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“Where bastard freedom waves
her fustian flag in mockery over slaves”
Thomas Moore (no, not that one) ‘American Slavery’
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Cover shows the Grand Union Flag (also known as the Continental Colours, Congress Flag, Cambridge Flag, and the 
First Navy Ensign). It was first used in 1776 and is considered to be the first national flag of the USA and consisted of 
13 red and white stripes with the British Union Flag of the time (before the St Patrick’s cross of Ireland was added).
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A White Flag on the Moon

JASPER JOHNS AND THE APOLLO MOON FLAGSThe American 
artist Jasper Johns has made some 30 paintings of the US flag, includ-
ing his 1955 all-white work called (predictably or ironically) ‘White 
Flag’. Much of Johns’ work uses imagery derived from (as he puts it) 

“things the mind already knows” including utterly familiar icons such 
as targets, maps and flags. 

The meaning behind the work is deliberately left open to in-
terpretation, so can change over time to fit current preoccupa-
tions and appear more prescient than it probably is. Today one 
interpretation might be that the red and blue of the flag has 
faded in Johns’ picture just as the ‘American dream’ has faded.  
 
Critic Andrew Graham-Dixon thought:

“By painting the flag he expressed how he felt about America.  
He painted this in the McCarthyite period, and he was gay  
and left-wing.” 

He likens the whited-out Stars and Stripes to the “right-wing patri-
ots’ suspicion of America’s diversity”. Johns, like Andy Warhol who 
we shall come to, knew the value of letting the work talk for itself.
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The cultural and political dominance of the USA in the 20th cen-
tury (what has been called ‘the American Century’) made their flag 
a powerful symbolic emblem that, like Johns’ paintings of it, could 
symbolise contradictory things; where patriotic Americans saw ‘free-
dom’, others saw ‘oppression’. 

The design of the US flag was set in 1777 when the Marine Commit-
tee of the Second Continental Congress:

“Resolved that the flag of the United States be thirteen stripes 
alternate red and white; that the union be thirteen stars, white  
in a blue field representing a new constellation.”

However, until 1912, the specifics of the design were not standardised, 
so there were subtle and not so subtle variations. The first flag had 
13 stars to represent the original 13 states; today the 13 stripes do 
this. The 49th and 50th stars were added in 1959 when Alaska and 
Hawaii joined the Union. In light of this, Jasper Johns’ reworking of 
the flag might be seen as echoing an historical process (and explains 
why most of his flags have 48 stars). Indeed new states ceremoni-
ously join the union (and add their star to the flag) on Independence 
Day, 4th July. 

The colours themselves did not have a particular meaning and may 
have been inherited from the colours of the British flag. However, 
the Great Seal of the United States, which took its colours from the 
flag, did ascribe meanings to them; white for purity and innocence, 
red for hardiness and valour, and blue for vigilance, perseverance 
and justice.  

Pride in the flag has a central place in American culture and is closely 
identified with its ideas of nationhood. It unites a diverse immigrant 
descended population in a geographically vast land. The flag as the 
symbol is evidenced in the national anthem, ‘The Star Spangled Ban-
ner’. This was only adopted as late as 1931 and is specifically about 
the flag. Likewise the Pledge of Allegiance is made not to ‘the land, 

‘the people’, ‘the president’ or ‘the constitution’, but to the flag. 

Henry Ward Beecher, the 19th Century churchman and social re-
former, ascribed mythical symbolism to the design:

Jasper Johns Flag, 1954
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“The stars upon it were like the bright morning stars of God,  
and the stripes upon it were beams of morning light”.

However, despite trusting in god, the national pride of the USA was 
challenged in the 1950s when the USSR successfully launched Sput-
nik; the first man-made satellite, and again in 1961 when Yuri Gaga-
rin became the first man in space. In 1951 science fiction author Ar-
thur C. Clarke wrote:

“The crossing of space… may do much to turn men’s minds 
outwards and away from their present tribal squabbles.  
In this sense, the rocket, far from being one of the destroyers  
of civilisation, may provide the safety-value that is needed  
to preserve it.”

The last (and greatest ‘first’ in space) ignited a race between the USA 
and USSR to land a man on the Moon (and leave a flag behind). 
This was driven by political not scientific aspirations, after all space 
rockets were essentially big missiles. Although the plaque left on the 
Moon in 1969 read “We came in peace for all mankind”, it was the 
Stars and Stripes (after some discussion) that was flown. The peace 
on the Moon was in marked contrast to the war being conducted 
back on Earth in Vietnam. 

In 1962, President Kennedy had declared of the Moon:

“We have vowed that we shall not see it governed by a hostile 
flag of conquest, but by a banner of freedom and peace.”  

By which he meant the Star Spangled Banner. 

The United Nations Treaty on Outer Space meant territorial claims 
on the Moon were not possible, so the flag raising was symbolic. 
Deeply symbolic: America had ‘won’ the space race just as it would 
go on to ‘win’ the Cold War though the victory was that of ‘last man 
standing’. And with the collapse of the USSR and the lowering of the 
Red Flag, in its victory the USA would become a country uncertain 
about the future it had shaped. 

One Priceless Moment by Alan Bean, 
an astronaut on Apollo 12, depicts 
the raising of the Apollo 11 flag. 
Bean’s paintings are literal  
depictions of space subjects 

Apollo 11 blasts off to the Moon
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As Apollo 11 set off home, Astronaut Buzz Aldrin claimed he saw 
the flag he and Neil Armstrong had raised knocked over by the blast 
of the rocket motor. His account was confirmed in 2012, when the 
Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter Camera (which photographed all six 
Apollo landing sites) confirmed from shadow patterns that the flags 
were still there, apart from Apollo 11’s. What could not be ascer-
tained was what condition the flags were in. It is thought that the 
red white and blue has been bleached by ultra violet radiation to the 
white of Jasper Johns’s painting. Apollo 11’s flag is likely to have 
disintegrated, although Neil Armstrong’s first footprint (“one small 
step for a man”) may still be there. America’s history has been one 
of internal conflicts and while Johns and Warhol left meanings vague 
and commercially attractive, Faith Ringgold painting ‘Flag for the 
Moon’, Die Nigger’, has implicit meaning. This was painted in the 
year of the moon landing and asked who exactly were the Americans 
that the Stars and Stripes represented?

All-white US flags can be bought from www.stampdla.com for $185. 
Coincidently at 5x3 feet they are the same size as the $5·50 Moon 
flag, but half the size of Johns’s 10x6 foot White Flag, which was 
bought by New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1998 for an 
undisclosed sum (its value was estimated at $20 million).

White Stars and Stripes flag  
by www.stampdla.com
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Union Jack

POP ART AND THE MODSWhatever the meaning or lack of it in 
Johns’s quotidian works, they were influential and informed the pop 
and conceptual artists that followed. Between 2008 and 2010, Peter 
Blake, the grand old man of English pop art (and most famously the 
designer of the Beatles Sergeant Pepper album cover) produced sever-
al editions of prints featuring the Union Jack. And for good measure 
he issued a run of 25 ‘Stars n Stripes’ prints in 2006.

Like many an 80-year old before him, he might be forgiven for seek-
ing inspiration in earlier triumphs. In 1962 his pop art contemporary 
Derek Boshier produced ‘England’s Glory’ a painting of the epony-
mous match box featuring the British flag being stripped away to re-
veal the American flag, in what has been interpreted as a comment on 
commercialisation and cultural imperialism. For a time in the early 
1960s ‘Swinging London’ appropriated the Union Jack. Owen Ha-
therley wrote in The Guardian newspaper: 

“Along with the target… the Union Jack was one of the symbols 
of mod… In the context of the time, this took the Union Jack as 
just another de-contextualised symbol, another set of abstract 
forms, its lines as clear, direct and threatening as that other mod 
insignia, the arrow”.

