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This powerful poster employs Ronald L. Haeberle’s photograph of the 1968 My Lai massacre, overlaid 
with quotes from a television interview with a soldier who participated in the attack. One of the most 
heinous acts of carnage documented during the Vietnam War, as many as five hundred unarmed civil-
ians—men, women, children, and infants—were beaten, sexually assaulted, and summarily executed by 
American soldiers. Though documentation was censored by the U.S. military, other photographs, like 
this one taken by Haeberle with his personal camera, were later released to the media to draw attention 
to the atrocity. 

In 1969, the Art Workers’ Coalition formed in New York to challenge social injustices within 
the collections, programs, and operations of MoMA and other local cultural institutions. In addition  
to demanding the display of art by women and artists of color, the coalition also pushed the Museum to 
take a political stand and oppose the Vietnam War. At a meeting in November 1969 between Museum 
representatives, the coalition, and other artists, artist Irving Petlin suggested making a poster decrying 
the My Lai massacre, which the Museum and the artists agreed to co-publish. Petlin, along with Jon 
Hendricks and Frazer Dougherty of the coalition, elected to serve on a committee with two members  
of MoMA’s staff. By December, this Artists’ Poster Committee had obtained permission to use 
Haeberle’s photograph and approval for a final design, and secured in-kind donations for the poster’s 
production. But at the last minute, MoMA president William Paley expressed reservations about the 
institution’s becoming politically entangled in “any matter not directly related to a specific function of 
the Museum,” and MoMA withdrew its support.1

The Artists’ Poster Committee immediately printed fifty thousand copies of the poster for free  
distribution, with MoMA’s name removed from the credits. An Art Workers’ Coalition statement  
castigated the Museum’s decision as a “bitter confirmation of this institution’s decadence and/or impo-
tence” in the face of global outrage.2 In early 1970, Hendricks and other members of the coalition staged 
an action in which they held copies of the poster in front of Guernica (1937), the mural painted by Pablo 
Picasso in response to the bombing of civilians during the Spanish Civil War, which was on extended 
loan to the Museum. By comparing one painter’s masterly reprobation of the horrors of war with a 
contemporary antiwar poster the Museum had effectively rejected, the artists sought to highlight the 
ambivalence of the Museum and to question the underpinnings of its selective political engagement.

Despite its close connection with MoMA, the poster was not formally acquired into the collec-
tion until 1978. It has been displayed in a number of significant Museum exhibitions on the subjects of 
protest art, communication design, and design for and about children, including Information (1970,  
p. 148), The Artist as Adversary (1971), MoMA2000 (2000), and Century of the Child (2012).      —Luke Baker

1. William Paley, quoted in “The Museum 
and the Protest Poster,” MoMA statement, 
January 8, 1970. John B. Hightower Papers, 
III.1.11.a. MoMA Archives, NY.

2. Art Workers’ Coalition, untitled statement, 
undated. Ibid.
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