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“Deface d”



Artist’s Statement

The Prints featured in this issue are selected from two exhibits. 
The first is a series of 100 photographs named “The Art In War” taken 
between April and September of 2003 using a 35mm Canon EOS Elan 

7. I was serving as the commanding officer of a Marine Corps Light Armored 
Reconnaissance company during the invasion, liberation and occupation of Iraq 
and, when security permitted me, I recorded the unique obscurities of the country 
from my perspective. They have been joined with my second series of images, 
“Occupation,” taken between February and September of 2005 with various 
Canon digital cameras during my second combat tour in and around the Iraqi city 
of Ar Ramadi, capitol of the Al Anbar Province. Serving in combat units during 
both deployments, I was restricted to capturing only one or two images each day 
due to my position and situation. Many of these photographs address politics, war, 
America and Iraq but they are also dedicated to abstraction and have a dialog with 
the history of works in painting, printmaking, drawing, sculpture, film and, of 
course, photography.

I am drawn artistically to environments that rely upon artifacts to define a 
human presence. I have always been fascinated by archeology and there is some of 
it in my photography. In some ways I am searching for things while they are still on 
the surface, while they are still informally displayed, before we wait long enough 
to consider them historical evidence. I am trying to catch the moment when what 
we consider common no longer draws any attention. The importance of these 
moments will not be noticeable until they become impossible to find. Cubism, 
symbolism, abstraction, icons and iconography, photography and photojournalism, 
portraiture and cave paintings are all referenced in these images and they are as 
much about the history and discovery of art as they are a particular record of Iraq. 
They demonstrate, in some ways, the perseverance and the necessity of artists to 
find art in their surroundings despite circumstance.
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I tried to record Iraq as its past was dissolving and its future uncertain. 
Photographs allow me to hold on to what I notice as I pass through time and place. 
This collection is a condensed rearrangement of my selected memory from 398 days 
in Iraq. It grants me the right to assign longevity to impermanent observations. I 
am often drawn to record fragile evidence and temporary debris for this reason. The 
images that you see in both of my exhibits, “The Art In War” and “Occupation,” 
are moments that cannot occur again. What I photographed there has already been 
repainted, burned, or discarded. I only had one chance to take a photograph of any 
moment there. These are the chances that I took. 

I am grateful to Donald Anderson for presenting my work in this volume and for 
his tribute to my father, Frederick Busch, who was born during World War II and 
died during the War in Iraq. It was a life beginning and ending with war, his father 
in one and I in the other. My father chose words instead and it was the greater deed. 
He was a writer. 

– Benjamin Busch



“Blood  T r a i l”



“Oi l”



T h e  A r t  i n  W a r

A Remembrance by Donald Anderson

—for Frederick Busch (1941-2006)

I’d not met Benjamin Busch before he called to relay the news that his 
father had died. Frederick Busch—Ben’s father—was a friend, a mentor, and 
one of a handful of America’s very best writers. Fred and I met long after I’d 

begun to read and admire his work. By the time we met—at a writers’ conference 
at the University of Iowa—we were both in our fifties. A scant five years my elder, 
Fred was the deservedly acclaimed author of some two dozen books. I’d published 
a dozen stories and was still a year away from publishing my first collection. By my 
lights—a grown man’s, not a wide-eyed acolyte’s—Fred Busch’s talent and industry 
felt godlike. I mean, this was the writer who disclosed, “I don’t feel I’ve earned the 
air I’ll breathe everyday or the right to walk on the ground I walk upon, unless I’ve 
made good language: words that are useful to someone other than me.” He was the 
man who also said what most frustrated him was “… giving into fear or laziness 
rather than working through those natural enemies of writing. Backing down from 
finding the right word and settling for one that’s merely not too bad.” So when 
Fred sought me out at the Iowa conference to tell me that he’d like to read the story 
for which I’d just received an award, I was stunned and heartened to continue my 
efforts. A few months later, Fred read in manuscript the story collection that the 
University of Iowa Press had selected to publish. “You made a good book, friend,” 
Fred wrote, and offered to pen a blurb for the forthcoming book’s back cover. In 
our subsequent correspondence, I found that Fred’s father had served in the 10th 
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Mountain Division during its bloody battles in the Italian Alps. I sent him a 
book-length account of the battle at Riva Ridge that we’d published in the fall of 
our third year of War,	Literature	&	the	Arts. Memoirs	of	Six	Months was a World 
War II manuscript that had lain unread until it came to the attention of the 
author’s children in 1990, some 17 years after the author’s death. Fred’s relishing 
the account made more sense after I read Fred’s essay “My Father’s War” in his 
collection A	Dangerous	Profession:	a	Book	about	the	Writing	Life (1998). In this 
essay, Fred writes,