The use was perhaps deeper and a little more knowing than just the 
decorative graphic appeal suggested in Hatherley’s article. There was 
feeling that England and London were centre stage. Particularly after 
Sergeant Pepper’s release in 1967, there was a resurgence of Victo-
riana; English psychedelia owed more to Lewis Carroll than Allen 
Ginsberg. It was a sign of confidence, optimism and progress that 
let symbols from the country’s past be playfully manipulated. And 
it was a demonstration of how far Britain had come since 1953, the 
year of Queen Elizabeth’s Coronation, when MPs had debated ban-
ning the sale of Union Jack knickers. 

For all its power, the USA is uncomfortable when its most cherished 
symbol is questioned. Perhaps because Britain acquired its symbols 
of identity over a long period, America had to invent and assert its 
identity quickly and unequivocally? 

Derek Boshier England’s Glory, 1962

The Who
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By the 1970s, the optimism of the 1960s had passed and the British 
flag was primarily associated with racist groups such as the National 
Front and the racist chant “Ain’t no black in the Union Jack.” Brit-
ain was called a “fascist regime” in the Sex Pistol’s song ‘God Save 
The Queen’, which was arguably the most lasting cultural moment 
of the Queen’s 1977 Silver Jubilee celebrations. Jamie Reid’s poster 
for the record included a Union Jack in the design and is better re-
membered than any of the official commemorative Jubilee designs. 

Twenty years later, after a period of successive Conservative govern-
ments, Tony Blair’s ‘New’ Labour Party came to power. For a time 
it enjoyed a new wave of optimism expressed in Brit-Pop music and 
packaged as ‘Cool Britannia’ – a pun on the imperialistic, patriotic 
song ‘Rule Britannia’. The Union Jack once again appeared on dress-
es (worn by Ginger Spice of The Spice Girls), and guitars (played by 
Noel Gallagher of Beatles tribute band, Oasis). 

The Swinging London of the 1960s also happened after the elec-
tion of a Labour government following a long period of Con-
servative rule. Instead of Tony Blair’s New Labour, it had Har-
old Wilson’s 1964 party manifesto entitled ‘The New Britain’.  
 
However, Blair’s Britain also saw a solidifying of ‘lad mag culture’ 
with its casual sexism satirised in the Austin Powers movies of 1997, 
1999 and 2002. The character, a spoof James Bond, drove a Union 

Geri Halliwell (Ginger Spice), 1997
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Jack painted E-Type ‘Shaguar’ car. You could buy a Union Jack 
painted Mini. This re-imagined British icon was now made by Ger-
man company BMW. Jaguar were by now American owned. 

The flag had become somewhat removed from its direct right-wing 
associations, but this was not an active taking of the flag from the rac-
ists, instead it was what Douglas Coupland in his book ‘Generation 
X’ called a ‘legislated nostalgia’ for the 1960s. This was defined thus: 

“To force a body of people to have memories that they do not actually 
possess.” And leading from that, Coupland asked the question: 

“How can I be a part of the 1960s generation when  
 I don’t even remember any of it?” 

Flag of St George

FOOTBALL AND RACISMThe Union Jack had no mythical mean-
ings or abstract concepts such as those America had bestowed on its 
flag. The Union Jack simply (but rather effectively) represents the 
union of the countries that make up the United Kingdom: The red 
cross on a white background of England’s Cross of Saint George, 
The white ‘saltire’ (or diagonal) cross on a blue background of Scot-
land’s Saint Andrew and the white saltire of Ireland’s Cross of St Pat-
rick. The Welsh flag doesn’t get a look-in. Wales was already part of 
Britain at the time of the union with Scotland and perhaps St George 
had slew the Welsh Dragon. 

Some people will tell you the British flag is only a Union Jack if it’s at 
sea and it’s a Union Flag if it’s on land (a jack is the flag pole at the 
rear of a ship). If this were so the Union Jack would be rare indeed. 
Royal Navy ships fly the White Ensign; British Merchant Navy ves-
sels fly the Red Ensign. Many of the world’s ships fly ‘flags of conve-
nience’. This is where merchant ships are registered and fly the flag 
of a different country to their owners to avoid regulations and save 
money – hence why 40% (in tonnage) of the world’s merchant fleet fly 
the flags of Panama, Liberia, and the Marshall Islands. National loy-
alties prostate before the mighty dollar come below the bottom line.

Racist English Defence League
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Misplaced ideas of superiority that confuse national pride with na-
tional loyalties, lie at the heart of the problem with the red cross of 
St George. Having been worn in the Crusades doesn’t help. It oc-
cupies a relationship to the Union Jack not dissimilar to that which 
the Confederate ‘Stars and Bars’ does to the Stars and Stripes in the 
USA. Whilst the Confederate flag is used by some to show a pride in 
the culture and identity of the Southern states, it cannot escape the 
taint that part of the culture it came from, included slavery and the 
Ku Klux Klan. Ironically, in Britain, the Confederate flag if seen at 
all, denotes rockabilly music, in the way the Union Jack – but not the 
flag of St George – denotes mod. 

Football, even with its ingrained tribal loyalties, had seen some suc-
cess in countering the racism that had seemed endemic in the 1970s. 
There were active anti-racist campaigns from the game’s governing 
authorities, but more importantly, from fans themselves. Black and 
foreign players reached a new prominence and were a factor in the 
success of one club over another. Not entirely coincidentally, open 
racism and organisation by racist political groups amongst supporters 
was more noticeable at smaller, less successful clubs. Fans of some of 
these smaller clubs, with no chance of matches in European competi-
tion, followed the English national team abroad, giving the impression 
that a bigger proportion of the fans were racist. There was not a ‘Brit-
ish’ football team, but rather individual English, Scottish, Welsh and 
Northern Irish national teams, so the Union Jack was not as promi-
nent as the individual national flags at international fixtures. Racist 
groups themselves used the flag of St George as an emblem, making 
the crowds at England matches seem more infected than they were. 

When England hosted the Euro ’96 tournament it engendered some 
nationalistic sentiment and a hit single for the official song ‘Three Li-
ons’ by comedians David Baddiel and Frank Skinner. The lyrics again 
encouraged nostalgia for the 1960s with their reference to England’s 
1966 victory in the World Cup:

Three lions on a shirt, 
Jules Rimet [the World Cup] still gleaming, 
Thirty years of hurt, 
Never stopped me dreaming.

The Sun newspaper tries to benefit 
from a wave of football inspired 
patriotism with a front page and 
a massive flag sponsored by an 
American owned company.

Confederate ‘rebel’ flag, used by some 
in the Southern States of the USA
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As the song predicted, England did not prevail on the pitch and to 
some the English Flag of St. George still embodied the racist overtones 
the Union Jack was fluttering itself free from. A note of multicultural-
ism was struck in England’s 1998 World Cup campaign with the song 

‘Vindaloo’ which was a faux football chant, which repeated the name 
of the Indian curry (much beloved by English football fans) ad nau-
seam. The song was written by comedian Keith Allen and Blur’s Alex 
James, the video featured their friends, including artist Damien Hurst. 

A decade on and the 2006 World Cup saw the widespread display of 
the Flag of St. George, seeing it move out of the stadiums and on to 
the streets. It was so widely displayed it diluted the racists’ use of the 
flag as a badge of hate. Particularly notable were small vinyl versions 
attached to car windows, which were flown and derided in almost 
equal measure, inspiring jokes including:

“Scientists have been doing a survey of the size of men’s willies. 
They have found there are 2 distinct groups. Men with an 
average 6 inches or over, and those with 2 inches or less.  
The scientists need more data for their survey, so they’ve asked 
men with 2 inches or less to attach a small white flag with a red 
cross on it to their vehicle, so they can be identified.”

