foxhole further down the hill, the machine-gun 
nest would have shot Capa instantly.      
   
Any cynic would infer that the inconsistencies between these two accounts prove 
that Capa was concealing something, and in light of Gallagher’s accusation 
against the photograph, conclude that Capa probably did stage the photograph. 
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However, I believe that Capa’s apparent guilt was not because he had staged the 
photograph that made him famous, but because he felt that he was in some 
capacity responsible for the Falling Soldier’s death. 
 
In 1982, Life photographer Hansel Mieth, a contemporary of Capa’s, wrote to 
Whelan, describing an argument she once interrupted between Capa and her 
husband Otto, one evening in the late 1940s. Otto Mieth and Capa had been 
arguing about the photograph – not however, its veracity. Otto Mieth claimed 
that Capa had said that he and a group of soldiers had been ‘fooling around’ on 
that day. Although there had not been any enemy firing at the time, Capa felt 
guilty because he had caused the men to run down an exposed hill. Capa had 
been ‘a little ahead and to the side of them’ (this is consistent with the 
perspective of the photograph) and made an exposure at the same time as the 
enemy opened fire. Capa apparently told the same story to German 
photographer Gisèle Freund, claiming that he had killed the man in the picture.15  
 

* 
 
The idea of Capa’s photograph as some kind of conspiracy theory is naturally 
quite seductive, and it is very difficult to enter a discourse on this image without 
being lured into the debate over its origin. However, to concentrate solely upon 
the fake/genuine argument is to overlook the true value of the photograph. 
Moreover, as Whelan concludes in his staunch defence of the photograph’s 
origin, ‘it is time to let both Capa and Borrell rest in peace’.16 Furthermore, the 
debate over the veracity of the photograph is somewhat irrelevant, for three 
main reasons.  
 
Firstly, in the illustrated magazines from the inception of the halftone process in 
1882 which enabled photographs to be directly reproduced in the mass print 
media, to the late 1930s, photographs primarily functioned as illustrations for 
stories alone. This of course is not the case in the print media today. Piers 
Morgan published a staged photography of British Soldiers abusing an Iraqi 
prisoner in May 2004. When it was clear that the picture was contrived, Morgan 
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made a vain attempt to absolve himself by claiming that the picture functioned 
as an ‘illustration’ of real events. That of course cost him his job. Yet during 
Capa’s time it was a very common practice to make images to order, for specific 
stories within a publication. Photographers took actors and props to locations 
and produced documentary-style pictures. Picture magazines were filled with a 
peculiar mix of highly contrived illustrations and un-staged, candid photography. 
They were precisely like modern television documentaries, containing 
interviews, archive footage and dramatic reconstructions. Therefore, if Capa’s 
photograph had been constructed, his actions would not have been contrary to 
the then day-to-day practice in photojournalism. Although he does not give 
specific examples, Kershaw claims that Capa did stage some action shots during 
the Spanish conflict, as did many photographers.17 However, to lie about it 
would have been unethical for a correspondent, irrespective of the period. 
 
Secondly, the integrity of virtually all news photographs are subjected to editors, 
layout artists and caption writers, and of course, the context within which the 
images appear. There is no record of any precise notes that accompanied Capa’s 
films which were couriered to Paris, so it is difficult to trace the exact nature of 
what he may or may not have instructed/suggested Vu magazine (the first 
publication to print The Falling Soldier) to mention about his picture. Indeed, 
when The Falling Soldier was published in an Italian magazine, the caption 
claimed that the photograph had in fact been taken near Cadiz.18  
 
Finally, whether or not The Falling Soldier depicts a genuine moment is irrelevant 
because the photograph is still an original image that depicts a soldier who is 
falling, which has very obvious connotations towards the throes of death. (I 
refute Knightley’s suggestion that without a caption, the image would simply 
depict a soldier who is falling over.19) As we have seen in the case of McCullin’s 
photograph, The Falling Soldier is the expression of an eyewitness, and therefore a 
valid document of the Spanish Civil War. The image was used to illustrate a 
story about the state of the loyalist Spanish army against the Nazi-sponsored, 
Fascist insurgents. Partly due to the image’s novelty – but mainly because of the 
composition of the soldier, whose posture demonstrates a classic death-like 



© Jesse Alexander, 2004 
www.jessealexander.co.uk 

8 

stance (which we shall discuss in due course) – Capa’s image has become an 
instant symbol for war; an icon for Man’s inhumanity towards Man, and 
(especially before the Second World War) ‘the most powerful symbol in the 
struggle against Fascism.’20 The genuine/fake argument over the photograph is 
only relevant in the context of Capa’s integrity as a war correspondent: Did 
Robert Capa really deserve the title of ‘the greatest war-photographer in the 
World’ in 1938, and possibly to date? Or is it the case that he was he a charlatan, 
whose most celebrated image was just as fabricated as his alias? However, we are 
not concerned with Capa’s biography; whether or not he lied does not detract 
from the fact that Capa’s contribution to combat photography shaped the nature 
of the genre more than any other single photographer, and The Falling Soldier 
probably more than any other single image. 
 
It is time to indulge the popular discourse no further. Instead, we shall now treat 
Capa’s photograph on a pictorial, and on a philosophical level. We shall explore 
the reasons for the status of the image, and discuss where this locates the picture 
in our culture. Firstly, we must compare the different contexts for which Capa 
intended the images to be used: the illustrated press.  
 
