
Gallery Curation: Texts in Different Time and Places – Presentations of the Combatant in War. 
 

My gallery depicts how the experience of the combatant in war has been presented in different 
times and places. It has a distinctly Western emphasis, something I would welcome comment and 
critique to change.  Essentially it aims to present depictions of war as culturally specific and 
ultimately contested.  
  
It is interesting seeing how different mediums are used to promote ideas of patriotism or 

otherwise. The approach the teaching would need to focus on ideas developed in local and 
global contexts. How do texts reflect, represent or form a part of cultural practices? These 

cultural practices aim to inform our understanding of possible dominant, or at least influential, 

attitudes.  
  
The gallery does not move from a simple 'patriotic to otherwise', but rather tracks subversion for 
the experience of the (Western) combatant. I think this would be improved by tracking 
comparative views. Does anyone know of a book by an American veteran from the Vietnam 
conflict whereby he talks about the soul/spirit of the warrior? About how it is difficult for soldiers 
to return to civilian life after experiences of being involved in life and death? I think it contrasts 
American Sniper very well.  
 

  
  

Gallery 1: Combatants’ Attitudes towards WWI  
 

The Soldier 
Rupert Brooke, 1887 - 1915 
If I should die, think only this of me: 
   That there’s some corner of a foreign field 
That is for ever England.  There shall be 
   In that rich earth a richer dust concealed; 
A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware, 
   Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam, 
A body of England’s, breathing English air, 
   Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home. 

And think, this heart, all evil shed away, 

   A pulse in the eternal mind, no less 

     Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given; 

Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day; 

   And laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness, 

     In hearts at peace, under an English heaven. 
  

From <https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/soldier>  

  
 This poem is often used as a representation of patriotic sentiment by Britain prior to WWI. What 
does the regularity of this (English) sonnet form do to its sentiments?  

https://www.poets.org/node/45729
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/soldier


 

Suicide in the Trenches 
I knew a simple soldier boy 
Who grinned at life in empty joy, 
Slept soundly through the lonesome dark, 
And whistled early with the lark. 
In winter trenches, cowed and glum, 
With crumps and lice and lack of rum, 
He put a bullet through his brain. 
No one spoke of him again. 
You smug-faced crowds with kindling eye 
Who cheer when soldier lads march by, 
Sneak home and pray you'll never know 
The hell where youth and laughter go. 
S. Sassoon 

  

From <http://www.greatwar.nl/children/suicide.html>  

How does the childlike rhythm contrast the starkness of the anti-war message? What expectations 
is the poem addressing and challenging?  
 

  
  

http://www.greatwar.nl/children/suicide.html


 

Gallery 2: Rationalisations of the Combat Experience  

All Quiet on the Western Front 
  
It is taken from All Quiet on the Western Front by 
Erich Maria Remarque, first published in 1929. It is narrated by Paul Bäumer, a 
young man of nineteen who, along with friends, joins the German army 
voluntarily after listening to the stirring patriotic speeches of his teacher. The 
extract comes towards the end of the novel, after Paul has endured horrific 
fighting. 
  
  
Our artillery can’t really do much – they have too little ammunition, and the 
gun-barrels are so clapped out that they can’t shoot straight, and scatter stuff 
towards us. We haven’t enough horses. Our new drafts are pitiful lads who really 
need a rest, unable to carry a pack but able to die. In their thousands. They 
understand nothing of the war, they just go over the top and allow themselves to 
be shot down. One single airman knocks off two whole companies of them just 
for fun, when they were just off a troop train and had no idea about taking 
cover, 
  
‘Germany must be really empty,’ says Kat. 
  
We are quite without hope that there could ever be an end to this. We can’t 
think nearly so far ahead. You might stop a bullet and be killed; you might be 
wounded, and then the next stop is the military hospital. As long as they haven’t 
amputated anything, sooner or later you’ll fall into the hands of one of those 
staff doctors with a war service ribbon on his chest who says. ‘What’s this? One 
leg a bit on the short side? You won’t need to run at the front if you’ve got any 
guts. Passed fit for service! Dismiss!’ 
  
Kat tells a story that has done the rounds all along the front, from Flanders to 
the Vosges, about the staff doctor who reads out the names of the men who 
come up for medical inspection, and, when the man appears, doesn’t even look 
up, but says, ‘Passed fit for service, we need soldiers at the front.’ A man with a 
wooden leg comes up before him, the doctor passes him fit for service again – 
‘And then,’ Kat raises his voice, ‘the man says to him, “I’ve already got a wooden 
leg; but if I go up the line now and shoot my head off, I’ll have a wooden head 
made, and then I’ll become a staff doctor.”’ We all think that’s a really good one. 
There may be good doctors – many of them are; but with the hundreds of 
examinations he has, every soldier will at some time or other get into the 
clutches of one of the hero-makers, and there are lots of them, whose aim is to 
turn as many of those on their lists who have only been passed for work detail 
or garrison duty into class A-1, fit for active service. 
  