There were a couple of possible reasons for this surge of flag waving. 
Firstly, it was 40 years since England had beaten West Germany in 
the final at Wembley Stadium in London and secondly the host of 
the 2006 tournament was a re-unified Germany. (Italy, seemingly un-
aware of this won the cup.) By 2012 the England team were the ones 
facing racism from opponents, particularly from former Eastern bloc 
countries, who had swapped the hammer and sickle for the swastika. 

Above: Dickheads pose in front of a 
statue of Lenin in the Ukrainian city 
of Donetsk 

Above Left: A very large flag flying 
outside of a care home during the 
2010 World Cup 
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The Ulster Banner

OLD SYMBOL OLD FLAG In Northern Ireland the Ulster Ban-
ner, which is essentially the English flag with the addition of a red 
hand and crown, is used by unionist loyalists and is possibly be-
yond redemption. It was the official flag of Northern Ireland from 
1953 until 1973, when direct rule from Westminster was imposed 
and the Union Jack hoisted as the flag of the United Kingdom and 
Northern Ireland. Despite the present sectarian connotations of the 
red hand it should be remembered that historically the red hand 
was a symbol used by all sections of society. 
 
Darran Anderson, writing on the Culture Northern Ireland.org 
website pointed out:

“Today a culture war rages over the ownership of the Red Hand. 
Many groups and organisations use the symbol on all sides of 
the religious, social and economic divides. The Northern Ireland 
football squad and the Ulster Rugby team employ it on their 
crest as do the Tyrone Gaelic and Hurling teams. Then there is 
the irony of the Ulster Defence Association and the Red Hand 
Defenders proudly displaying an ancient Irish symbol on their 
flags and murals…” 
 

“This sign is intrinsically rooted in the past. It is a sign that is 
immersed in the symbolism of violence and land ownership  
that has plagued this corner of the world.”

It has been proposed that art could bring some understanding and 
reassessment to the symbol. Photographer Declan O’Neill has pro-
posed a new public artwork in the shape of a red hand to be made of 
iron at Belfast’s Harland and Wolff shipyard. O’Neill concedes how 
controversial such a piece would be and adds, 

“The scale is no shallow and contemporary conceit… 
A 10-metre hand will shift our gaze and dwarf our adult 
prejudices. It will reduce us once again to the innocence and 
purity of children and prompt us into a new relationship of  
trust in a hand sullied by the whiff of colonisation and conflict”. 

The Uster Banner, the flag of 
Northern Ireland until 1973.
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Keep Calm

WARTIME PROPAGANDA POSTERBack on the mainland, Chi-
nese-made Union Jack bunting and little plastic flags made periodic 
appearances on the shelves of the nation’s pound shops. Opportuni-
ties to stoke up a little patriotic distraction such as the Queen’s Dia-
mond Jubilee and the wedding of Prince William and Kate Middleton 
were bread and circuses for a population that, following a near col-
lapse in the banking system and an unpopular minority Conservative 

-Liberal coalition government, was enduring a recession and massive 
cuts in public spending.

This was packaged as ‘austerity’ – a direct reference to the Second 
World War and immediate post war period. Then, although endur-
ing great privation, Britain’s population was seen to have “all been 
in it together” and the country had “pulled together”. Conservative 
Prime Minister David Cameron said of the current crisis, “We’re all 
in it together”. The 1940s were part of the British myth and seen (in 
the words of Winston Churchill) as “our finest hour”. It would be 
wrong to say people wanted to give up their consumer lifestyles and 
return to rationing, but it is possible to see a wish for the certainties 
of the earlier age, just as ‘Cool Britannia’ had looked back fondly at 
the 1960s. But this time rather than the Union Jack, another symbol 
seemed to capture the public spirit. 

‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ was a propaganda poster produced by 
the government’s Ministry of Information at the start of the Second 
World War. It was only to be issued in the event of invasion. As 
there was no invasion it was never widely seen, until, in the year 
2000, when an example was rediscovered in a second hand book-
shop. Crown copyright had expired so it could be freely reproduced. 
And it was. It became a phenomenal success, appearing not just as 
posters, but t-shirts, furnishings, mugs etc. The design is very simple, 
with the Royal Crown of George VI and sober sans-serif capital let-
ters in white on a plain red background. The Economist magazine, 
suggested its popularity tapped:

“Directly into the country’s mythic image of itself; unshowily 
brave and just a little stiff, brewing tea as the bombs fall”. 

World War 2 poster that became 
popular in the 21st Century.
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The East End of London plays a special part in the British war time 
mythic image of itself and it was one of the themes in Gilbert and 
George’s flag heavy 2009 exhibition ‘Jack Freak Pictures’ at White 
Cube Gallery. Fashion and music (and to a lesser extent art) had un-
wittingly moved the flag from the extreme right to the mainstream 
(though it was waved with an uncritical appreciation of the imperial-
ist history behind it). But it was sport and sports fashion that would 
catapult the flag to new places in the national psyche.

Road cyclist Bradley Wiggins was a mod. His bikes had a little red, 
white and blue Royal Air Force roundel – the target symbol from the 
1960s – on them. His nickname, ‘Wiggo’ was written on his jersey 
with the roundel taking the place of the letter ‘o’. 
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In 2012, at the beginning of what was billed “the summer of sport”, 
Wiggins became the fi rst British rider to win the Tour de France. He 
rode for the Sky Pro-cycling Team, who also sponsored the British 
cycling teams who would enjoy great success in the London Olym-
pics the following month. 

During the Tour de France and later the Tour of Britain, RAF En-
signs, which feature the roundel and a Union Jack in the top right 
hand corner (the ‘canton’ in fl ag terminology), were much in evi-
dence in the crowds. Historically, professional cycling is not organ-
ised along national lines, but rather trade teams. The Sky Tour de 
France squad of nine riders featured British, Austrian, Australian, 
Belarussian, German and Norwegian nationals.

Although there was obviously a national pride in a British rider’s 
success, the RAF fl ags were understood to be a reference to Wiggo’s 

‘mod-ness’ just as many of the people waving the fl ags wore fake side-
burns – his other trademark. Wiggins went on to win a gold medal 
in the Olympic Time Trial cycling event the following month and 
assured his place as one of the most popular British sports personali-
ties. Incidentally, both Wiggins and Peter Blake inspired polo shirts 
by Fred Perry – sportswear supplier to the mods.

Top: Royal Airforce Ensign

Bottom: Fred Perry shirt designed 
by Peter Blake
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The Olympics

LOGOS, PATRIOTISM AND BRAND GBThe logo for the 2012 
London Olympics was designed by design agency Wolff Ollins.  

It was unveiled in 2007 to a very poor reception. Over 
time people may have got used to the branding, in-
cluding a typeface that managed to combine ugliness 
with illegibility in equal measure, but it won few fans.  

Ben Scales from the brand consultancy Davies + McKerr 
said of it: 

“Unfortunately, what makes it worse is that the 2012 logo 
looks dated. It’s a 1982, breakdance interpretation 

of graffiti – in some circumstances, that could be 
incredibly cool and retro, but in the Olympic context 

just comes across as old-fashioned and naïve”.

The Olympics themselves were considered a great suc-
cess and Team GB enjoyed their best ever results. In 
contrast to the logo, the team kits (with the bare mini-

mum of Olympic logo displayed) were popular and replicas sold 
well. Stella McCartney who designed them for Adidas, said,

“The first place to start on a project like this is to look at the 
union flag. For me it’s one of the most beautiful flags in the 
world and it was important for me to stay true to that iconic 
design but also to modernise it and present it in a contemporary 
way. Ultimately, we wanted the athletes to feel like a team and 
be proud with the identity we created.”

Although the Union Jack was instantly recognisable, it featured only 
in a dissected form and interestingly the red colour was omitted 
apart from a little detailing and the blue was much greyer than the 
deep royal blue of the flag. The effect was almost as monochrome 
as Jasper Johns’s white US flag. In research YouGov, the market re-
search agency, found that whilst 64% of people still associated the 
Union Jack with the British Empire, 75% associated it with Team 
GB. However, there were some who regretted waving the flag for 
Team GB. 