The Falling Soldier made its first appearance in the French periodical Vu on 
September 23 1936, eighteen days after it was taken. The first and most obvious 
observation one must make is the juxtaposition of what was to become the 
legendary image with a second, similar image.∗ This was also the case in the issue 
of Paris-Soir, June 28 1937.  
 
It is almost as if the second image appeared by accident, since it has only been 
reproduced by Vu and Paris-Soir. But it has been of particular interest to those 
joining in the fake/genuine argument over The Falling Soldier: It has been 
suggested that the figure in the second image was in fact the same individual as 
in the first, but Borrell would have been a truly remarkable man had he been able 

                                                 
∗ It is often noted that the image was published by Regards, a leftist French publication and rival to 
Vu. Images that appear to have been taken on the same day as The Falling Soldier were published 
in Regards 24/9/1936, but I cannot confirm that The Falling Soldier was also published. 
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to change his shirt between being hit by a bullet and dropping to the ground, 
dead. But the uniqueness of Capa’s most famous image is somewhat questioned 
when it emerges that there exists what can almost be called another version of it. 
Although it is nearly impossible to say with any certainty whether Capa was the 
first photographer to make an exposure of a man as he was hit by a bullet (and 
indeed Capa met with similar circumstances later on in his career21), the fact that 
he managed to photograph two, in the same spot within a very short space of 
one-another is rare indeed. The answer to whether this is testimony to Capa’s 
skill as a photographer or just tragic serendipity has long since gone to the grave. 
It is interesting to speculate as to why the layout artists and picture editors 
decided to print two such similar pictures, as the novelty of the photograph 
would have perhaps been enhanced by the existence of one image alone. 
Furthermore, the visual impact of the page layout - and thus the emotional 
impact of the story - would have been enhanced with only one image to illustrate 
the story. 
 
The by-line at the top of the page in Vu – ‘comment ils sont tombés’ – is, like the 
historiography of the image, aptly ambiguous and worth attention. It can 
translate literally as; [this is] how they fell, or as a question; how did they fall? But as 
in the English verb to fall, ‘tomber’ is also a euphemism for death – for example, 
ceux qui sont tombés au champs d’honneur – and thus the caption can be translated 
rhetorically; Oh, how they have fallen! However, the text on the top of the adjacent 
page depicting the plight of Spanish refugees reads, ‘comment ils sont fui’ (how 
they fled). Therefore, it is safe to conclude that the caption above Capa’s pictures 
is supposed to be read as; this is how they fell [in their deaths]. 
 
The text at the bottom of the page is especially interesting in the way the image is 
presented: 
 

Legs tense, chest to the wind, rifle in hand, they tear down the stubble-covered 
slope …Suddenly their flight is broken, a bullet whistles – a fratricidal bullet – 
and their blood is drunk by their native soil22 
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The rather unusual use of the word ‘fratricidal’23 is quite interesting. When the 
Falling Soldier was first published, the Spanish Civil War had only been raging 
for two months, and the general ideology of the war – from the point of view of 
the Republicans and foreign, anti-fascist sympathizers – was still highly 
socialistic and idealistic, with notions of brothers killing their brothers and sisters. 
However, as the killing continued relentlessly, and with the intervention of 
foreign armies (Soviet as well as Italian and German) it became obvious that the 
Spanish Civil War was something much more significant than just an internal 
civil war, but perhaps a prologue to a much broader European conflict. Notions 
such as ‘brothers and sisters’ began to disperse from the thoughts of the foreign 
onlookers.24 That at least partly explains why the most famous publication of the 
Falling Soldier appeared with a much less romantic caption.  
 
Almost a year later, to mark the first anniversary of the war, Life published the 
picture above the headline: 

Death in Spain: The Civil War has taken 500,000 lives in one year25 
 
Below Capa’s image was: 

Robert Capa’s camera catches a Spanish soldier the instant he is dropped by a 
bullet through the head in [the] front of Cordoba26 
 

The rhetoric of this caption is very different to that employed by Vu. Firstly, it 
forms Capa’s image as a generic sign for all of the killing, and uses The Falling 
Soldier to represent each of the half-million deaths that the headline refers to. 
And the caption under the image uses subtler linguistic techniques – yet quite as 
dramatic as in Vu: It uses alliteration (…Capa’s camera captures…) to make a 
beguiling start to the sentence, and plays on the notion of catching the soldier as 
he is dropping to the ground: ‘Their’ photographer has salvaged something from 
this horrific, homicidal act. The reference to the specific context with which the 
image was made illustrates the novelty value of the picture and the detail of the 
location - which adds authority – instantly sets to impress the reader of the 
whole article. The tone of the rest of the feature is quite matter-of-fact: Along 
with four pages of stills from Ernest Hemingway’s documentary on the war in 
Spain, the article gives a brief history of the start of the conflict and a short 
explanation as to some of the causes of the social divide in the Spanish 
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population. Overall, it remains objective throughout. It is a far cry from the crude 
spread in Vu which interrelates the death of Republican loyalist soldiers with 
innocent refugees, tugging desperately on the heartstrings. 
 