There are plenty of stories like that, and most of them are more bitter. But for 
all that, they have nothing to do with mutiny or malingering; they are honest, 
and they call a spade a spade; because there really is a lot of fraud, injustice and 
petty nastiness in the army. But isn’t it enough that regiment after regiment 
goes off into a fight which is becoming increasingly pointless in spite of 
everything, and that attack after attack is launched, even though our line is 



retreating and crumbling? 
  
Tanks, which used to be objects of ridicule, have become a major weapon. They 
come rolling forward in a long line, heavily armoured, and they embody the 
horror of war for us more than anything else. 
  
We cannot see the gun batteries that are bombarding us, and the oncoming 
waves of enemy attackers are human beings just like we are – but tanks are 
machines, and their caterpillar tracks run on as endlessly as the war itself. They 
spell out annihilation when they roll without feeling into the shell holes and then 
climb out again, inexorably, a fleet of roaring, fire-spitting ironclads, 
invulnerable steel beasts that crush the dead and the wounded. Before these we 
shrivel down into our thin skins, in the face of their colossal force our arms are 
like straws and our hand-grenades are like matches. 
  
Shells, gas clouds and flotillas of tanks – crushing, devouring, death. 
Dysentery, influenza, typhus – choking, scalding, death. 
Trench, hospital, mass grave – there are no other possibilities. 
 
How does this extract represent the desperation and growing sense of futility in a German 
solider? Does this appear to be culture-specific?  
 

American Sniper 
  
How does this text present aspects of martial prowess? Does its reference appear to be culture-
specific? Is there a political message?  
Late March 2003. In the area of Nasiriya, Iraq  

I looked through the scope of the sniper rifle, scanning down the road of the tiny Iraqi town. 
Fifty yards away, a woman opened the door of a small house and stepped outside with her 
child.  

The rest of the street was deserted. The local Iraqis had gone inside, most of them scared. A 
few curious souls peeked out from behind curtains, waiting. They could hear the rumble of 
the approaching American unit. The Marines were flooding up the road, marching north to 
liberate the country from Saddam Hussein.  

It was my job to protect them. My platoon had taken over the building earlier in the day, 
sneaking into position to provide “overwatch”—prevent the enemy from ambushing the 
Marines as they came through.  

It didn’t seem like too difficult a task—if anything, I was glad the Marines were on my side. I’d 
seen the power of their weapons and I would’ve hated to have to fight them. The Iraq army 
didn’t stand a chance. And, in fact, they appeared to have abandoned the area already.  

The war had started roughly two weeks before. My platoon, “Charlie” (later “Cadillac”) of 
SEAL Team 3, helped kick it off during the early morning of March 20. We landed on al-Faw 
Peninsula and secured the oil terminal there so Saddam couldn’t set it ablaze as he had during 
the First Gulf War. Now we were tasked to assist the Marines as they marched north toward 
Baghdad.  



I was a SEAL, a Navy commando trained in special operations. SEAL stands for “SEa, Air, 
Land,” and it pretty much describes the wide ranges of places we operate. In this case, we 
were far inland, much farther than SEALs traditionally operated, though as the war against 
terror continued, this would become common. I’d spent nearly three years training and 
learning how to become a warrior; I was ready for this fight, or at least as ready as anyone 
can be.  

The rifle I was holding was a .300 WinMag, a bolt-action, precision sniper weapon that 
belonged to my platoon chief. He’d been covering the street for a while and needed a break. 
He showed a great deal of confidence in me by choosing me to spot him and take the gun. I 
was still a new guy, a newbie or rookie in the Teams. By SEAL standards, I had yet to be fully 
tested.  

I was also not yet trained as a SEAL sniper. I wanted to be one in the worst way, but I had a 
long way to go. Giving me the rifle that morning was the chief’s way of testing me to see if I 
had the right stuff.  

We were on the roof of an old rundown building at the edge of a town the Marines were going 
to pass through. The wind kicked dirt and papers across the battered road below us. The 
place smelled like a sewer—the stench of Iraq was one thing I’d never get used to.  

“Marines are coming,” said my chief as the building began to shake. “Keep watching.”  