Top: Olympic logo

Bottom: Team GB shirt by Adidas 
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University graduate Jay Mosedale got a criminal record and £400 
costs for selling Union Jacks without a license in Whitehall.

The Olympic spirit is (or is purported to be) one of friendly competi-
tion although the Games have been used for asserting national supe-
riority or making a protest. Witness the 1936 Nazi games in Berlin, 
or the boycott of the 1980 Moscow Olympics by the USA in protest 
at the Soviet Union’s presence in Afghanistan, or the Soviet Union’s 
boycotting of the 1984 Los Angeles Games to get their own back.

The British use of the flag as a patriotic symbol is less clearly jingoistic 
than it was. This might be because of the end of Empire and the eclipse 
of the country’s position as a major world power. It might also be re-
lated to a recognition that British culture is more fluid and intercon-
nected with other nations and a sense that it seems somehow safer to 
be closer to Europe than America. The same YouGov research found 
that 37% of people considered the Union Jack represented a modern 
and diverse Britain, but 15% of English and 25% of Scots associated 
it with racism. The British have a different relationship with their flag 
then the Americans. Eventhough 80% of English people associated 
the flag with pride and patriotism, British reticence makes overt dis-
plays of patriotic pride, let alone fervor seem – well – unseemly. 

British politicians envy their American counterparts’ ability to use 
patriotic symbols to wrap up and shut up criticism – the flag as a 
gag. Gordon Brown, Labour Prime Minister from 2007 to 2010, at-
tempted to shroud a growing unpopularity with popularist calls to 
fly the flag from more buildings, tying this in with the introduction 
of an ‘armed forces day’ with its own £10 flag for “schools and busi-
nesses to fly”. Meanwhile the coffins of solders being returned from 
the unpopular war in Afghanistan were draped with Union Jacks.  
After the end of the First World War, Britain had established Ar-
mistice Day, later called Remembrance Sunday, to honour military 
personnel who had died, but Brown wanted people to forget not 
remember. He wanted a cross between America’s Veteran’s Day and 
the Last Night of the Proms. Brown, like others before and since, 
was concerned about a society that appeared to have lost some of 
the communal consensus that bound it together. There was a debate 
about a “broken Britain” and if not how to fix it, how to hide it un-
der a shroud (or a flag). 

Publicity shot for Armed Forces Day 

Gordon Brown, the then Labour 
Prime Minister envied the ability of 
American politicians to use the flag 
Cartoon by Drawgood.
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Rupert Murdoch is not patriotic. He changed his nationality from 
Australian to American to allow him to buy US TV stations – but 
The Sun – his British tabloid, likes to sound a jingoistic note to lead 
its working class readers in whatever direction best suits Rupert 
Murdoch. In the 1982 Falklands War, when the British sank the 
Argentinean ship The General Belgrano, the paper infamously ran 
the headline “Gotcha”. The British artist Gavin Turk has produced 
several works that use Union Jacks. ‘Window’ (1991) was based on 
another Sun front page, 

“On the eve of the first Gulf War in 1991, it superimposed the 
head of a British soldier onto the Union Jack. Its headline ran: 

‘Support our boys and put this flag in your window’.  
Turk replaced the squaddie’s head with his own, so that the 
beret referred to artists rather than soldiers. At the time the 
British media were notoriously hostile to modern art, and Turk 
couldn’t resist suggesting that the press might promote artists as 
positive national symbols as much as they support the military”. 

Turk’s other Union Jack based works have included ‘God Save Che 
Guevara’ and ‘Untitled Blue Flag’ (1997) which features:Gavin Turk Untitled Blue Flag, 1997
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“A page torn from an Yves Klein catalogue originally showing 
Klein’s ‘Untitled Blue Monochrome’, altered by the artist by 
turning the image on its side and painting it to resemble a  
blue Union Jack flag”.

It is a satire on Yves Klein’s faux brand ‘International Klein Blue’ 
and the idea of ‘Brand UK’ – which has seen the Union Jack used as 
a trade mark or logo, not just for the country, but for brands them-
selves such as fashion label Ben Sherman, which was once favoured 
by skinheads who spent much of the 1970s flirting with racism. 

The Olympics completed something of a rehabilitation of the Union 
Jack, although some Daily Telegraph readers criticised the “social-
istic” opening ceremony for not reminding ‘Johnny Foreigner’ that 
Britain had once ruled the globe. Watching the parade of athletes, a 
more thoughtful observer would have noticed the number of other 
nations flags which included a Union Jack in their corner. This usu-
ally denoted their status as a former colony or dependency. Indeed, 
it should be remembered that the first American flag featured 13 
stripes and a Union Jack (see front cover). Towards the end of 2012 
the tourist body ‘Visit Britain’ used the flag, Skyfall – the latest James 
Bond film – and the pun-tastic slogan “BOND IS GREAT Britain” 
to promote Brand GB. Earlier in the year graffiti artist Banksy had 
painted a Union Jack for the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee punning E.R. 
(Elizabeth Regina) with Er (errrrr…). If anything, the flag was ver-
satile and the country seemed happier to let its brand be satirised – 
perhaps because in the UK, humour is so often the means advertisers 
use to get brands into people’s hearts.

Banksy Er…, 2012
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The American Way 

FLAGS AND LAW In the 1980s successive Conservative govern-
ments actively dismantled what both the main political parties had 
accepted as “the post war consensus” in British politics. In 1987 she 
infamously declared that, “there is no such thing as society” and 
twenty years on the results of such beliefs were self-evident. As a 
Scot, the then Prime Minister Gordon Brown was acutely aware that 
in Scotland there was growing support for independence. People 
who had been the bedrock of Labour support were dissatisfied with 
the adoption of a right-wing economic agenda by Labour Party. 

There has long been a dissenting trait in the British character that re-
acts to decrees from on high with disdain, cynicism and sarcasm. The 
standing of politicians, particularly in the wake of a scandal about 
their expense claims, was at an all time low. An attempt to encour-
age an American style of national pride could not flourish in Britain’s 
more cynical public realm and was seen as an attempt to use the flag 
to distract. In America dissenters have a harder time.

The USA has a Federal Flag Code forbids the use of flags as part of 
the design of sports apparel, stating: 

“No part of the flag should ever be used as a costume  
or athletic uniform.”

And details how to fly it, fold it, and dispose of it. 

The British do not have laws and regulations regarding 
their flag, though they have their ways of doing things. Per-
haps this is part of a national trait that explains why the two 
countries also differ in the matter of a written constitution.  
And where Peter Blake’s Union Jacks caused not a ripple, Jasper 
Johns’ flags and any use of the Stars and Stripes in art can still cause 
more than a flutter. The First Amendment makes it unconstitutional 
to pass laws that limit freedom of speech; and this has been used 
to protect the rights of artists to make critical works using the flag. 
However, this hasn’t stopped laws being passed to ban the desecra-
tion of the flag.  
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Dredd Scott’s piece ‘What is the Proper Way to Display a Flag?’ ex-
hibited in Chicago in 1989, featured an American flag laid on the floor 
with images of different US flags mounted on the wall and a shelf 
with a visitor’s book. To write in the book one had to step on the flag. 

The local council passed a law banning desecration of the flag and 
tried to enforce it. However, Judge Kenneth L. Gillis ruled that it 
could not be used to prosecute artists who incorporate American 
flags in their works because “when the flag is displayed in a way to 
convey ideas, such display is protected by the First Amendment.” He 
went on: “for every artist who paints our flag into a corner, there are 
others who can paint it flying high.”

In another example where laws were overturned as unconstitutional, 
Supreme Court Justice William J. Brennan Junior asserted that:

“If there is a bedrock principle underlying the First Amendment, 
it is that government may not prohibit the expression of an idea 
simply because society finds the idea offensive or disagreeable.”