* 

 
Capa’s Falling Soldier is frequently referred to as one of, if not the best, specimen 
of war photography ever made. However, ‘best’ is a weak and subjective term 
that is unhelpful. It is impossible to define within a single photograph, all of the 
emotions and existential horrors of war. What Capa’s image does define – albeit 
highly romantically – is one aspect of war; that of a single combatant’s death. It is 
one man’s vision of another man falling back in the closing moment of his life. In 
the words of Capa’s contemporary and protégé, Martha Gellhorn, the picture 
reminds us that ‘war happens to people, one by one’.27 
 
It is intriguing to discuss the famous image of the Falling Soldier in contrast to the 
second image that appeared below it in Vu. Since the two images are so similar, 
and the figure in the second image is closer to the ground than the first, there is a 
very filmic quality to the spread: it appears as if the pictures are part of a time-
lapse sequence that could be animated like a strip of cinematic celluloid. I would 
like to discuss both of these images, purely as visual representations of death. In 
Vivian Sobchack’s essay ‘Inscribing Ethical Space’,28 she presents ten different 
methods of representing death. Although Sobchack is referring to fictive cinema 
and documentary film, discussing these models of representation in relation to 
Capa’s Falling Soldiers, despite the fact that they are still frames, is just as 
possible, and equally valid – especially since nowadays, the distinction between 
the still and the moving image is becoming ever more shrouded. Moreover, in 
light of the filmic quality of the layouts in Vu and Paris-Soir, it seems even more 
appropriate to relate the images to Sobchack’s discourse. 
 
Sobchack sets her argument against the maxim of death as a taboo in Western 
culture (particularly peaceful, ‘natural’ death which, before the Twentieth 
Century was commonplace in the Home): 
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‘Removing natural death from public spaces and discourses leaves only 
violent death in public sites and conversation…While natural death became 
more and more smothered in prudery, violent death has played an ever 
growing part in the fantasies offered to mass audiences.’29 

 
She continues to stress that death’s exorbitance is essentially un-representable: 
 

‘… death always so forcefully exceeds and subverts its indexical 
representation…’30 

 
Sobchack’s first proposition is that of an ‘off-screen, out of sight’31 death which 
‘lies over the threshold of visibility and representation’32. This is personified in 
the image of the detective searching through the minute and abstract detail of an 
enlarged photograph. On the other hand there is the saturated, pornographic 
depiction of death, which is equally blurred in its final vision. Sobchack notes 
that in contemporary culture – perhaps informed by the institution of forensic 
science as represented by television and the cinema – death has become 
‘technologized’.33 There has emerged an obsession with the temporal instant of 
death – expressed laconically as the kill shot. She mentions Abraham Zapruder’s 
footage of JFK’s assassination and the presentation of that film as a ‘dissection of 
death into a series of “little steps” which “finally make it possible to know which 
step was the real death”’34. The irony is that when film and video footage is 
reduced in such a way, like enlarged, frozen CCTV footage, the images become 
more abstract and harder to identify.  The aesthetic quality of Capa’s photograph 
– very slightly blurred – has been essential to its success. (Capa famously 
bragged that to get good action shots, all you had to do was make them slightly 
out of focus – hence the title of his memoirs.) Caroline Brothers asserts that the 
picture has a ‘teasing ambivalence’ to it and the tension of the image relies on the 
‘reader’s constant alternation between what is depicted and what it seems to 
depict, [this] ensures the images ongoing fascination.’35  
 
The Zapruder footage makes an apt parallel to the presentation of Capa’s 
photographs in Vu. Here, the presence of the second image firmly contextualizes 
the first as a vision of a man as he is being shot. (Indeed, the diptych in Paris-Soir 
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was captioned with ‘Hit!!!’ and ‘He falls!!!’36) Although the two figures are 
separate individuals, their different bodily postures, and the juxtaposition of the 
pictures clearly anchor the intended reading. As a representation of death in the 
context of the print media, this page layout appeared almost as a precursor to the 
first publication of the still frames of the Zapruder film in the week following 
Kennedy’s assassination (Life 29/11/1963, pp.24-27). 
 
Key to several of Sobchack’s other propositions on the representations of death is 
the inorganic, unnatural prevention of action and motion: 

 
‘…the visible cessation of the body’s intentional behavior…stands as the index 
of death.’37   

 
This proposition presents another important explanation as to why the Falling 
Soldier is such an effective representation of death. Although the forensic expert 
that Richard Whelan consulted in 2000 suggests otherwise,38 the luxurious text 
captioning the images in Vu – ‘…they tear down the stubble-covered 
slopes…Suddenly their flight is broken…’ – provides the before and after 
contextualization that a sequence of film would offer. According to Sobchack, 
what makes The Falling Soldier such an emotive image is not the visible pain and 
violence inflicted upon a man (because this is not at all present in the 
photograph). It is the connotation of the denoted image and text which shows a 
man whose physical progress has been untimely closed:  
 

‘…the violent cessation of movement and animation in a lived-body subject 
visibly and spatially emphasizes the temporal contrast between animate and 
inanimate – between the living and the dead.’39  

 
Also, the static and unthreatening landscape in which Borrell is placed creates a 
strong contrast against the violent gesture that is marked upon it (aided with the 
caption ‘…their blood is drunk by their native soil’). (Brothers also notes that the 
cut stalks of grass in the picture have ‘reverberations drawn from age-old poetic 
conceits in which reaped harvests were a metaphor for death’40.) This helps to 
exaggerate the notion of an inorganic, unnatural, abrupt act.  
  