I was reminded of my father’s volunteering as I labored to keep 
from serving in Vietnam. I did not want to suffer at the hands 
of yahoos in the basic training that might kill me before any 
combat did. I did not want to leave my wife of so few months. 
I did not, finally, want to kill Asian people, any more than I 
thought they ought to be killing me; everything about that war 
was wrong, I thought (and think). And I am not imagining 
my father’s disappointment at my despair over passing my first 
draftboard physical. I think he wanted me to want to go.

For my part, I’ve no idea how my father felt about Vietnam. I’ve an idea about 
how he felt about missing World War II, though. As I’ve written elsewhere:

In 1940, my father and best friend Sidney were twenty 
years old. In Butte, Montana, the navy was signing up pals, 
promising buddies assignments aboard the same ships. But my 
father was unable to join Sidney. A woodchip caught in the eye 
in a wood lot mishap blinded my father enough to disqualify 
him for war. He served (wearing safety glasses) in the copper 
mines in Montana. 
 The loss of battle in World War II always seemed to me a 
galling and double privation for my father: he not only lost his 
best friend, he also missed his one good chance for war. Not 
one to dodge fights or forget friends, my father long spoke of 
both losses. But if he’d been accepted for enlistment as he’d 
wished, my father would have sailed with Sidney. Whatever 
would have happened to my father with Sidney aboard the 
U.S.S. Arizona would have happened to him more than four 
years before my birth. 
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In an email to Fred I mentioned that I’d joined the Air Force in 1971 (my lottery 
number was #1) in a calculated venture to dodge the walking tour of Southeast Asia 
and that later—and with even more energy—I worried for my son Stephen, a Force 
Recon Marine, who served during the time of the troubles in Somalia and Haiti. 
It was then that Fred told me about his son (and father’s namesake) Ben—Major 
Benjamin Busch. At the time, young Ben was on his first of two tours in Iraq. Fred 
and I talked about the differences among worrying about our fathers (after the fact), 
about ourselves, and about the sons we’d named and loved. The son part was the 
hardest we agreed. When Fred’s November 2005 essay (“Don’t Watch the News”) 
appeared in Harper’s, he wrote to say, “I’ve written a piece about Ben. See what you 
think.” “You nailed it, Fred,” I emailed back.

Fred’s essay is an informed and worried citizen’s and parent’s ferociously articulate 
response to the dread, baggage, and fallout of war. In my email I also said, “Please 
remember that US Marine training is the best there is. It will keep Ben alive and 
you and his mother safer than you think. Ben is a man, a Marine, and a field-grade 
officer. He’ll be all right, Fred, but I know he’s your boy and you worry.” I said again 
that Major Busch would be all right and then called my son to make certain that 
enough time had passed since his discharge to render him immune from recall. “I’m 
good, Dad,” he said, and then talked about his own two-year old, Brandon. 

I’ve said more than once—and have written it—that for the individual soldier, 
the sweeping facts of history are accurately written not in the omniscient, third-
person plural, but in the singular first. In his Harper’s essay, Fred says it better: 
“We do not talk about what could happen to Ben. We cannot. Those are our true 
domestic politics.” War has colored Fred’s view of the world. When asked about its 
effect on his writing, Fred replied:

