
Does a light-hearted recreation of an iconic photograph compromise the power 

of the original image?

It is common for any sufficiently well-known work of art to attract a large number of 

representations in homage, pastiche or parody. One only needs to look at the number 

of playful recreations of the Mona Lisa in existence to see evidence of this. 

     
Illustration 1: Playful recreations of the Mona Lisa. (See 'additional resources' for image sources.)

There are a great many photographs that have gained the status of “iconic”. In order 

to consider whether such light-hearted treatment of an iconic photograph 

compromises the power of the original, this essay will consider in detail just one 

example: Eddie Adams’ 1968 photograph, “General Nguyen Ngoc Loan executing a 

Viet Cong prisoner in Saigon.” 

 
  Illustration 2: General Nguyen Ngoc Loan executing a Viet Cong prisoner in Saigon. Eddie Adams, 1968
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Adams was on assignment in Saigon covering the Vietnam War for the Associated 

press, and this photograph, showing the summary execution of a Viet Cong guerrilla 

by the South Vietnamese Chief of Police, won him the Pulitzer prize in 1969. The 

Vietnam War was being reported in the media in a far more immediately visual way 

than previous conflicts, with reporters, film crews and photographers present rather 

than news being based primarily on press releases from the field. But when this 

photograph was published, it “created an immediate revulsion at a seemingly 

gratuitous act of savagery” (Thomas, 1998) and “reinforced a widespread belief that 

the South Vietnamese and American military were doing more harm than good.” 

(Grundberg, 2004.) 

The resulting swell of anti-war opinion among the American Public fuelled protests 

which ultimately influenced the American withdrawal from the conflict. This photograph 

can truly be considered a hugely influential and important photograph by the way it 

helped to inform public opinion. It was described in Adams’ obituary in the New York 

Times as "one of about five great photographs of the 20th century that really changed 

history.'' (Grundberg 2004.) 

Viewing the photograph without the benefit of contextual awareness it appears to 

show a uniformed officer executing a civilian at point blank range. One can see no 

evidence that the execution was carried out following due process and a fair trial, and 

it is easy to see why the publication of this photograph showing an apparently savage 

act would have caused such outrage. 

Adams himself, however, became dismayed at this interpretation of his photograph. 

Grundberg (2004) indicates that Adams understood General Loan’s action in the light 
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of the immediate circumstances. The victim in the picture was not merely a civilian, but 

a Viet Cong guerrilla who had taken a leading role in offensives against the South 

Vietnamese troops and had himself murdered a friend and colleague of General Loan 

together with his whole family. So whilst the execution may appear to be without due 

process, a little background information shows that it appears to have been justified.

As a result of the photograph, Loan became a figure of hatred and Adams has stated 

that what disturbed him the most was that “the picture destroyed his [Loan’s] life”. 

(Nuseum.org, undated) On visiting Loan in hospital after he was injured in a later 

attack, Adams discussed the photograph with him. Loan told him that he didn’t hold 

the photograph against him, stating “You were doing your job, I was doing mine”. 

(Nuseum.org, undated.) Adams later said that the picture “didn’t tell the whole story 

and that he was sorry he took it” (Zasky, undated), and that “If he’d had his way, that 

photo would never be released for publication again” (Eddie Adams Workshop, 

undated). 

Regardless of Adams’ regret at the way his photograph was interpreted and the effect 

it had on Loan’s life, it did none the less have the impact previously mentioned and 

can be said to have become an iconic emblem of the Vietnam War. 

But is it a photograph which can appropriately be used as a basis for a light- hearted 

representation? 

Mike Stimpson is a photographer who has published a series of photographs using 

Lego minifigures to recreate classic photographs. In his portfolio you can find Lego 

versions of many classics including Lunch Atop a Skyscraper, VJ Day in Times 
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Square, Neil Armstrong’s Moon Landing, and Raising the Flag on Iwo Jima. In the 

majority of cases, the resulting images appear as affectionate tributes to the originals, 

with a modern twist. As one reviewer puts it, “he simultaneously pays homage to and 

updates these classic images” (Rallis, 2011) 

The inherently whimsical nature of the Lego figures lends a humour to the scenes 

which brings out a smile in the faces of viewers matched only by the smiling faces of 

the Lego figures themselves. And yet among his work you also find one or two 

surprises: among them this Lego recreation of Adams’ 1968 photograph. 