This reading of Capa’s images overlaps with Sobchack’s fourth proposition: 
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‘The most effective cinematic [ergo photographic] representation of death in 
our present cinematic culture is inscribed on the lived-body in action that is 
abrupt.’41 [emphasis added] 

 
Both of these propositions are displayed explicitly in Peter Weir’s movie Gallipoli 
(1991), a film in which the final frame is said to have been inspired, consciously 
or unconsciously, by Capa’s famous picture. At the very end of the film the 
protagonist, an Olympic-standard sprinter, is seen ‘psyching’ himself up in the 
same way that his father did preceding his every run. He is just about to go over 
the top of the trench to face his certain death. After the whistle is blown and he 
jumps out of the trench, the sounds of the shells and bullets are cut and we see 
him sprinting alone across a bleached-out, empty no-man’s-land accompanied by 
only the sound of his breathing and his racing feet. After a few moments the 
inevitable happens and a bullet penetrates the tension and the motion of the film 
freezes on a profile of the protagonist, with mouth and eyes gaping, body thrust 
backwards. Then the frame fades to black. The abrupt intervention of the 
protagonist’s physical momentum in conjunction with a freeze-frame – which in 
contrast to cinematic motion instantly connotes death and the passing of time – 
forms quite simple yet highly effective allegory. Compositionally, the final 
freeze-frame is not similar to Capa’s picture, but contextually, the two visions 
are. Before the final scene the film informs the viewer of the futility of the kind of 
warfare illustrated in Gallipoli – that of open charges against machine-gun posts. 
Reading the layout of Vu as it actually exists (as two similar images of two 
different dying soldiers) suggests the kind of systematic slaughter that 
mechanized warfare is responsible for, as was seen for the first time during the 
First World War. 
 
This unfair abruptness of death is more evident in Capa’s second image. It is a 
more true-to-life representation of a soldier being shot than the famous image: 
The subject’s body is twisted awkwardly; legs splayed with the right arm 
snapped backwards over his shoulder. In comparison to Borrell, the soldier’s 
death displays the sort of violence and ‘bodily humiliation’42 that we fear in 
relation to our own mortality. Borrell’s body on the other hand, displays the 
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absolutely typical asymmetry of the body’s arms which is visible time and again 
throughout artistic depictions of death and the dead, such as Èdouard Manet’s 
The Dead Toreador (c. 1864). Although we are not questioning the fact that that is 
the manner in which Borrell fell back in his death, it is still a highly idealized and 
atypical vision of death. As an image of war, its inoffensive, in-explicit vision 
undermines the true meaning of violent death. As less dramatic as it is, as 
visually confusing as the subject’s body may be, I would have much preferred 
Capa’s second image to succeed the first in being re-published and hailed as one 
of the greatest war photographs ever made.  There is, however, another 
important factor to consider in relation to the popularity of the photograph: 
replication. 
 
In the same way that it is possible to see how the subject in Capa’s image may 
have inspired the ending of Gallipoli, the vision of the Falling Soldier’s death is 
very similar to Goya’s painting The Third of May 1808 (1814). This depiction of the 
executions of Spanish patriots following the revolt of the second of May, is an 
excellent parallel to Capa’s photograph. Although it is a painting and also 
precedes Capa’s era by a century, its journalistic title, and the pictorial illusion of 
eyewitness immediacy,43 are very photographic elements that, informed by the 
genre of photojournalism, we cannot help but infer. However, more importantly, 
the two representations are extremely similar. Essentially, they both depict a 
single martyr, helpless against a foreign invader. In Goya’s image, the insurgents 
are the Napoleonic soldiers, and in Capa’s (although out of sight, of course) it is 
Franco’s fascists. The rigid composition of the Napoleonic soldiers is also 
considered as an assault on modernity and the French gift of Enlightenment. The 
diptych of the Falling Soldiers, also expresses a sentiment confronting technology, 
however, not the musket but the machine-gun.  Both martyrs are wearing bright 
white shirts, which – as well as serving to single out the figures within the 
tableau – have strong Biblical connotations, and assist in the illusion of 
helplessness. (The outstretched arms of the Spaniard in Goya’s painting that are 
an echo of the crucifixion of Christ, is also mirrored by the posture of the girl in 
Nick Ut’s famous image, Children Fleeing an American Napalm Strike (1972).) 
Indeed, we cannot discuss Goya’s painting without mentioning Picasso’s 
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Guernica (1937). Although this painting is not remotely similar to Capa’s 
photograph it was directly inspired by Goya’s painting, and it was Picasso’s 
reaction to the Spanish Civil War, particularly the massacre at Guernica, where 
the Luftwaffe bombed 1,600 civilians. Like Capa’s photograph, Guernica has 
become synonymous with the Spanish Civil War and perhaps the Twentieth 
Century’s most potent symbol of the agony of war.    
 
This line of artistic replication is explained in part by Sobchack’s fifth proposition 
– that in order to prevent fracturing the cultural taboo of death, the 
representation must be made within certain indexical conventions.44 This is 
perhaps the closest explanation as to how this news-photograph has undergone 
the cultural re-configuration from an ephemeral photographic representation 
into the category of art: It is not the originality of the composition of the 
photograph which has made it such a well remembered image, but its classicism. 
The composition of Borrell’s body, his white shirt, and the presentation of a 
helpless martyr’s struggle are in tune with our subliminal, idealized expectations 
of death. In addition, it must be noted that the image is in no way ugly or 
macabre. If we assume that Borrell was dead before he hit the ground, then as a 
photograph of a dead soldier from the Spanish Civil War, it is very tame in its 
explicitness, especially when compared to images of dead Italian soldiers by 
Ernest Hemingway that were published in Ken45. One of his images depicts quite 
graphically what appears to be a man’s head without a skull; the torn skin that 
just about still makes up a face draped over the ground like a discarded latex 
mask.  
 