I was a war baby. I was born at the start of World War II, and 
my father was in Italy, distinguishing himself while getting 
blown up as he served in the ski troops of the 10th Mountain 
Division. I lived with wars—Korea when my father was 
home, and of course Vietnam, which harvested so much of my 
generation. My son is a major in the US Marine Corps, waiting 
in North Carolina to be sent to the Gulf. I suppose there’s a 
reason I wrote a novel about the Korean conflict called War	
Babies, and why war is in so many of my stories and books—as 
Vietnam, for example, runs through Closing	Arguments: I 
was born in war and conflict between states informs my most 
interior visions of American life.
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In March 2006, when I returned from spring break, there was a voice mail on my Air 
Force Academy phone. The voice, Ben’s, was freighted with grace and vulnerability:

Donald Anderson, this is Benjamin Busch, Frederick Busch’s 
son. I’m sorry to be leaving this message, but I have no other 
way to get a hold of you. My father died of a heart attack 
while visiting friends in New York. When I returned with my 
mother to our home, I found a note on my father’s desk, a note 
to himself to call. “Call Donald Anderson,” the note said, and 
so, in my father’s place, I am doing that. I know he would want 
you to be personally called about this, too. My father admired 
you. Thank you for being his friend. Call if you wish. I am at 
my father’s house, and will be for the next few days. I’m sorry 
for this dark news. Be well.

When I called, Fred’s wife Judy answered. We talked and she gave me Ben’s 
number. I called Ben to tell him that I knew his father was happy for his son to 
be home from war and I thanked Ben for calling at what was, of course, a difficult 
time. Ben apologized for not having called before his father’s death. “I am just back 
from Iraq,” he said, “and am sorry for not responding to your offer through my 
father to contribute some photos to your journal. I would have responded, but my 
life kept getting interrupted by war.” It was good we had something to talk about 
besides Fred’s death. 

After I spoke with Judy and Ben, I went through my mail, now 10 days high. In 
the midst of the stack was a letter from Joe Henderson at the Pushcart Prize. Fred 
had nominated an essay of mine. I wanted to call Fred to thank him, to tell him 
what it meant for him to value what I had written. 

Though it is hardly my earned privilege, I am proud of Major Benjamin Busch, 
his service, his humane gifts as a son and artist. As you will see in his photographs, 
Benjamin Busch seeks and divines beauty and its army of meanings in the most 
unlikely of place and circumstance—the Iraq of his two military tours. 

Donald Anderson is editor of WLA. 
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C a p t i o n s

Note: All photographs are copyrighted  
and used by permission of Benjamin Busch.

“Defaced”
An American poster for the capture of Saddam Hussein was scratched out by local police. Two 
square frames overlap inside of a rectangle that has been torn away.

Ar Ramadi, Iraq (2005); Digital Photograph

“Blood Trail”
This is an insurgent’s footprint, left in blood, on a sidewalk as he fled from a failed attack on a U. S. 
Marine position in Ar Ramadi. I took this photograph on the day afterwards.

Ar Ramadi, Iraq (2005); Digital Photograph

 “Oil” 
Pages of an Iraqi military flight record found in a shallow pool of spilled oil at an abandoned air base. 
The paper is becoming transparent in the slow climbing stain of the oil binding the substance to the 
military history of modern Iraq.

Al Kut, Iraq (2003); 35mm
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“Concertina”
The tangible razor wire and its shadow blur into an abstraction of gray loops.

Baghdad, Iraq (2003); 35mm

“Boots On The Ground”   
In a land of sandals, only boots had not been looted in an abandoned Iraqi military base.

Wasit Province, Iraq (2003); 35mm

“Hand and Feet”

“A photograph is not only an image (as a painting 
is an image), an interpretation of the real; it is also a 

trace, something directly stenciled off the real, like a 
footprint or a death mask.” 

 
 - Susan Sontag

I caught this image in an evidence examination room in the Al Anbar Criminal Investigations Building. 
It had been abandoned for over a year and these plaster casts of feet from crime scenes had been 
moved onto a couch as former Iraqi police had sifted the room for valuable items. It is one of the 
most important photographs that I have ever taken in that, in the absence of a single person, it is 
completely human. I seek imagery that proves human presence without relying on the presence of 
people. The recent hand print in the dust on the back of the couch made this image speak to past, 
present and evidence of what is uniquely human. 