 
Illustration 3: Homage to General Nguyen Ngoc Loan executing a Viet Cong prisoner in Saigon. Mike Stimpson, 2007

Stimpson’s version of Adams’ photograph stands out from his others primarily because 

it does not seem to be a subject about which one ought to make a whimsical 

reproduction; yet that does seem to be exactly what Stimpson has done. And it is in 

this photograph more than any of his others that his decision to use only original 

smiley Lego faces (Wilkinson, 2009) is most apparent. Stimpson has stated “I try to 

get as much humour into my photos as I can” (Wilson 2009), but an article about his 
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work in The Telegraph quotes him as saying of this photograph “The original is 

somewhat more distressing than the Lego version. It's the smiley faces that do it.” 

(The Telegraph, 2008.) One reviewer points out that it is the incongruity between 

violence depicted and the facial expressions which makes the recreation seem wrong: 

“The Lego version is much less intense, but the irony of the gun and the smiley faces 

is creepy.” (Katayama, 2008.) Another describes the work as “wickedly funny.” 

(Wilkinson, 2009.) Certainly in this case the fact that Stimpson’s recreations usually 

“lend a tinge of childhood innocence” to the photographs (Rallis, 2011) does seem out 

of place. Why would you want this image to carry any sense of childhood innocence?

Research undertaken for this essay1 solicited opinions about these two images, asking 

for general thoughts and, specifically, whether Stimpson’s work compromises the 

original. Whilst it is acknowledged that the findings are somewhat anecdotal, common 

themes were present in the responses. 

Whilst several respondents mentioned that they thought Stimpson’s version to be “in 

poor taste” or “in bad taste”, there was a universal feeling that it in no way 

compromised the original. On the contrary, one theme present in the responses was 

that it could even enhance the power of the original work. One respondent said that 

“...the impact of an iconic photograph occurs in the first few seconds of seeing and 

understanding it. ... Many of them have been parodied, but the original image never 

loses that initial effect.” At the very least, as several respondents mentioned, a parody 

draws attention to the original image. Comments were made such as “...if it in 

someway makes you think more deeply about the original ... then it may have some 

1  The research referred to took the shape of a post on the author’s blog soliciting opinions. Whilst the 
number of responses was admittedly small, there were universal themes mentioned which validated the 
process and have informed the response to the essay title. The request and all responses can be seen 
at: http://is.gd/adams_essay
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validity” and “It draws attention back to the original horrific act and keeps that image 

alive.” 

This latter point has been mentioned by Stimpson himself in relation to all his 

recreations. “’I enjoy the fact that I'm bringing classic photographs and photographers 

to a new audience through my Lego recreations,’ he says. ‘Hopefully that might get a 

few more people interested in finding out more about some of the world's great 

photographers.’” (Wilkinson, 2009) 

It is notable, however, that whilst this particular image can be readily found online, it 

does not appear on Stimpson’s own website, nor on his “Classics in Lego” set on 

Flickr. When asked for this essay whether he had somehow distanced himself from 

this image, Stimpson conceded that he had: 

“I have distanced myself from them somewhat. There was no deep 

political motives that drove those photographs, and my natural style is 

more light-hearted. They didn't seem to fit with the rest of my 

portfolio. ... Had I known then that they would have been so widely 

reproduced I probably wouldn't have tackled them.” (Stimpson, 2013) 

Stimpson did explain that when creating these images (the one under discussion and 

a recreation of Malcolm Browne’s equally iconic “Burning Monk”) he was more 

interested in recreating the photograph, and not the event, but agreed that these two 

photographs had received negative comments, primarily focused, he says, on the use 
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of the smiley faces – although he questions whether a change of face would have 

appeased his critics. (The full text of Stimpson’s response is reproduced in the appendix.) 