Sobchack also mentions in her fifth proposition the need to present the 
representation of the death with such a vision that the audience is made ethically 
justified in indulging in, on the one hand, the slightly fetishistic act of looking at 
a dead body, and on the other, the aestheticization of a human corps. In the case 
of The Falling Soldier, this was taken care of by the contexts in which Capa’s 
photograph appeared; in the print media as part of – what would be described in 
contemporary terms as – a ‘human interest’ story. Indeed, one which was 
politically challenging to the popular Western enemy, the fascists. However, the 
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fact that the photograph had a certain novelty value must have helped this 
process of absolution enormously: It is ok to look at a man at the moment he died 
because Man’s technology has made it possible to do so. Particularly the caption 
from Life (“…Capa’s camera catches…”) distracts the viewer from an emotional 
response towards the dying man, and focuses it towards the marvel of the 
photographic apparatus.  
 
It is easy to dismiss Sobchack’s notion of a taboo about death when pictures of 
corpses have been regularly published throughout Europe and the United States 
since it became possible to reproduce photographs accurately in the print media. 
Therefore, I do not connect Sobchack’s proposition to Capa’s pictures to illustrate 
how the editors justified publishing socially fragile material. But this does 
explain how Capa’s photograph has been able to be reprinted so many times and 
thus become so popular, and why it is heralded as one of the most successful 
photographs ever made.  
 

* 
 
In a recent essay, David Evans discusses Bertolt Brecht’s monograph Kriegsfibel 
(“War Primer”) in relation to the monument, and specifically refers to Brecht’s 
work as a ‘poor monument’.46 The phrase photo-epigram that Brecht coined with 
his work refers to the four-line prose that captioned each of the images in his 
collection, which were appropriated from the print media during the Second 
World War. Brecht borrowed the format of his work from textbooks designed for 
elementary schoolchildren; primer books which were used to teach children how 
to read.47 The meaning of the work was therefore intended to comment on the 
ambiguity of news photographs as produced by the capitalist system, and also 
educate the reader about modern warfare.48 
 
However, the nature of the text has made the work more synonymous with the 
monument, as originally asserted by Walter Benjamin in 1973. Benjamin makes 
the association with Brecht’s epigrams and Roman, lapidary inscriptions marked 
upon stone monuments that were laconic and intended to speak to future 
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generations.49 Benjamin reads Brecht’s captions as quick notes, scribbled down as 
a testimony: 

‘…these words, whose poetic form implies that they are meant to survive the 
forthcoming end of the world, contain the gesture of a slogan scrawled in haste on a 
plank fence by a man being pursued.’50 
 

Evans therefore describes War Primer as a ‘portable monument’.51 Without taking 
the term ‘monument’ too much for granted, it is my hypothesis that it is possible 
to conceive Capa’s Falling Soldier as a monument that is just as culturally 
significant – if not more so – as the traditional stone or bronze-cast figurative and 
allegorical monuments that are littered across our landscapes. 
 
Indeed, since photographs of a documentary nature – and particularly domestic 
photographs – are essentially concerned with the mnemonic, they too infringe 
upon the concept of the monument. And just as a statue of a famous figure 
stands upon a plinth, indexical of national self-importance, a portrait sits on a 
mantle piece as a symbol of family pride and achievement. However, there is an 
equally significant aspect to the monument – politics. 
 
What sets the traditional monument apart from any sculpture, or indeed a two-
dimensional image of an event or a historical figure, is its spatial existence. 
Monuments are designed for specific public sites – to be seen, and to have a very 
specific meaning inferred by all those who pass it – as ‘instruments of public 
instruction’.52 Sometimes, it is the act of the monument being raised within a 
physical location that is more significant than the thing that is actually being 

presented.∗  

 
In his book Public Monuments: Art in Political Bondage 1870-1997 (1998), Sergiusz 
Michalski notes the first contemporary European monument as being a tribute to 
Don Juan of Austria, and his triumph at the battle of Lepanto, that was erected in 
Messina, Sicily in 1572. Statues had been erected to military leaders many times 

                                                 
∗ Indeed, it is equally politically poignant when a monument is inverted; such as the Nazi victory 
parade under the Arche de Triomphe, and the pulling down of the statue of Saddam Hussein in 
the centre of Baghdad when the US invaded the capital, April 9 2003.  
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before, but they had only been intended for private ownership. What was 
significant about this statue was that is was designed specifically for a civic 
space, to be presented to the ordinary citizens, and not exclusively to the 
aristocracy.53 The figurative monument has become a popular tradition, 
particularly in Western culture, erected when an individual proves to be of 
exceptional substance. They are celebrated and cast as an example to their fellow 
citizens of the day, and moreover, to citizens of the future. 
 
Of course the most blatantly politicized of public sculpture is the victory 
monument. Saddam Hussein’s pair of victory arches which were opened in 1989 
presents one of the most grotesque yet ashamedly comical of monuments. The 
arches were formed by casts of Saddam’s arms, forty times his size, holding giant 
sabers, intended to symbolize the legendary saber that defeated the Persian 
Sassanian empire by the Arab-Muslim army at the battle of Quadisiyya in 637 
AD.54 The sabers were made from the smelted weapons of Iraqi ‘martyrs’ and the 
arches were set on plinths made of Iranian steel helmets – 10,000 in total. 
Although the arches are tasteless and horrendously profuse, I cannot help but 
admire this monument as a highly original piece of sculpture, appropriating the 
actual raw elements from the war, rather than simply just bronze or granite. 
Furthermore, the process that produced exact copies of Saddam’s arms, 
expressing every blemish and crack on his skin seems to be inherently 
photographic. It fits neatly into Susan Sontag’s model of the photograph: 
 

‘… a trace, something directly stenciled off the real, like a footprint or a death 
mask.’55 

 
But what is most significant about the arches is the fact that firstly, Iraq was not 
victorious over Iran, and secondly, the monument was commissioned in 1985, 
‘several hundred thousand lives’56 before the end of the Iran-Iraq war. But we do 
not need to discuss the way that history is soiled and distorted by totalitarian 
regimes. However, the symbolism of Saddam Hussein’s monument was just as 
considered and contrived as monuments erected by Western countries to those 
who died in battle.  
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After the First World War, there was a distinct lack of both political and military 
leaders worthy of individual recognition in the form of figurative monuments.57 
To idolize specific politicians and militarists in light of the millions of soldiers 
who died fighting in the war would quite simply have been vulgar. A gesture, or 
something more abstract and symbolic was required. 
 