Ar Ramadi, Iraq (2005); Digital Photograph
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“Smoking Prohibited”
Sign on the door of a refrigeration facility with ominous hand prints. 

Yusafiah, Iraq (2003); 35mm

“Identity”
Mug shots and fingerprint files covered the floor of a police record room. Faces separated from 
their finger tips. I found them as they were being swept out of the building into a pile to be burned. 
I ordered that the remaining records be gathered by the Iraqi police and preserved in a small 
storage room. They have probably been removed again and burned by now. The new Iraqi Police 
consider crimes committed before the fall of Saddam to be impossible to solve. All records are 
being destroyed.

Ar Ramadi, Iraq (2005); Digital Photograph

“Cubism”     
Map blown from a tent blends with the ground that it depicts.

Al Kut, Iraq (2003); 35mm

“Oasis”
Postcard found after a dust storm.

Al Kut, Iraq (2003); 35mm
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“Lost and Found”
Since our invasion of Iraq, the U.S. has distributed millions of posters in an effort to locate members 
of Saddam Hussein’s regime in exile. By the conclusion of my second tour in Iraq almost all of the 
most wanted had been found. Old supplies of posters offering rewards for the capture of high ranking 
Ba’ath officials were being destroyed. The new posters being printed were focused on Zarqawi, the 
Jordanian leader of the terrorist group known as “Al-Qaeda In Iraq.” The Iraqi commander pictured 
in this image was no longer relevant.

Ar Ramadi, Iraq (2005); Digital Photograph

 

“Taped Flag”
I found this image on the back of the door to a refrigerator repair shop. I was intrigued by the colors 
and shapes but mostly by my inability to understand the meaning of the design. Saddam added 
the Arabic words, “Allah is great” to the Iraqi national flag during the conflict in the early 1990s in an 
attempt to draw Muslim support to his cause. The phrase remains printed on the flag today. The 
flag and colorful bouquets seem to project patriotism but the superimposed infant is in distress. The 
bright flag waves flat within the glossy rectangle, held up by peeling strips of electrician’s tape. The 
owner was not there when we searched his store. I would probably not have had time to ask him 
why he chose to display this image. Now I will never know. Wondering makes this photograph more 
fascinating than knowing. 

Ar Ramadi, Iraq (2005); Digital Photograph

“Disneyland”
I went into a building near the entrance of an abandoned amusement park to take a picture of 
Mickey Mouse that was painted on a window from the inside. As I focused the lens on the series of 
American cartoon characters, a Marine appeared in the missing window that I had come through. 
There is an innocent wonder in his expression and despite his weapons and combat equipment 
he seems to be what he is, young and misplaced. An American child grown into armed maturity 
who still looks into the room, empty aside from me, for something that he expects to recognize. 
To see an Iraqi interpretation of an American icon next to the reality of American occupation made 
this photograph important to me. In the window beside Mickey is a cartoon image of an Indian, our 
Native American. This makes the triptych even more powerful as our own nation, America, began 
as an occupation of theirs.

Ar Ramdi, Iraq (2005); Digital Photograph
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Benjamin Busch was born in 1968 in Manhattan and grew up in rural central New 
York state. He graduated from Vassar College in 1991 with a major in Studio Art and soon 
thereafter accepted a commission in the United States Marine Corps. He served four years 
as an active duty infantry officer and then from 1996 to the present in the Selected Marine 
Reserve. In 1997 he turned to acting and had small appearances in “Party of Five” and 
“Homicide.” He deployed to Iraq in 2003 as the Commanding Officer of Delta Company, 
4th Light Armored Reconnaissance Battalion and then again in 2005 with a Civil Affairs 
unit in Ar Ramadi. The images in the exhibits “The Art In War” (2003) and “Occupation” 
(2005) are from these two deployments. In 2004, he began playing the role of Officer 
Anthony Colicchio on the HBO series, “The Wire.” He is now in Namibia acting in the 
new HBO series, “Generation Kill.” His first film as a writer/director, “The Forest,” is due 
for release in February of 2008 along with a new exhibit of photographs, “Abstract Matter.” 
He lives in Michigan with his wife, Tracy, and their three-year-old daughter, Alexandra.


