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Anzac’s Long Shadow

It’s not a crowd you see face to face very often, hipster artists and 
soldiers, but there they are. In the one room, gazing at Ben Quilty’s 
depictions of Australian soldiers in Afghanistan. The room is packed 
full of those curious, and those perhaps just thirsty. I ask an acquaint
ance from the art world whether this is a normal opening night 
crowd for an exhibition. “At least three times as big as I’ve seen 
here,” he replies.

I recognise a few faces around the room. Soldiers and officers I’ve 
worked with. Some whose work I know only by reputation. Public 
servants who’ve served in Afghanistan, public figures too. Sorting 
the military from the maestros is best done by looking down.  Even 
when out of uniform, the fighting folk are recognisable by their fas
tidious shoes. The officers wear their most corporate suits – secretly 
relishing the opportunity to dress like the rest of society’s profes
sionals. The soldiers dress from an unwritten manual that specifies 
dark suits must be worn with black shirts and garish ties – like a 
Mafia wedding or midwestern US prom night. A nonchalant odd 
man is out in uniform. A row of medals occasionally clinks across a 
breast. Each of the military faces looks excited. This is unfamiliar 
territory for them, and they’re the stars of the show.

In a strange way, Quilty looks a lot like some of the special forces 
soldiers I’ve known. Slim, bristly and focused, it’s clear to me why 
he was accepted by these professional warriors and allowed to tell 
their story. His selection as an official artist for the Australian War 
Memorial was an unusual move for such a conservative institution. 
But Quilty’s choice to paint soldiers at war makes a lot of sense – his 



oeuvre includes plenty of young men making risky decisions. In the 
military, when you are told you are deploying to Afghanistan, your 
professional duty blocks out the rationalisation that going to a com
bat zone is not wise. Quilty made a cold and clear decision to jour
ney to Afghanistan to paint men and women in a war. And that was 
no easy choice. As he makes clear in a discussion, one of Quilty’s 
enduring fears is of being conscripted to a war.

Up close, Quilty’s paintings are strong yet discombobulated 
shards of paint. They make no sense. In the thronging crowd no one 
can quite get the perspective they need to admire what Quilty has 
done. So too in war, perspective is elusive. Most Australian soldiers 
fighting in Afghanistan have such a limited view. A valley here, a 
village there. They never quite have the luxury to step back and 
make sense of so much chaos and noise.

In the gallery downstairs, more of that elusive perspective. A 
long, meandering timeline of the Afghan war stings the walls of a 
bare white room, scrawled in plain black texta. I trace time around 
the room and realise I’ve forgotten just how long this war has been 
raging. We’ve been in Afghanistan longer than the Russians. A 
child born on the eve of the American invasion might enter high 
school this year. In front of me I recognise a warrior I know whose 
finely tailored suit tapers to mask two prosthetic legs. 

The late critic Robert Hughes, my wife’s godfather, once wrote 
that the purpose of art is to close the gap “between you and every
thing that is not you”. To make the world whole and comprehensi
ble, to restore it to us in all its glory and its occasional nastiness. 

The gap between our soldiers and society is chasmic. This year an 
Anzac orgy begins. A commemorative program that would make 
the pharaohs envious. But commemorating soldiers is not the same 
as connecting with them. 

Anzac has become our longest eulogy, our secular sacred, our 
national story. A day where our mythmaking paints glory and 
honour so thickly on the military that it almost suffocates them. 
Historian Mark McKenna wrote, “In little over fifty years, we have 



so dramatically transformed our conception of what happened at 
Anzac Cove on 25 April 1915 that the men who clawed their way 
up those steep hills would not recognise themselves in the images 
we have created of them.” If the original Anzacs cannot find them
selves in Anzac Day, what hope then for our returning Afghani
stan veterans?