I looked through the scope. The only people who were moving were the woman and maybe a 
child or two nearby.  

I watched our troops pull up. Ten young, proud Marines in uniform got out of their vehicles 
and gathered for a foot patrol. As the Americans organized, the woman took something from 
beneath her clothes, and yanked at it.  

She’d set a grenade. I didn’t realize it at first.  

“Looks yellow,” I told the chief, describing what I saw as he watched himself. “It’s yellow, the 
body—“  

“She’s got a grenade,” said the chief. “That’s a Chinese grenade.”  

“Shit.”  

“Take a shot.”  

“But—“  

“Shoot. Get the grenade. The Marines—“  

I hesitated. Someone was trying to get the Marines on the radio, but we couldn’t reach them. 
They were coming down the street, heading toward the woman.  

“Shoot!” said the chief.  



I pushed my finger against the trigger. The bullet leapt out. I shot. The grenade dropped. I 
fired again as the grenade blew up.  

It was the first time I’d killed anyone while I was on the sniper rifle. And the first time in 
Iraq—and the only time—I killed anyone other than a male combatant.  

It was my duty to shoot, and I don’t regret it. The woman was already dead. I was just making 
sure she didn’t take any Marines with her.  

It was clear that not only did she want to kill them, but she didn’t care about anybody else 
nearby who would have been blown up by the grenade or killed in the firefight. Children on 
the street, people in the houses, maybe her child...  

She was too blinded by evil to consider them. She just wanted Americans dead, no matter 
what.  

My shots saved several Americans, whose lives were clearly worth more than that woman’s 
twisted soul. I can stand before God with a clear conscience about doing my job. But I truly, 
deeply hated the evil that woman possessed. I hate it to this day.  

Savage, despicable evil. That’s what we were fighting in Iraq. That’s why a lot of people, 
myself included, called the enemy “savages.” There really was no other way to describe what 
we encountered there.  

People ask me all the time, “How many people have you killed?” My standard response is, 
“Does the answer make me less, or more, of a man?”  

The number is not important to me. I only wish I had killed more. Not for bragging rights, but 
because I believe the world is a better place without savages out there taking American lives. 
Everyone I shot in Iraq was trying to harm Americans or Iraqis loyal to the new government.  

I had a job to do as a SEAL. I killed the enemy—an enemy I saw day in and day out plotting to 
kill my fellow Americans. I’m haunted by the enemy’s successes. They were few, but even a 
single American life is one too many lost.  

I don’t worry about what other people think of me. It’s one of the things I most admired about 
my dad growing up. He didn’t give a hoot what others thought. He was who he was. It’s one of 
the qualities that has kept me most sane.  

As this book goes to print, I’m still a bit uncomfortable with the idea of publishing my life 
story. First of all, I’ve always thought that if you want to know what life as a SEAL is like, you 
should go get your own Trident: earn our medal, the symbol of who we are. Go through our 
training, make the sacrifices, physical and mental. That’s the only way you’ll know.  

Second of all, and more importantly, who cares about my life? I’m no different than anyone 
else.  

I happen to have been in some pretty bad-ass situations. 

  



From <https://www.huffingtonpost.com/chris-kyle-usn-ret/american-sniper_b_1237669.html>  

 

 
  
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/chris-kyle-usn-ret/american-sniper_b_1237669.html


Exhibit 3: Army Promotions 
 

 
How does this recent (C21st) advert for the British army present the act of joining the army? What 
kind of self-image and mythos of joining the army is it attempting to portray? 

 
How Military Recruiters Prey on At-Risk Students 

 “What are your plans after high school?” 

“Join the military.” 

“Cool, what branch?” 

“I don’t really know yet. My friends say the Air Force treats you the best.” 

“I see. And what made you want to go into armed service?” 

“Well, they’ll pay for college. They’ll pay for everything. My mom wants me to do it because she 
knows I’ll be taken care of. You know, all the benefits and everything.” 

This was pretty much how every conversation went as I met, one-by-one with students in a local 
career and technical program who are at risk of not graduating. 

Some of you may know that I’ve been speaking and writing a lot about vocational education lately. I 
see the immense benefits in encouraging certain types of students to pursue more realistic, hands-
on work, while still encouraging other types of students to pursue more academic work. 

However, when career and technical education is associated with a low socio-economic status and 
under-achieving kids, then these are the kids who will be targeted for military recruitment. The 
intent behind vocational education is not to prepare future soldiers, yet there seems to be an 
obvious correlation. 