He was even more emphatic when he ruled:

“We do not consecrate the flag by punishing its desecration,  
for in doing so we dilute the freedom that this cherished  
emblem represents.”

It still seems to wind Americans up if their flag gets burnt though. 

In the 20th Century the artist who most appropriately documented 
America was Andy Warhol. His subject matter, exaltation of the ba-
nal and sheer obstinacy in avoiding explanation made him an inspira-
tion to all who followed. Flags did not escape his eye for symbolism, 
though surprisingly it was the Soviet Hammer and Sickle which fea-
tured in his 1976 series ‘Still Lives’. Seventy-Five years earlier, Camp-
bell’s Soup (who of course provided the subject matter for Warhol’s 
best known work) had one of their advertisements banned for de-
meaning the American flag. It was a tin sign showing the Stars and 
Stripes made up of row upon row of soup cans. An example sold for 
$93,500. Campbell’s closed its largest US production plant in 2012 
with the loss of over 700 jobs.

Metal Campbell’s Soup advertising 
sign, 1901

Dredd Scott, What is the Proper Way 
to Display a Flag? 1989
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Barbara Kruger used the colour and layout of the Stars and Stripes 
to pose questions about the varying degrees of freedom and oppres-
sion in the USA, in her 1991 work ‘Untitled (Questions)’. The work 
found new resonance in 2011 when it featured in an exhibition to 
mark the tenth anniversary of 9/11, the artistic response to we will 
discuss later. 

At times it seems that America is run if not by corporations, then for 
corporations. Shi-Zhe Yung designed a Corporate American Flag for 
Adbusters, the Canadian ‘culture-jamming’ magazine. The stars of 
the original are replaced with logos of US corporations. Yung said:

“I wanted to do something to the American flag that reflected 
the change in the spirit of America. The flag is one of the most 
recognizable symbols all over the world. I chose some other 
well-recognized emblems to replace the original stars and  
reflect the new power of America.”

All of the logos would have wished to have had something of the 
power of our next great American icon.

Adbuster’s Corporate flag of America

Barbara Kruger, Untitled (Questions) 
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Iwo Jima

THE FLAG RAISING PHOTOGRAPH / STATUES AND PARODY
In March 1945, the Americans captured the Japanese island of Iwo 
Jima. The battle was one of the fiercest of the Second World War, 
but it is now chiefly remembered in the form of a single photograph. 
Joe Rosenthal, a news photographer working for Associated Press, 
captured ‘Raising the Flag on Iwo Jima’. This quickly transcended 
its original status as a news photograph, or historical document or 
effective piece of propaganda, and became the basis for a number of 
public artworks. Much of this is because the photograph includes 
that most recognisable symbol for Americans – their flag. 

It was taken in the first week of the month long battle and shows six 
US Marines raising the Stars and Stripes. The photograph may be the 
most reproduced ever and its effect was immediate. When AP photo 
editor John Bodkin saw it he declared, “Here’s one for all time!” And 
within hours it was entering the national psyche, where it would stay. 

Above: Joe Rosenthal’s famous shot 
as it was best known cropped into 
portrait format
 
Left: The shot in its original format
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It became the first photograph to win a Pulitzer Prize in the same 
year as its original publication. 

It was also the subject of some controversy about whether or not 
it was posed (it wasn’t). The photograph is cropped from the land-
scape orientation of the original negative to the portrait orientation 
of the image as it is best known. Immediately after the photograph 
was taken, Rosenthal took another with soldiers posing around the 
newly raised flag. There is also colour film footage by Bill Genaust 
of the event, but as is the case with two of the most powerful images 
from Vietnam; the naked young girl running after being burned by 
napalm, photographed by Nick Ut and Eddie Adams’ picture of a 
police chief executing a Vietcong prisoner on a Saigon street, it is the 
still photograph that endures. 

The flag raising was actually the second of the day. There was an-
other photograph of a smaller flag being raised on the summit of 
Mount Suribachi. Sergeant Louis Lowery took this for the Marine’s 
magazine Leatherneck. Soon after, his camera was damaged by a 
bullet and his photograph was not published until after Rosenthal’s. 

Three of the servicemen who raised the flag later died in the battle, 
the other three survived to go back home and take part in a highly 
successful drive to sell war bonds. Part of this included re-enacting 
the flag raising to cheering crowds. The event was re-staged in the 
John Wayne film ‘Sands of Iwo Jima’, ‘The Outsider’ a Tony Curtis 
film about Ira Hayes (one of the flag raisers) and Clint Eastward’s 

‘Flags of our Fathers’, which tells the story of the three surviving flag 
raisers. The image featured on a 3c stamp in 1945 and 50 years later 
on a 32c stamp. 

The photographer was not making art, though the photograph in-
spired art in the form of statues. These literal representations exist 
seemingly to say a statue has more stature than a photograph, and is 
thus a more fitting memorial. The composition of the original pho-
tograph, with its strong diagonal gives it a sense of movement and 
lends itself to being rendered in three dimensions. These qualities 
were instantly apparent to Felix de Weldon, the man who would go 
on to make the giant Marine Corps Memorial based on the picture. 

Top: Rosenthal’s posed group shot 
taken shortly after his iconic Raising 
the Flag photograph

Middle: Rosenthal photographed 
photographing the posed group shot 

Bottom: Louis Lowery’s record of the 
first flag to be raised that day
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De Weldon saw the photograph literally as it came off the wire ser-
vice. Within three days he had made a clay model of the event (and 
been transferred from the Navy into the Marine Corps). 

De Weldon’s 1954 bronze Marine Corps War Memorial is next to 
Arlington Cemetery in Virginia and is dedicated to all US Marines 
who have died since 1775. Interestingly, following a proclamation by 
President Kennedy, the US flag is required to be flown from the me-
morial 24 hours a day and not lowered at nightfall as most flags are. 
Another smaller memorial based on the photograph, is the National 
Iwo Jima monument in New Britain, Connecticut. This was unveiled 
on the 50th anniversary of the photograph and commemorates the 
US soldiers killed in the battle for the island. 

The figures in these statues are many times life size. They use a mas-
sive exaggerated scale to suggest gravitas and importance. That they 
are both dedicated to groups of dead people silences any criticism of 
their artistic worth, which is negligible. They are unintentionally and 
somewhat ironically reminiscent of the overgrown statues of Lenin 
that littered the USSR and Eastern Europe. These too were touted 
as realist pieces of public art that invited the viewer to see them as 
approachable and understandable. As such they might be thought 
of as democratic, but their monumental scale says “might is right”. 
And this is at the heart of how Americans are encouraged to see their 
country today. 

When discussing the photograph, the statues and the flag itself, abstract 
concepts such as ‘freedom’, ‘sacrifice’ and ‘patriotism’ are used. They 
are not just seen as a representation of an event, which after all was a 
recording of the raising of a second flag. That the event actually did 
happen makes the concepts appear real. But the concepts these words 
evoke are made to appear self-evident, and so interpretation or ques-
tioning is severely curtailed by invoking the idea that such thoughts are 
disrespectful or un-patriotic. These statues should be considered not 
art, but monuments and in a true sense of the word – ‘propaganda’. 

The men who raised flag on Iwo Jima did not see themselves as he-
roes. Most warriors don’t. What drives solders to do heroic things 
are usually not great patriotic stirrings but loyalty to one’s immediate 
comrades, to the men you trained with or went to school with. 

Top: The Marine Corps War Memorial 
by Felix de Weldon
 
Middle: The National Iwo Jima 
Monument unveiled for the 50th 
anniversary of the battle
 
Bottom: Silver Dollar 
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As the author and Marine, William Manchester put it,

“Men do not fight for flag or country, for the Marine Corps or 
glory or any other abstraction. They fight for one another. And 
if you came through this ordeal, you would age with dignity.”