Anzac Day has morphed into a sort of military Halloween. We 
have Disneyfied the terrors of war like so many ghosts and goblins. 
A day when we all dress up in whatever military costume might be 
handy. Where military reenactors share as much of society’s stage 
as military veterans. So many scions of citizen soldiers now swell 
the ranks of parades, claiming their share of the glory and worship 
in equal measure, carrying our nostalgia. Comb through this swarm 
and you’ll find the servicemen and servicewomen increasingly 
standing to the side. Those who have fought fiercest in Uruzgan’s 
green valleys forgo their uniforms more often than not. They don’t 
want honour that rides with hubris. Or glory bestowed by a society 
that fetishises war but doesn’t know the first damn thing about 
fighting it. A surfeit of honour can scar today’s returning soldier as 
much as insults scarred our Vietnam veterans. In our desperation to 
cling to Anzac and the shared sacredness of loss in war, we might 
crowd out the place of those facing combat now in Afghanistan. 

Months after he returned, a senior Army officer told me that his 
soldiers were coming back from Afghanistan ashamed that they 
had not measured up against the heroic giants of Anzac. Unlike the 
Anzacs, victory in our wars has been more often marked by an 
absence of violence than by furious personal acts of it. Our Anzac 
narrative doesn’t yet hold a place for quiet professional soldiers just 
doing their jobs. Whose families can’t understand what they actu
ally did in Afghanistan, despite the number of war films they’ve 
watched and odes they’ve recited. 

Brendan Nelson, the newly minted commemoration czar of the 
Australian War Memorial, tells the crowd he will race to create an 
Afghanistan exhibition in the memorial. “Our returning veterans 



need to know they will have their story told now,” he says. But our 
government is spending more money commemorating soldiers who 
fought in Europe than tending to the mental wounds of soldiers 
returning from Afghanistan, and a policy that one general refers to 
as “contrived secrecy” stops soldiers from telling their stories whilst 
still in uniform.

But on this night, the serving stand beside the sophisticated and 
the svelte of Sydney’s art world. And the svelte are growing restless. 
The speeches have gone on too long and their glasses need tending.

Looming above the now chattering crowd, a soldier’s afflicted 
face looks upwards from a canvas. In this warrior’s face Quilty has 
left just enough gentle mystery for us to fill with our own concep
tions of war. This soldier’s face could show a successful mission or 
the death of a colleague. Another painting of a sprawling “Trooper 
M” is just ambiguous enough to host a swirl of emotions – fear, 
courage, hope, horror – in equal measure. The artist didn’t create 
these emotions. He didn’t lead these men and women to choose a 
calling which visits violence on those who deserve it. But he has 
brought their experience to life, and to light. 

On my way out, I pass a group chatting in the courtyard, as if 
they’re about to smoke a cigarette together. Three hipsters and a 
soldier. The soldier looks like every warrant officer I’ve ever known: 
short, darkly moustached, gnarled skin. He wears medals and a 
regimental tie denoting his service in Special Forces. He’s telling 
his story to an interested audience. Dancing in his eyes is some
thing I haven’t seen in such men before.

Pride.



James Brown is a former Australian Army officer who 
commanded a cavalry troop in Southern Iraq, served on 
the Australian taskforce headquarters in Baghdad and was 
attached to Special Forces in Afghanistan. Today he is the 
Military Fellow at the Lowy Institute, where he works on 
military issues and defence policy. 



“This year an Anzac orgy begins. A commemorative program that would make the 
pharaohs envious. But commemorating soldiers is not the same as connecting with 
them …”—James Brown, Anzac’s Long Shadow 

In Anzac’s Long Shadow, James Brown, a former army officer and brilliant young thinker, 
describes how Australia is investing too much time, money and emotion in the Anzac leg
end. He argues that when a legend comes to dominate reality, there is always a price to pay. 

He shows that Australians spend a lot more time looking after dead soldiers than those 
who are alive. We focus on a cult of remembrance, instead of understanding a new world 
of soldiering and strategy. And we make it impossible to criticise the Australian Defence 
Force, even when it makes recurrent mistakes. None of this is good for our soldiers or for 
our ability to contend with a changing world. With respect and passion, Brown shines a 
light on Anzac’s long shadow and calls for change.

“Anzac has become our longest eulogy, our secular sacred, our national story. A day 
where our mythmaking paints glory and honour so thickly on the military that it almost 
suffocates them. But look closer and you’ll find the servicemen and women increasingly 
standing to the side. Those who have fought fiercest in Uruzgan’s green valleys forgo their 
uniforms more often than not. They don’t want honour that rides with hubris. Or glory 
bestowed by a society that fetishises war but doesn’t know the first damn thing about 
fighting it.”
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