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Hardly anyone in the world is not
familiar with the emblem of the Red
Cross. It appears as almost part of the
landscape of war, conflict or catastro-
phe. The International Committee of
the Red Cross (ICRC) is often the only
humanitarian organization capable of
offering help to civilian and military
casualties of war and other conflicts,
and of providing any semblance of
protection. But what exactly is the
ICRC? Is it an international agency, is
it part of the United Nations? How do
the national Red Cross societies fit in?
And what does all of this have to do
with Switzerland?

A number of Swiss artists were
invited to address the ICRC as the
subject of their art. Their works
show just how multifaceted the
issues are a humanitarian organiza-
tion such as the ICRC must face:
war and hardship, suffering and
hope, pain and joy, life and death—
the entire range of human existence.

The thin line between normal exis-
tence and catastrophe, between active
participation and standing on the
sidelines, between engagement and
neutrality, between humanity and
inhumanity, concerns these artists as
much as it does the ICRC. This bal-
ancing act is a frequent Swiss theme
but one that has implications for the
international community.

Henry Dunant, Visionary

Heaps of corpses are piling up on the hills and
in the hollows. It is a skirmish of man against
man, a terrible, abominable struggle. Austrian
and allied soldiers trample each other underfoot,
strike each other down with their rifle butts,
smash in their enemy’s head, slice open stom-
achs with sabers or bayonets. They give no quar-
ter. It's a free-for-all slaughter, a fight among
wild, rabid, bloodthirsty animals. Even the
wounded continue fighting to the end. Those
without weapons grab the enemy with their
hands and tear his throat ous with their teeth.

A similar battle occurs nearby, made even
more terrible by the appearance of a cavalry
squadron attacking at full gallop. Horses’
hooves crush the dead and wounded. One of the
injured has his jawbone torn off, another has
his head shattered. The whinnying of the
horses is mixed with curses, screams, and cries
of pain and confusion.

The horsemen are followed at full tilt by
horse-drawn artillery that makes its way over
the dead and wounded lying on the ground.
Brains spurt out of heads that have been

smashed in, limbs are broken and crushed, bod-

ies transformed into shapeless clumps of flesh.
The earth is literally soaked with blood. And
the plain is sodden with the unrecognizable
remains of human beings.

These lines are not taken from the script of
a horror film. They were penned by a young
merchant from Geneva, Henry Dunant
(1828-1910), Who while visiting Lombardy
in 1859 became an accidental witness to the
bloody battle of Solferino. The fighting
between the Austrian army and the allied
troops of France and Sardinia-Piedmont left
thousands dead and wounded within a few
hours. Deeply shaken by the extent of the
human suffering he had witnessed,
Dunant, along with the local population,
tried to assist the injured and dying, who
had been abandoned and left defenseless by
their own armies.

These scenes of horror became the turn-

ing point in Dunant’s life, and he recorded
them in his 1862 publication, A Memory of
Solferino. The book proved a sensation and
gave the impetus to the establishment of the
International Committee of the Red Cross.

Dunant, who came from a pious, aristo-
cratic Calvinist family of Geneva, fought tire-
lessly to realize his vision of a more humani-
tarian society. In 1852, he founded the
Geneva Young Men’s Christian Association
(YMCA); in 1855, the YMCA World Alliance;
with various Jewish associations he backed
the idea of an independent Jewish state in
Palestine. His organization the Green Cross
fought to improve the lives of women.
Dunant also founded a “World Alliance for
Order and Education,” fostering the
advancement of social and political peace; he
developed the idea of a World Court; he
launched appeals calling for world peace,
and initiated the publication of a World
Library. He fought against slavery and vivi-
section, and supported Esperanto.

Around 1890, Dunant committed to
paper four color pencil drawings on the topic
of the Bible and salvation, entitled “A Sym-
bolic, Chronological Outline of Several
Prophecies of the Holy Scriptures by a Swiss
Christian,” which presented the intellectual
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International Committee of th :
Cross: A Vision Asserts Ttself
In his book, A Memory of Solferino, Henry
Dunant asks whether, “from the dual stand-
point of humanity and Christianity,” it was
not imperative to create in the individual
countries permanent relief organizations for
the rescue and care of wounded soldiers,

and to formulate “international, legally blnd— ,

ing, and holy principles which, once
accepted and ratified, could serve as a basm
for the relief societies.”

The Geneva Public Welfare Society wel-
comed the idea with enthusiasm. Among
the Society numbered the rich and powerful
of the city, men of action to whom achieve-
ment and a sense of reality counted greatly.
A commission was formed with Dunant
serving as secretary, and it resolved to invite
to Geneva an international conference and
to propose to it a draft agreement.

On August 22, 1864, twelve countries
signed the basic Geneva Convention. It
decreed that ambulances, field hospitals,
and medical personnel be “recognized as
neutral, and accordingly protected and
respected by the belligerent parties,” and
that “wounded or sick military
personnel . . . without regard to nationality”
should be “taken in and cared for.” A red
cross on a white background was chosen as
the symbol of protection—a reversal of the
colors of the Swiss flag.

The odd symbiosis of visionary and

‘pragmatists turned out successfully. Many
~ countries established national organiza-

tions. The Committee in Geneva assumed
the responsibility of coordinating them. In
1919, these national societies created the
International Federation of Red Cross and
Red Crescent Societies.
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Vision on the Test Blo

In its work the ICRC upholds a principle of
discretion. As a rule, violations against inter-
national law are not publicly denounced;
rather, the ICRC attempts to halt them
through concerted behind-the-scenes inter-
ventions. This principle has been criticized

‘repeatedly in recent years, particularly as a

result of the role of the ICRC during the Sec-
ond World War.

Even today the ICRC continues to hold to
its principle of discretion, rience has
shown that in most céées
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to civilians and children. Following the reso-

lution of a conflict they prove to be an enor-
mous economic liability, as they are
extremely expensive to dispose of and ren-
der huge areas of land unusable for long
periods of time. For this reason the ICRC,
together with the United Nations, has pro-
posed a total ban on land mines.

A Constant Tightrope Walk
Only a thin line separates a carefree, unen-

 cumbered existence from that of sudden mis-

fortune and catastrophe. This fine line serves
as a basic motif for many of the art works pre-
sented in this exhibition. Being Swiss, these

artists are accustomed to having their country

 stereotyped as a paradise unfamiliar with ill

fortune. War is something that is merely prac-
ticed, in strictly planned and oft-tested scenar-
ios and practice runs.

Catastrophe exists merely as a model, air
raid shelters and faultless equipment pro-
vide protection against a hostile world. This
security is deceptive. There can be no isolated
utopia, even though some Swiss may imag-
ine it to be otherwise.

The thin line between normal existence
and catastrophe, between active participa-
tion and standing on the sidelines,
between engagement and neutrality,
between humanity and inhumanity, con-
cerns these artists as much as it does the
International Committee of the Red Cross.
This balancing act is a frequent Swiss
theme but one that has implications for
the international community.

—Walter Leimgruber
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exhibition curators
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