Such is the place of Rosenthal’s photograph in American culture it 
has attracted parody and imitation. It was controversially used in 
Ed Kienholz’s 1968 piece ‘The Portable War Memorial’. This was a 
tableau featuring a faceless version of the statue surrounded by other 
American cultural debris including a Coca-Cola machine. During the 
first Iraq war a newspaper advertisement which featured a staged 
photograph showing soldiers erecting an oil derrick – made as a com-
ment on it being a war for oil – provoked a howl of internet abuse. 
It was clear that to some, any parody of the Iwo Jima photograph 
would be subject to the same kind of censure that would greet unflat-
tering depictions of the Prophet Mohammed – Graven images indeed.

The image of Iwo Jima would go on and be would consciously ref-
erenced in a photograph of the aftermath of the greatest calamity 
to affect the American homeland since the attack on Pearl Harbour. 
 

Above: Ed Kienholz The Portable 
War Memorial, 1968
 
Below: Newspaper advertisement 
from the Iraq War, 1991
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September 11th 

MEMORIALS FOR THE DEADFlags have always been something 
to rally around, claim new territory and represent abstract values. At 
times of national crisis America has wrapped itself in the Stars and 
Stripes. After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, which brought 
the USA into the Second World War, hundreds of American publica-
tions put the flag on their covers. Peter Gwillim Kreitler’s book ‘Unit-
ed We Stand: Flying the American Flag’ shows some of the 500 odd 
magazines which carried a flag on their covers in July 1942 (the first 
Independence Day after the attack). Sixty years on from Pearl Har-
bor, the 9/11 attacks on the USA brought a similar rallying. Carolyn 
Marvin, a professor of communication at the University of Pennsyl-
vania said,

“Every time there’s some kind of national emergency, we put up 
flags. The flag represents the life of the country.”

The targets of the 9/11 attacks were carefully chosen as symbolically 
representing American power – business (the World Trade Centre), 
military (The Pentagon) and government (the crashed Flight 93 was 
heading towards Washington and the White House). Equally so, 
there could be no other symbol that better represented the USA to 
itself and to its enemies than their flag – whether it was being waved 
by friend or burnt by foe. The September 11th late edition of the 
Bergen Record newspaper carried a photograph of three firefighters 
raising a flag over the destruction. ‘Ground Zero Spirit’ by staff pho-
tographer Thomas E. Franklin, was an image that offered some hope 
to a shocked people. David Friend in ‘Watching the World Change’ 
tells the story:

“Standing on the mount where thousands had been killed,  
three men thought to raise a flag to rally the living and  
honour the dead.”

The power of the Iwo Jima photograph had been recog-
nised immediately, the similarities between it and Frank-
lin’s ‘Ground Zero Spirit’ were also recognised immediately.  

‘Watching the World Change’ tells how a fellow photographer seeing 
Franklin’s image arrive on the paper’s computer screen exclaimed:

Top: Thomas E. Franklin’s photograph 
Ground Zero Spirit 

Bottom: Franklin photographed 
shortly before taking his iconic image
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“You guys have to see this picture. This is Iwo Jima.  
That’s not a picture. It’s a fucking icon”.

And what America wanted was icons not art. As with the Iwo Jima 
picture, a stamp was printed, wax works displayed at Madam Tus-
sauds and the subjects invited to tour and re-enact raising the flag. 
And again a statue was proposed. A memorial had to be something 
colossal – that was unquestionable. During the first Christmas fol-
lowing 9/11, an 18-foot tall clay model of a proposed statue of the 
flag raising was displayed. The finished article would be in bronze 
and stand outside the New York Fire Department headquarters. But 
something had changed. The firefighters had become more buff and 
had changed ethnicity to become an African-American, a Latino and 
a Caucasian – it was suggested to better represent all the firefighters 
who had died that day. There was widespread criticism, in the end 
the project was dropped and the model destroyed. Photographs were 
literal and memorials had to be too, especially if you were the person 
who would eventually sculpt a version of the photograph.

‘To Lift a Nation’ by Stan Watts is of a colossal scale; (3x life size 
comparing favorably with the Iwo Jima mega statue’s 4x life size.) 
Watts’s previous work largely features (large) Mormon subjects, and 
his religious beliefs seemingly informed his artistic ideas: 

“I believe this has to be done right. It’s not going to be done 
politically correct. That’s a lie. You can’t change history, 
especially with a photograph”. 

“Artwork is not in the eye of the beholder, it has a responsibility. 
It can make you a better person or a lesser person for 
having seen it. Viewing [Robert] Mapplethorpe’s [the late 
photographer, known for his homo-erotic pictures] work makes 
you a lesser person. I hope my work is the opposite.”

The shared iconography with Iwo Jima made open criticism impos-
sible lest it be accused as unpatriotic.  Lacking anyone who shared 
his vision (it took persuasion to get the three firefighters depicted to 
agree) Watts paid for the sculpture himself, which was eventually 
erected at the firefighters academy in Emmitsburg, Maryland. 

Stan Watts: To Lift a Nation
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It would be churlish to criticise it as an artwork, it is more a piece of 
outsider or folk art. It commits the ultimate sin of a monument – it is 

‘twee’ and tries to hide its tweeness by its colossal size, hence the sculp-
tor insisting from the outset, “It needs to be three times life size.” 

Artist James Wyeth was commissioned by The New York Observer 
to paint ‘September 11th’ for the magazine’s 19 September 2001 
cover. Wyeth had already made a name for painting subject matter 
that might usually be considered the preserve of photographs. He has 
undertaken commissions for NASA and depicted the Watergate trials. 
At Ground Zero he chose to portray three first responders raising the 
flag in a fiction directly lifted from Rosenthal’s Iwo Jima photograph. 
The original went for $400,000 and prints have sold well. 

It is notable but perhaps not surprising how few paintings have used 
9/11 as subject matter. The Independent Newspaper, on the tenth 
anniversary of the attacks, carried a piece by Tom Sutcliffe, who 
summed up the problem artists faced in commenting on what, to 
Americans at least, was a defining moment in their lives:

 
“There was a widespread feeling that it was a time for sober 
documentation and not invention. Imagination wasn’t 
accredited to pass behind the emergency tape”. 
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Statue of Lenin, East Berlin (removed 
in 1992). Whilst statues were being 
torn down in the former communist 
states, 9/11 encouraged a similar 
colossal scale erection in the USA
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“Far more urgent business was taking place, of commemoration 
and consolation. And while it was exceptionally easy to make 
bad art in the days following the attacks – art that waved a flag 
or simply restated comforting truisms – it remained hard to do 
anything of greater subtlety for a very long time. Creative works 
could plaster the wound but not probe it.”

But much of the documentation (especially the photographs just 
mentioned) were actually a fiction. One attempt to create something 
from the destruction is ‘The Cycle of Terror and Tragedy: September 
11, 2001’, by Graydon Parrish. Parrish did not portray any flags in 
his hyper realistic, classically posed work. Using classical motifs of-
fered some license to deal with a contemporary tragedy.

The actual flag the firefighters raised had been borrowed from 
a yacht moored on the Hudson River just near Ground Zero. In 
the days that followed it became the most seen flag in America – a 
symbol of hope and resolve, much like the original Star Spangled 
Banner. The flag made a procession, each stop enhancing its status 
as a revered relic. New York Mayor Giuliani signed it. It toured 
police stations and firehouses. It was flown to the USS Theodore 
Roosevelt in the Arabian Sea where it served as the battle flag in 
operations against the countries who were to be punished. However, 
when the flag was hoisted above City Hall the three firefighters who 
had hoisted it above Ground Zero noticed it was different – it had 
somehow grown from being 5x3 feet (Moon flag size) to 8x5 feet.  
This was later confirmed when the original owners wanted to loan it 
back and were looking at how it might be donated to an institution 
such as the Smithsonian, where the original Star Spangled Banner 
was housed. This most sacred wannabe relic was an imposter. 
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The original may have been swapped (or swiped) whilst at Ground 
Zero, but a decade later its whereabouts remain unknown. Would it 
be too cynical to say this might be seen as a metaphor for America’s 
military response, which punished Iraq for an attack it had nothing 
to do with?