Walter Benjamin expounds the theory that an original work of art has an authenticity – 

he also uses the word ‘aura’ – which may be “jeopardized by reproduction” (Benjamin, 

1936.) Whilst Benjamin is concerned with a direct reproduction rather than a parody, it 

is still appropriate to consider whether the ‘aura’ of Adams’ photograph has been 

jeopardized. David Chandler details how the photograph was “co-opted by American 

popular culture” and considers whether its “visceral power and meaning [may have 

been] gradually erased by familiarity”, but concludes that it retains an “...undiminished 

visual and psychological power.” (Chandler, 2008.) Whilst some of the respondents to 

the research undertaken for this essay consider a re-interpretation such as Stimpson's 

may not be in the best of taste, they universally agree that it does nothing to 

compromise the power of the Adams’ photograph. 

Indeed, the very fact that Stimpson’s photograph raises these questions serves only to 

reinforce the power of Adams’ original. 
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Appendix: email correspondence between author and Mike Stimpson

I am grateful to Mike Stimpson for his cooperation in preparing this essay. The full text of our email correspondence is reproduced 

below with his kind permission. 

------ 

Trevor Coultart to Mike Stimpson, 28 March 2013 

Mr Stimpson,

First of all, many thanks for your series of photographs recreating classic photographs in Lego. 

I'm a first year Photography degree student and have cited you as an inspiration in a recent still life assignment, in which I used 

Lego to reproduce some classic movie scenes.

I'm now working on an essay (there's some proper academic and research-based assignments on this degree and not solely 

technical and practical ones!) and I'm planning to look at humour in photography. One possible line of research is whether a 

humorous re-staging of a photograph reduces the impact of the original, and I am wondering about using your Lego versions of 

the Vietcong Execution and the Tiananmen Square Protest as main examples. Would you be happy to answer a few questions 

about what the reaction to these two photos has been? 

Kind regards, and keep up the good work,

Trevor Coultart

------

Mike Stimpson to Trevor Coultart, 1 April 2013

Hi Trevor,

That sounds like a suitably exciting topic to research. Certainly more interesting than Postmodern Russian vegetable 

photography, which is the sort of thing that comes to mind when I think of academic research!

If you've got questions, then fire them over. I'm not entirely sure what the reaction has been to a lot of my photos though, not 

many people have explicitly told me, and they're not the sort of photos that critics and academics tend write papers on.

Cheers,

Mike

------

Trevor Coultart to Mike Stimpson, 2 April 2013

Hi Mike, thanks for getting back to me. 

You're right, of course, there's unlikely to be much 'academic' writing about your photos, but there are lots of mentions out there 

and a few 'reviews' on various websites. I saw you quoted on Daily Beast as saying “Some people find my photos distasteful; 

Some people love it.” so assumed you'd had at least some feedback. 

I guess what I'd like to hear from you is whether you've had any specific negative feedback about these types of shot in particular. 

In general, I can see that people - myself included - love your work, and in most cases it's seen as a quirky, affectionate homage 
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to the original images you're reproducing. On those particular occasions that your base material is something so serious, does 

that - in your experience - change the response you get? 

And, I suppose a related question - did you think twice about tackling these subjects, or approach them differently? I note that the 

Vietcong Execution doesn't appear on your own website or your Flickr page. Can I infer anything from its omission? Have you 

distanced yourself from it to some extent and if so why?   

Regards, Trevor

------

Mike Stimpson to Trevor Coultart, 7 April 2013

There have been some negative comments about the serious photos (Vietcong Execution and Burning Monk), but not too many. 

When I thought about taking the photos I was more interested in recreating the original photo rather than trivialising the event, 

and that one level of indirection made it OK in my eyes, but that is a difficult point to explain. 

The most common criticism, bizarrely, was the use of the smiley faced LEGO head. I may have explained in the Daily Beast 

interview that I made an effort to use the original iconic smiley head in all of my recreations (with the exception of Twickenham 

Streaker, where I needed to make it obvious the long-haired streaker was male!). I can't imagine that putting a sad face on the 

figure is going to suddenly make it OK for the people who found it offensive!

Those photos were taken quite early on in the series, and from suggestions by friends. Had I known then that they would have 

been so widely reproduced I probably wouldn't have tackled them.

I have distanced myself from them somewhat. There was no deep political motives that drove those photographs, and my natural 

style is more light-hearted. They didn't seem to fit with the rest of my portfolio.

Hope that helps, let me know if you need any more info.

Cheers, Mike.

-----

 

[END]
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