So in 1920, the remains of an unknown British soldier were exhumed from a 
battlefield in France and transported to London where they were buried in 
Westminster Abbey. (Precisely the same was done with the remains of an 
unknown French soldier, which were taken to Paris and buried next to the Arche 
de Triomphe de l’Etoile.) The act of returning the remains of an unknown 
individual – whose anonymity made him symbolic of all of the British casualties 
of the Great War – to his native soil, was a sound and admirable gesture. But to 
bury the remains in Westminster Abbey along side centuries of royalty and 
cultural nobility, and thus posthumously raise the status of a lowly individual 
soldier was somewhat unprecedented. And, I concur with Sergiusz Michalski; it 
was a gesture that was ‘certainly respectable’.58 
 
However, Sir Edwin Lutyens’ Cenotaph, originally intended as a temporary 
structure, which was assembled outside Whitehall also in 1920,59 soon 
superseded the cultural significance of the grave in Westminster Abbey. 
Michalski puts this down to the location of the tomb, where it ‘became just 
another slab or sepulcher’.60 The Cenotaph, which although extremely obtrusive 
by contrast, was quite plain and perhaps frugal, yet was free from religious and 
meritocratic pretensions. Perhaps most important were the epitaphs upon the 
memorials: The text on the Cenotaph was laconic and poignant – ‘The Glorious 
Dead’. The inscription on the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior was a short story by 
contrast.61 It is interesting that the inscription refers to a ‘warrior’, a title that has 
since been eroded and made as redundant as the actual sepulcher in the Abbey. 
 
What was particularly novel about the Cenotaph was that it was the first object of 
collective, mass mourning. Michalski notes briefly the phenomenon of the 
hundreds of written messages that appeared around it exclusive of flowers or 
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wreathes throughout the 1920s and ‘30s,62 a kind of informal AIDS Memorial 
Quilt. (And it is of course the site for the annual laying of wreaths by the Head of 
State on Armistice Day.) Michalski makes a modest and fleeting comparison with 
this and the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem, which I find an intriguing observation.63 
This spontaneous, almost desperate act now seems firmly rooted in our culture: 
It occurred of course around Manhattan after September 11th, on dustbins and 
post-boxes, forming ‘pavement shrines’64. This same act is expressed near the 
beginning of Danny Boyle’s 28 Days Later (2002), when the protagonist, Jim, is 
wandering around an abandoned central London and finds the centre of 
Piccadilly Circus covered with last messages and photographs from the doomed 
and fleeing populace.  
 

* 
 
As we have already discussed, photographs and traditional monuments both 
operate in the service of memory, in the same way that a pencil and a pen are 
both tools for writing. However, the distinction between a photograph and a 
traditional monument becomes even more blurred when one takes into account 
monuments that are direct, three-dimensional interpretations of an existing 
photograph. This probably originated from the French Third Republic, where 
there was an accelerated program of monument building in order to glorify the 
Revolution.65 What was unique about some of these monuments was that they 
were not simply statues of exceptional citizens, but they were often comprised of 
narrative dioramas, depicting a specific moment – ‘a bronzed snapshot’66 of what 
should be remembered as an historic scene. One such statue was Eugène 
Bouverie’s depiction of Camille Desmoulins leaping from his chair to inspire his 
fellow Parisians to storm the Bastille (1905).67 These vignettes offer the kind of 
pregnant or ‘decisive’ moment that is so much associated with the photographic 
image.  
 
The first monument that was a direct copy of a single photograph was François 
Cogné’s bronze immortalization of Clemenceau (1932) which depicted him 
trudging through a storm whilst visiting the Champagne front in 1917.68  Without 
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a doubt the most famous example of this process is Dr. Felix de Weldon’s United 
States Marine Corps War Memorial in Arlington, Washington (1954). This is of 
course a direct interpretation of Joe Rosenthal’s photograph taken of Marines 
raising the American flag on the island of Iwo Jima at the end of one of the 
toughest battles of the Second World War. (However, it is interesting that the 
monument, when looking at it straight on with the inscriptions in view, shows 
the reverse angle to that of the photograph, thus making the faces of the soldiers 
visible, which detracts from the element in the photograph of anonymous, 
unknown soldiers.) Like Capa’s Falling Soldier, the veracity of Rosenthal’s 
photograph has faced scrutiny. Indeed the actual moment was blatantly a stage-
managed affair.69 However, the monument version – which like a painting is an 
interpretation, rather than a photograph where the viewer usually assumes its 
authority of pure fact – has never been subjected to such criticism, despite the 
object’s jingoistic nature. But the choice of the photograph as the source of the 
monument would seem an obvious one: Perhaps, given the fact that Rosenthal’s 
photograph became such a potent symbol of America’s victory in the Pacific (and 

perhaps, America’s symbol for their ultimate victory of the Second World War∗), 

and has been reproduced so widely and in so many different contexts, to 
appropriate the photograph in some way was the only credible option. The 
image has been appropriated by so many different and unrelated organizations, 
that it is as if the pictorial elements within the photograph have been distilled, 
and all that is left is the purified vision of a flag being raised: Culturally 
speaking, it is in fact indexical of national solidarity rather than a picture 
depicting a specific historical event.   
 