Many American buildings fly the flag, so there was more than one 
flag at Ground Zero. Charlie Vitchers, a construction superintendent 
on the clean up of the site, took home a tattered 30-foot flag from 
across the street. He kept it in a plastic bag in his shed. Here it re-
mained until the anniversary in 2008, when he took it to Greensburg 
in Kansas, where he was helping clean up the aftermath of a tornado. 
He came up with the idea of getting people to repair the flag, stitch 
by stitch. The ‘National 9/11 Flag’ as it became known, toured the 
country, totemic pieces and stitches being added as it went. It now 
includes fragments from each of the 50 states and a piece of the flag 
Abraham Lincoln was laid on after being shot. Stitches were added 
by soldiers and school children who survived the killing (by an army 
psychiatrist) of 12 at Fort Hood in Texas. If this was interpreted as 
an artwork, rather than a memorial, it might be taken as a comment 
on America’s gun culture (the sad fact is more American’s are shot by 
other Americans than by any recognised foreign enemy), but it isn’t. 

Unintentionally this flag now resembles a patchwork quilt, the mak-
ing of which is a very American example of a communal response to 
crisis. It will find a permanent home in the National September 11 
Memorial Museum at the World Trade Centre. A Union Jack found 
amongst the rubble and given to the British is displayed at the Impe-
rial War Museum North in Salford in the UK, along with a large piece 
of twisted steel from the North tower. These two relics are juxtaposed 
with the twisted remains of a car destroyed by a bomb in Baghdad. 

In the days following 9/11, pictures of the missing were posted around 
New York City. As the realisation dawned that there would be no new 
survivors found, they evolved into memorials to the dead and could 
be viewed as ‘outsider’ or folk art.  Perhaps the only formal memorial 
of the attacks that has artistic intent is also the most transient. Six 
months after the attack and again on the tenth anniversary, two beams 
of light rose 4 miles up into the air from Ground Zero, as if the twin 
towers had re-appeared wraithlike. 

The National 9/11 Flag

Photographer Bronston Jones 
collected some of the 9/11 missing 
posters and made a touring 
exhibition of them
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The prosaically named ‘Tribute in Lights’ by Gustavo Bonevardi, was 
actually made up of 88, 7000-watt searchlights arranged in two 48-
foot squares. It is simple and poignant and doesn’t involve flags. The 
memorial at the ground zero site consists of two fountains inscribed 
with the names of the dead much like the Vietnam War memorial in 
Washington, which has remained a solemn, dignified reminder. 

The attack itself became part of a piece of video art. ‘2001’ was a proj-
ect by Wolfgang Staehle. On 8 September 2001, two cameras started 
taking a photo of the Manhattan skyline automatically every four 
seconds. The images would be sent over the internet to two projectors 
in a New York gallery and form a real time mural. He had produced 
a similar “panorama of eventlessness” of the top of the Empire State 
Building in ‘Empire 24/7’.  Three days into the project, the two cam-
eras unwittingly recorded what may be the defining event of the 21st 
Century. It was (predictably) shown again on the 10th anniversary.

Tribute in Lights, by Gustavo Bonevardi

2001, by Wolfgang Staehle
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In the aftermath of 9/11 several events were at odds with the narra-
tive of the collective, heroic response America had hoped to portray. 
A Starbucks coffee shop charged rescue workers for water as they 
looked in vain for survivors and first responders had to fight for com-
pensation in the years after the attacks – being hailed a hero doesn’t 
pay the medical bills. There was wrangling to build and rent out of-
fice space as quickly as possible on a site that had become a place of 
national mourning and pilgrimage. America, with all its contradic-
tions – good and bad – was neatly folded up like the flag on a coffin 
given to the relative of the fallen. Lest the British think things would 
have been so different here, a close examination of the profiteering 
and pilfering that mars their ‘myth of the blitz’ would be instructive.

The problem with the American flag being used as a memorial or as 
a piece of art is that it does not allow any debate – all its meanings 
are taken as read. To discuss anything about it is to be seen as an 
attack on America. The memorials and art about 9/11 ask no ques-
tions, they are a closed loop that memorialise the dead or assert that 
America has not been defeated, the parallels with Iwo Jima serve 
only to reinforce this. 

Most of the structure of the twin towers was sold as scrap metal. 
Hard business economics meant that the site was going to be built on 
to recoup the costs its owners were incurring whilst people weren’t 
paying rent. But every piece of the debris is totemic. In 2004, a piece 
of aluminum from the site was used in the construction of the NASA 
Mars Explorer ‘Rover Spirit’. The piece was gilded with a US flag. 
The Apollo flags on the Moon can be understood as a pride in what 
American ingenuity and scientific prowess could achieve, but a piece 
of the Twin Towers? America defines itself in the 21st century as a 
victim, just as the racists of the English Defence League wave their 
Flag of St George and say they are persecuted. 

The American’s flag has been described as a security blanket.  
America sees itself through a glass darkly – it is perhaps not surpris-
ing that how America views itself is so different to how those who 
live under other flags view it. Since the collapse of the USSR and its 
allied governments, America has emerged as a hyper power. Yet para-
doxically, it seems less self-assured than it did during the Cold War.

Uncle Sam’s on Mars: NASA space 
craft on Mars sporting a piece of  
the Twin Towers
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Something in the Air

BRITISH AIRWAYS DROPS THE FLAGThe symbolism of turn-
ing that most potent of American inventions – the aircraft – into a 
weapon to be used against America, was not lost on the planners of 
the 9/11 attacks. In the first half of the 20th century, the airliner was 
modernity and a passenger service a mark of an advanced nation. 
In Britain with its overseas colonies this was particularly important. 
The national carrier literally “flew the flag” and this came above any 
commercial need. This role of an airborne billboard was carried on 
into the 1970s with the founding of British Airways following the 
merger of the British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) and 
British European Airways (BEA). The state owned fleet was painted 
in the national livery of red white and blue with a flag design on the 
tail fin. 

In the 1980s British Airways was privatised as part of Mrs Thatcher’s 
ideological drive away from public ownership. The company now 
saw itself as a global player in the airline business and looked on 
enviously at the big American airlines (some such as Pan Am, would 
later collapse). British Airways adopted an advertising tag line “The 
world’s favourite airline” that stated these new, global ambitions. It 
started calling itself “BA” to further dilute its Britishness and in 1997 
decided ‘art’ would symbolise its new global aspirations. The sober 
livery designed by Landor, was replaced with the assorted squiggly 
lines of ‘utopia’ or ‘world art’ tailfins, featuring designs from inter-
national artists representing countries that BA flew to. The move was 
overseen by design agency Newell and Sorrell and cost £60 million. 
No one liked it, especially not Mrs Thatcher, who famously draped 
a handkerchief over the tail of a model BA aircraft and said, “We 
fly the British flag, not these awful things.” Rival Virgin Airlines 
changed their livery to include a union flag. Their boss Richard Bran-
son with an eye on kicking a rival, said: 

“When I talk to people from overseas they feel that Britain is 
something to be proud of and flying in a British carrier, whether 
it is Virgin or BA…. The squiggly lines didn’t work, in Britain 
or abroad, and their profits have dive bombed since they 
introduced them and Virgin’s have gone soaring up since  
we bought the flag back, so I don’t think it worked.” 

The then Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher was not amused by British 
Airways getting arty

One of the offending tail art designs



37

BA dropped the art and brought back the flag. In 2012 the Olym-
pics gave them an excuse to get Tracey Emin to pick and men-
tor artist Pascal Anson to paint nine aircraft in a dove design. 

