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excerpts from: 
 

“On the Rights of Molotov Man: 
Appropriation and the Art of Context” 

by Joy Garnett and Susan Meiselas 
Harper’s Magazine, February 2007, Pages 53-58. 

 
Joy Garnett is a painter and the arts editor of the journal Cultural Politics. Susan Meiselas is a 
photographer best known for her documentation of human-rights issues in Latin America. Both 
artists live in New York City, and their work has appeared previously in Harper’s Magazine. This 
portfolio is drawn from their conversation at the New York Institute for the Humanities’ ‘Comedies 
of Fair U$e’ symposium, which took place [in 2006] at New York University. 
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JOY GARNETT: 
All of my paintings are based on photographs, and so for this [new] project—which I came to think 
of as the Riot series—I searched the Web for images of figures in extreme emotional or physical 
states. […] 
 
When a gallery in New York City offered to exhibit the Riot paintings in January 2004, the directors 
and I agreed that the “Molotov” painting was emblematic of the series, and so we chose it for the 
image on the announcement card. 
 
Partway through the exhibition, I received an email from an acquaintance who had received the 
card. He said, “That image is from a photograph by Susan Meiselas. Is she aware of your use? And if 
not, are you going to ask her permission?” He also sent me the link to the website of the Magnum 
Photo Agency, which represents Susan. The original photograph was different from the fragment I 
had found. The man with the Molotov cocktail was the central figure of a larger scene, for one thing, 
and he was also brandishing a rifle. The man, it turned out, was a Nicaraguan rebel. The photograph 
was from Nicaragua, Susan’s celebrated photo essay on the revolution, published by Pantheon in 
1981. […] 
 
… I received a letter sent by a lawyer on Susan’s behalf.… It asked that I give credit to the source in 
any exhibition of the painting and that I agree to seek written permission from her before I made 
any further reproductions of the painting. […] 
 
I wrote a letter to Susan’s lawyer. As requested, I would include a credit line in all current and future 
displays of the painting itself, as well as on any reproductions, citing Susan’s photograph as its 
source. But I would not, I said, agree to seek written approval from Susan anytime my painting 
might be reproduced somewhere.… Susan’s lawyer responded with a much longer letter that cited 
cases to support Susan’s position and requested a $2,000 licensing fee for the additional uses. […] 
 
[In the controversy that followed], several questions came to the fore: Does the author of a 
documentary photograph—a document whose mission is, in part, to provide the public with a 
record of events of social and historical value—have the right to control the content of this 
document for all time? Should artists be allowed to decide who can comment on their work and 
how? Can copyright law, as it stands, function in any way except as a gag order? These remain open 
questions for many people. It was a blogger named “nmazca,” however, who posed what has, for 
me, become the central question in all of the activity surrounding Molotov. Referring to the lone 
figure of that Sandinista rebel, nmazca asked, “Who owns the rights to this man’s struggle?” 
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SUSAN MEISELAS:  
My own relationship to this picture obviously is very different from Joy’s…. I took the picture…in 
Nicaragua, which had been ruled by the Somoza family since before World War II. The FSLN, 
popularly known as the Sandinistas, had opposed that regime since the early Sixties. […] 
 
I made the image in question on July 16, 1979, the eve of the day that [Anastasio] Somoza would 
flee Nicaragua forever. What is happening is anything but a “riot.” In fact, the man is throwing his 
bomb at a Somoza national guard garrison, one of the last such garrisons remaining in Somoza’s 
hands. It was an important moment in the history of Nicaragua—the Sandinistas would soon take 
power and hold that power for another decade—and this image ended up representing that moment 
for a long time to come. I don’t think it was published anywhere at that time, and it was only 
published in my book a year or so later, but in the years since, the image has been subjected to many 
kinds of reappropriations, most of which, far from condemning, I have welcomed. […] 
 
… Molotov Man kept appearing and reappearing, used by different players for different purposes. 
The leaders of Nicaragua’s Catholic Church, for instance, noticed that he had been wearing a 
crucifix, so they reproduced his image on the cover of this magazine in tribute to Gaspar Garda 
Laviana, a Jesuit priest killed in 1978 while fighting the Somoza regime. […] 
 
In 1990, I returned to Nicaragua with two filmmakers to document what had happened to the 
people in my earlier photographs. I learned that “Molotov Man” was Pablo Arauz… […] 
 
There is no denying in this digital age that images are increasingly dislocated and far more easily 
decontextualized. Technology allows us to do many things, but that does not mean we must do 
them. Indeed, it seems to me that if history is working against context, then we must, as artists, work 
all the harder to reclaim that context. We owe this debt of specificity not just to one another but to 
our subjects, with whom we have an implicit contract. 
 
I never did sue Joy in the end, nor did I collect any licensing fees. But I still feel strongly, as I watch 
Pablo Arauz’s context being stripped away—as I watch him being converted into the emblem of an 
abstract riot—that it would be a betrayal of him if I did not at least protest the diminishment of his 
act of defiance. 
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Molotov, by Joy Garnett 
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© Susan Meiselas/Magnum Photos