However, when a monument is little more than a direct copy of an individual 
photograph, why should the image itself not be considered the monument first 
and foremost? Rosenthal’s image is a fine example of a handful of the most 
famous photographs that are synonymous of a particular locus in history, which 
                                                 
 
∗ The image is rivalled only by Jewgeni Chaldej’s photograph of the Hammer and Sickle being 
raised over the Richstag (1945). Ironically, Chaldej freely admitted that the photograph was 
completely contrived and that he was inspired by Rosenthal’s photograph. He even made the 
flag out of tablecloths. (Jeffrey, 1997, p.89) 
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when looked at, instantly refer to it, and vice-versa (even though they are not 
always entirely historically accurate). Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother (1936): 
the American depression, Robert Capa’s The Falling Soldier (1936): the Spanish 
Civil War, Eddie Adam’s Street Execution of a Vietcong Suspect (1968) and Nick 
Ut’s Napalm Attack (1972): the Vietnam War, and Rosenthal’s Iwo Jima: victory (in 
the Pacific). If I may be so bold as to make a prediction as to which (if any) 
photographic image will stand as testimony of America’s invasion of Iraq in 
2003, it will be the image of the cruciform hooded prisoner balancing on a box in 
Abu Grab. 
 
Capa’s Falling Soldier is wholly deictic of the Spanish Civil War and the early 
struggle against fascism. Its popularity has ensured that it will continue to be 
recognized, published and discussed long into the future. This legacy means it 
will be as permanent as any solid, three-dimensional statue, probably more so.  
 
But the politicized nature of Capa’s photograph makes it even more synonymous 
with the monument. Let us remember that the picture was originally published 
in the left-wing magazine Vu, who were known to select their correspondents by 
their political persuasion, rather than their journalistic competence. Capa was a 
whole-hearted supporter of the Republican cause, and he himself had had to 
evade the Nazis during his teenage years. He was even suspected of being a 
communist by the FBI who had a dossier on him. Indeed it was the fact that he 
sold his pictures to the French leftist magazine Regards, where other images from 
the same series as the Falling Soldier were published, that was the direct cause of 
their suspicions.70 So we can be under no pretences that Capa was an objective, 
independent correspondent, neither were some of the magazines that published 
his pictures. So just as all traditional monuments are state-supported and 
controlled, Capa’s photographs were equally politically motivated, yet instead of 
supporting the more popular right-wing stance, he subverted it. If it were the 
case that he had staged his most famous photograph, that would have made it 
even more propagated, hence more politicized, and under the terms that we have 
already discussed, even more of a monument.  
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However, Capa’s photograph is not any unspecific monument, but I believe that 
it may be considered as a tomb to an unknown soldier. The fact that there is still 
something of a question mark over whether or not the image depicts Federico 
Borrell means that there is a strong element of anonymity to the dying soldier in 
the photograph. And we should not forget how the figure was used in Life; to act 
as a sign for all of the half-million killed in a year of combat, and furthermore, 
the article was a kind of tribute to the whole of the war. 
 
The composition of the body is also very statuesque as well as painterly: Like a 
bronze figure standing on a plinth in some town centre, the figure in the 
photograph is equally polarized by the inconspicuous landscape behind it. Then 
there is the gesture of the outstretched arm, which although so typical of images 
of death, also seems to have the quality of someone in the process of making a 
radical speech or haranguing a group of people, which is so common in statues 
of political figures. It is as if Borrell (or whoever it really is) is making a final 
deathbed confession, or demanding some last request.   
 
It is easy to become carried away with terminology, and as I have already stated, 
I do not wish to take the term ‘monument’ or ‘memorial’ too much for granted. 
So I should point out that Capa’s image is dissimilar to a Tomb of the Unknown 
Soldier, particularly the Cenotaph, since its purpose was to exist as a site for 
collective, public mourning. An illustrated magazine on the other hand, although 
designed for a public, mass audience, is for personal, private consumption. 
However, there are indeed quite relevant parallels that may be drawn between 
the Cenotaph and The Falling Soldier. As we have already noted, the Cenotaph was 
originally designed as a temporary structure. Capa’s pictures were of course 
intended for the illustrated press – an ephemeral medium. The popularity of the 
Cenotaph  was not foreseen, neither were the hundreds of scribbled private 
messages which spontaneously adorned it. Likewise, it is what Capa’s 
photograph has become – not its original function – which makes it deserving of 
its monumental status.  
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The cover of a 1936 edition of the German anti-fascist periodical Arbeiter-
Illustrierte Zeitung (AIZ) depicts a tribute to ‘Dem Unbekannten Genossen’ (“the 
unknown comrade”), the title obviously alluding to the building of monuments 
following the First World War.71 As well as providing an interesting illustration 
of this link between the press and the public monument, this somewhat 
uncharacteristic photomontage by John Heartfield is an excellent reminder that 
the golden age of the illustrated press coincided with the European-wide 
proliferation of monuments following the Great War.  
 