 
The British Airlines Stewards 
and Stewardesses Association 
launched their own PR disaster 
with a poster showing a crew 
raising a flag (ala Iwo Jima) to 
advertise the pilot’s union. This 
symbol was even more sacrosanct 
than the flag on a national car-
rier’s aircraft.

Design details of some of the British 
Airways tail designs

The use of the iconic Iwo Jima pose 
in this poster for a trade union was 
critisised by some
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Queen of Hearts

PRINCESS DIANA AND THE QUEEN’S FLAGAmerican culture 
can sometimes have a cloying sentimentality that jars with the ste-
reotypical stiff-upper lip of the English. But in 1997 following the 
death of Princess Diana, an argument about a flag gave vent to a very 
un-English show of mass hysteria.

The story of how Lady Diana Spencer went from being a chroni-
cally shy, not very bright young woman to Princes Diana media star, 

“Queen of Hearts” and probably the most photographed woman in 
the world, is of no interest and little relevance to our story. Her death 
in a car crash in Paris was a shocking end to a public relations war 
between her and the Royal family following her divorce from the 
Prince of Wales. It was also an early chance for Tony Blair the new 
Prime Minister to show a sure, populist touch. 

After her divorce, Diana lost the title ‘Her Royal Highness’ although 
was still seen by everyone (apart from the Royal family themselves) 
as royalty. After her death, Blair in a shrewd turn of phrase dubbed 
her “The People’s Princess”. Despite this, the very open grieving by 
members of the public following her death was very unexpected. 

Drifts of flowers were left and people who did not know her claimed 
to feel a real and intense sense of grief and loss. If Diana was the 
victim of the piece, the Royals were the villains and the flag let the 
Queen’s subjects show they were not amused. 

Th
e 

Q
u

ee
n

’s
 R

o
ya

l S
ta

n
d

ar
d



39

Buckingham Palace is the Queen’s official residence. As well as 775 
rooms it has a flagpole. Protocol dictates that when the Queen is at 
home the flag flown is her Royal Standard. When she is not there no 
flag is flown. The Royal Standard is never flown at half-mast because 
there is always a monarch – when one dies, the next in line is auto-
matically put in place and their Royal Standard is raised. It’s a very 
British form of etiquette. 

Still with us? At the time of Diana’s death, the Queen was in Scotland 
at Balmoral. So there was no flag flying at Buckingham Palace. The 
people wanted a flag at half-mast, anything less, their self-appointed 
mouthpieces in the press argued, was a snub to the People’s Princess. 

Thirty years of scandals and divorces have seen the Royal Family 
lose respect and deference. Although the Queen remains fairly popu-
lar, it is unlikely her heir, Prince Charles who was recorded “wanting 
to be [his mistresses] tampon” whilst still married to ‘the Queen of 
Hearts”, will enjoy the same respect. The Queen is seen as from 
another age and perceived as a little distant, perhaps like a slightly 
batty aunt who visits at Christmas. Even she faced disapproval from 
her subjects following Diana’s death when she was seen as being 
hard-faced and uncaring. The 2006 film ‘The Queen’ starring Helen 
Mirren recounted the Royals’ response to the incident. 

In the end the Queen broke with protocol and let the Union Jack 
be hoisted and then lowered to half-mast (tradition dictates this is 
how it’s done). The Queen Mother managed to live on until 2002, a 
decent enough gap for the public level of mourning not to be directly 
compaired with Diana’s. In 2011, Mirren was photographed for Es-
quire magazine draped in a Union Jack. In 2004 the real Queen was 
photographed with her eyes closed. Was she dead? Was she (Eng-
land’s) dreaming? Reflecting? Of all the official portraits of the real 
Queen, perhaps Chris Levine’s holographic portrait ‘The Lightness 
of Being’ shows how far the Queen and her country have come since 
Pietro Annigoni’s famous 1955 painting commissioned by the Wor-
shipful Company of Fishmongers. Bugger etiquette – it’s soap opera 
we want.

Actress Helen Mirren photographed 
for Esquire magazine

Chris Levine: The Lightness of Being
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There is Black in the Union Jack

A BLACK FLAG FROM THE FASHION WORLD  Black is the colour 
of mourning and black is never out of style. Diana was a style icon 
and died before she could go out of fashion. And from fashion came 
the black Union Jack. September 2009 was the 25th anniversary of 
London Fashion Week. Designer Michael Howells produced a couple 
of special Union Jacks, which were flown from Somerset House. One 
was green and orange and the other was ‘drained’ of colour – a mono-
chrome flag. It appeared in an exhibition called ‘Blackwhite’ alongside 
other black or white objects. (“For me black has everything. So does 
white”). It’s possible to play with the colours of the Union Jack (and 
the Stars and Stripes) and, due to their design, still have a recognisable 
flag, unlike, for example, the tricolours of France or Ireland. 

John Galliano contributed his own Union Jack – his was 100% tra-
ditional in colour but adorned with a spray painted skull and cross 
bones. Mr Galliano is fond of pirates; he dresses like Johnny Depp, 
playing Jack Spratt as if he was Keith Richards in The Pirates of the 
Caribbean films. The skull and cross bones might as well have been a 
deaths-head, for Galliano the fashionista became Galliano the fascist, 
when in 2011 he was convicted after making racist and anti-Semitic 
rants at people in a Paris bar. The Union Jack is still beloved of peo-
ple who wish it still represented our imperialist past of invasion and 
subjugation. Mr Howells’s flag was priced at £4,000, Mr Galliano’s 
at £25,000. 

It is not clear what meaning (if any) Howells ascribed to the flags – 
fashion doesn’t have to have rhyme or reason – nor for that matter 
does art, but by taking such a recognizable symbol as the Union Jack, 
viewers expected it to have some meaning, just as they would like 
Jasper Johns’ flags to say something profound. 
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After all, pink Union Jacks were to be seen and they inferred that 
gay people were claiming their part of the country and this made a 
change from rainbow flags.

I took a black Union Jack to the final stage of the Tour de France to 
wave at Bradley Wiggins as he celebrated his historic first win. There 
were one or two others, and a fair few RAF Ensigns. “What does it 
mean?” Asked the couple next to me. “It just looks good”, I said. 

I wouldn’t have been happy waving a red, white and blue Union Jack 
about. I don’t like blind unthinking patriotism. It’s an emotion that 
politicians have abused since flags were first waved. But the black 
Union Jack seems to say I may be pleased at something my country 
has done (like win the Tour de France) but that doesn’t mean I think 
we should go and drop bombs on people who happened to be born 
under a different flag. 

Oh and by the way, www.stampdla.com who it will remembered were 
selling white Stars and Stripes, also do a black version, also for $185.
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Above: John Galliano and his flag 
photographed by Nick Knight
 
Below: Black Stars and Stripes  
www.stampdla.com



David Dunnico is a documentary photographer from Manchester in the UK.
His previous works have included Memento Mori which looked at Victorian notions of 

loss and remembrance. Sold Out, “a subversive look at advertising”, Reality TV “a relevant and articulate 
examination of CCTV surveillance”, Cover Up – his booklet about the cover design 

of George Orwell’s novel 1984 and The Machine Gunners – a wry travel essay on shooting 
guns in Las Vegas. Dunnico’s work adopts a critical but witty take on society. 

View his blog at: http://daviddunnico.wordpress.com 
Thanks to Linda Gibbs for suggestions and once again to Susan Gwyer for proof reading. 
Text and design: © David Dunnico 2012, photographs copyright rests with the originators.

A blog to go with this booklet is at: http://artandflags.wordpress.com

Ph
o

to
g

ra
p

h
 b

y 
D

av
id

 D
u

n
n

ic
o





 www.artandflags.wordpress.com