And why wouldn’t the recruiters target these kids? They know what the poor kids care about most: 
monetary security. So this is the carrot they dangle. “We pay for everything,” they exclaim. “And we 
want you to go to college. In fact, we’ll pay for it!”. They just can’t guarantee that you’ll live to make 
it to your first day of class, or that you’ll have your physical or mental components still in tact. 

The military recruiters have dominated many of the rural and poor schools. They are imbedded in 
these schools. Students and teachers start to see these men and women in uniform as staff. Their 
brochures, which crowd the entryways, portray tough guys, adventure and the overall sense of 
purpose and importance. 

If top colleges are looking for a more comprehensive tutorial in recruiting the talented rural poor, 
they might take a cue from one institution doing a truly stellar job: the military. — The Ivy League 
was Another Planet, NewYork Times 

I might have gotten through to one young man who explained to me that his mother was insisting on 
him joining the military. She only brings home about $22,000 per year for a household of 3. This kid, 
already a certified welder, wanted nothing more than to work in collision repair. I say, good for him! 
Most of my students bound for elite schools are in a state of crisis right now because they have no 
clue what they want to do. When I went through a net price calculator with this student, and 
showed him how it would be nearly free for him to get his AAS at the local college, he was blown 
away. He had never even considered that college was remotely in his cards. 

I doubt the recruiters have had this talk with him. Even though they act like mentors and role models 
to the most impressionable high schoolers, they have a job to do and the budget to do it. 
 
www.huffpost.com – How does this text depict the typical demographic targetted for infantry by 
army recruitment? What attitudes are indicated?  

How does this C21st army recruitment attempt tackle issues of under recruitment? What 

reaction is it attempting to garner? Is there another possible intention? 

 

 
 
  

http://www.huffpost.com/


   

Exhibit 4: Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder in Combatants 

Remains by Simon Armitage 
  
On another occasion, we get sent out 
to tackle looters raiding a bank. 
And one of them legs it up the road, 
probably armed, possibly not. 
  
Well myself and somebody else and somebody else 
are all of the same mind, 
so all three of us open fire. 
Three of a kind all letting fly, and I swear 
  
I see every round as it rips through his life – 
I see broad daylight on the other side. 
So we’ve hit this looter a dozen times 
and he’s there on the ground, sort of inside out, 
  
pain itself, the image of agony. 
One of my mates goes by 
and tosses his guts back into his body. 
Then he’s carted off in the back of a lorry. 
  
End of story, except not really. 
His blood-shadow stays on the street, and out on patrol 
I walk right over it week after week. 
Then I’m home on leave. But I blink 
  
and he bursts again through the doors of the bank. 
Sleep, and he’s probably armed, possibly not. 
Dream, and he’s torn apart by a dozen rounds. 
And the drink and the drugs won’t flush him out – 
  
How does this text attempt to present the psychological damage done to combatants? Can 
language truly reflect experiences and damages to the mind?  

 
 
What is the purpose of a charity? Have people in the army always been seen as heroes? Should a 
government raise money for the care of veterans? What kind of care do they need?  



Drummer Hodge 
Thomas Hardy, 1840 - 1928 
I 
They throw in Drummer Hodge, to rest 
     Uncoffined—just as found: 
His landmark is a kopje-crest 
     That breaks the veldt around; 
And foreign constellations west 
     Each night above his mound. 
  
II 
Young Hodge the Drummer never knew— 
     Fresh from his Wessex home— 
The meaning of the broad Karoo, 
     The Bush, the dusty loam, 
And why uprose to nightly view 
     Strange stars amid the gloam. 
  
III 
Yet portion of that unknown plain 
     Will Hodge for ever be; 
His homely Northern breast and brain 
     Grow up a Southern tree, 
And strange-eyed constellations reign 
     His stars eternally. 
  

From <https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/drummer-hodge>  

What is Hardy suggesting about the experience of the boy solider in 1800s warfare? Is the 
boy a hero?  

 
  
  

https://www.poets.org/node/44707
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/drummer-hodge


 

Exhibit 5: Ann Frank Video: Parody of Hollywood's Depiction of WW2.  
 
Monkey Dust was a late-night satire that ran on BB3, an artsy channel with a consciously British 
interest. This short 2-minute video satirises Hollywood’s worst excesses of history revisionism. 
Jewish people are Irish, The Nazis speak with upper-class British accents, and the American soldier 
defeats Hitler ‘For President Churchill’.  (Email me for clip).  
 
How does this text draw attention to how countries depict the experience of the combatant in 
some popular art forms?  
 

 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
 