The fact that we are referring to a photograph - something which is inherently 
reproducible and multiple - as a monument  - something which is supposedly 
very much singular, and its status derives to a certain extent, from the fact that it 
is unique - I do not consider to be problematic, especially as a tomb to an 
unknown soldier, like a photographic image, there are multiple versions of it 
around the world; for example in Britain, Germany, Russia, Poland, America and 
even in Iraq. Indeed, across America there are many three-dimensional facsimiles 
of Rosenthal’s photograph, such as de Weldon’s original sculpture which has 
been at the Marine Military Academy in Harlingen, Texas since 1982, the Iwo Jima 
Memorial Monument in Newington, Connecticut (1995) and the Pacific War 
Memorial in Hawaii (2002). 
 
It is the multiplicity of the photographic image which makes photographs more 
efficient than traditional monuments in the service of preserving the memory of 
something or some one. Kracauer argued that the illustrated magazines of his 
period (the 1920s and ‘30s) in fact destroyed individual memory by reducing the 
world to the photographic image: 
 

‘…the flood of photos sweeps away the dams of memory. The assault of the 
mass image is so powerful that it threatens to destroy the potentially existing 
awareness of crucial traits…The spatial continuum from the camera’s 
perspective dominates the spatial appearance of the perceived object; the 
resemblance between the image and the object effaces the contours of the 
object’s “history”.’72 

 
If Kracauer were making these assertions today, and was referring perhaps to the 
tele-visual image, I would quite concur with his discourse. However, considering 
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the period when these ideas were first published, I find them difficult to accept, 
since the illustrated magazines were a brilliant means of education and 
communication for informing a relatively immobile world. Without up-to-date 
published photographs, events across the world, especially the atrocities, would 
have been rumour or hear’ say.  However, Kracauer was not necessarily referring 
to the individual photographs in the magazines, but to the illustrated magazines 
as objects, which did indeed contain a vast range of material. By today’s 
standards, one could consider them as a hybrid of Hello!, National Geographic, The 
Spectator and FHM, with the amateur photographer as its target audience. I think 
Kracauer considered their unspecific and very generalising nature to be 
problematic: By juxtaposing anything that was popular and/or photogenic thus 
homogenised objects and events that did not necessarily have anything in 
common, bar the fact that their surface could be photographed. 
 
However, assimilating so many different aspects of the world together in one 
space (the illustrated magazine) was perhaps a very democratising method of 
sorting out the important things from the banal: By placing images of things, 
relatively unselectively (by today’s standards), they fend for themselves and over 
time, vie for cultural significance. I have a little more faith in the educated public 
to be able to distinguish between what is socially relevant, and what is idle 
banter to fill columns. Of course writers, photographers and especially editors 
play an integral part in selecting what readers see and how they understand a 
story on a page. But no one decided as soon as Capa’s film containing the frame 
of The Falling Soldier was developed that it would (not could) become one of the 
most famous of all photographs: it happened quite naturally, and quite rightly. 
As Capa himself asserted in the second public description of The Falling Soldier, 
‘the prize picture is born in the imagination of editors and [the] public who sees 
them.’73 
 
Whether it is a natural human instinct, or the product of cultural conditioning, 
the fact remains that we cannot help but remember in terms of the language of 
the photographic image.74 In relation to domestic photography, for example 
when there is a camera present at a particular occasion, after time only the 
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instants when the photographs were taken will remain the most vivid within the 
memory. That is why Roland Barthes refers to photographs as ‘counter-
memories’.75  Catherine Keenan notes that: 
 

‘…every time we [look at our old photographs] we further the process whereby 
these photographic images themselves come to be implanted in memory, a 
process that is perhaps best summed up in the image of the family pouring 
over the photograph album.’76 

 
The same is true of news images and other popular imagery. As we have already 
discussed, some photographs can become instant reference points for a particular 
epoch. But also with images such as Zapruder’s footage of Kennedy’s 
assassination, not only do they have the ability to suppress the memories of 
eyewitnesses of the event, but that footage has become the definitive history of 
those temporal moments.77 
 

* 
 
The fact is that the photographic image is superior to the sculptural monument, 
physically and mnemonically: The Cenotaph could be bulldozed to the ground 
without trace within a few minutes, but to destroy every copy of Capa’s Falling 
Soldier would be impossible. And mnemonically, individuals are remembered by 
their (photographic) image, not by a stone copy of it. As problematic as it may be 
for the Health & Safety officers of Hyde Park, and as aesthetically contentious as 
it has been proved to be by park users, Kathryn Gustafson’s water-feature 
dedicated to Princess Diana does at least present us with an alternative to an 
effigy, probably not even resembling the image of her traced onto anyone’s 
memory who picked up a newspaper or turned on their television set from 1981.  
 
Robert Capa himself scorned the monuments and memorials of war.78 But I do 
not wish to simply add my name to the long list of individuals who have 
indulged in a round of monument-bashing. Yet, as we have concluded how 
ideologically charged and politically stained the monument is, I certainly do not 
wish to offer any personal suggestions as to how its effectiveness may be 
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improved. However, I also do not wish for the world to be seen and remembered 
exclusively through the photographic and tele-visual image. If this is the case 
then the surface of the outside world becomes nothing more than a tromp l’oeil. In 
re-examining the public monument, in relation to a more mobile and 
internationally aware society, it is clear that the traditional monument does not 
stand up to its original purpose as a site for reflection and remembrance. 
Furthermore, the monument must form a genuine connection between the past 
and the future. Photographic images can achieve this with such explicitness that 
the bonds of time are loosened in a way that no other medium is able to achieve: 
they are truly ‘clocks for seeing’79. The death of The Falling Soldier is therefore just 
as vivid and thus relevant today as it was on the 5th of September 1937. 
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