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shading, coloring that is inverted to 
erase shadows, as two strategies  
employed by all the animals in the  
natural world to render themselves invis-
ible Thayer credits his observations to  
the particular skills he developed through 
painting: “Only an artist, perhaps,  
can rightly appreciate the profound and 
perfect realism of these background- 
pictures worn by birds and other  
animals.”

During World War I Thayer  
approached the British Navy with a  
plan to use his theories of protective  
coloring to protect ships. His plan  
was met with skepticism and derision 
and was ultimately dismissed based  
on the complexity of the problem.  
Captain Thomas Crease, naval assistant 

Camouflage is an idea that grows out 
of the study of color and pattern in 
the natural world. Scientists and natural-
ists have drawn connections between 
the coloring and patterns of animal coats 
and wings and their habitats and preda-
tors for centuries. In 1909, the American 
painter Abbot Handerson Thayer  
joined this conversation with Concealing-
Coloration in the Animal Kingdom: An 
Exposition of the Laws of Disguise Through 
Color and Pattern. Published by his  
son, this text advances Thayer’s theories 
on protective coloring discovered  
by painting birds and insects in the 
mountains near his home. In his painting  
and writing Thayer builds an argument  
for disruptive patterning, bold patterns 
of light and dark, and counter– 

Is it any wonder that artists should feel keen delight in looking at the 
disguising patterns worn by animals? They are, in the best sense of the word, 
triumphs of art; and in a sense they are absolute as human art can never 
be. He who would learn the surely typical color- and pattern-scheme 
of a particular kind or detail of natural landscape—tree-bark, leaf-strewn 
ground, or what-not—has only to look at the disguising costume of the 
moth or snake or bird or butterfly which habitually has such a background. 
There he will find it in epitome, painted and perfected by Nature herself. 
Color and pattern, line and shading—all are true beyond the power of man 
to imitate, or even fully to discern. —Abbott Handerson Thayer
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to the Admiral of the Fleet, argued, “I 
think the proposals are of academic 
interest but not of practical advantage.” 
Another artist, Norman Wilkinson,  
considered the problem two years later 
in the spring of 1917: “I have been a  
sea painter as an artist and have studied 
ships all my life practically...I knew it 
was utterly impossible to render a ship 
invisible and it seemed to be something 
could be done on other lines, but it  
occurred to me quite spontaneously that 
the original idea was if you could break 
up this black surface with white in such a 
way that the course of the ship might  
be upset.” Wilkinson’s plan was accepted 
by the Admiralty and he set up a unit  

Wilkinson rejected Thayer’s goal of  
invisibility as impossible and instead  
directed his efforts towards disrupting 
the recognition of the ship’s outline  
and direction, making it difficult for  
submarines to predict its path and aim 
weapons towards it. The bold stripes  
and undulating black and white of  
the dazzle patterns he designed made 
the boats paradoxically more visible 
while flattening and subverting their 
form. As an Engineer Instruction  
Manual on camouflage for the U.S.  
Army directs, “The breaking up of form 
is of more importance than color, as the 
eye searches for that which is familiar 
in form, and is apt to pass over a shape 
entirely different from that for which  
it is looking.” Following this philosophy, 
the artists of the Camoufleur units in 
the United States and Britain used their 
skills at bringing forth three-dimensional 
forms from the flat surface of a canvas 
to flatten and erase the shadows of a 
ship into a two-dimensional pattern on 
the horizon. The Army’s instructions 
note that “[a] skilled artist is needed for 
painting in broken tones, but the de-
stroying identity can be done by almost 
anyone.” The work of dazzle, then,  
produced anonymity and obscurity 
through formal patterning that was  
impossible not to see.

Almost 100 years later, Thomas  
Bangsted, a photographer, continues the 
work of the camoufleurs in a series  
of large-scale digitally assembled pho-
tographs of World War I ships. Bangsted 
creates his photographs by capturing 

multiple images of uncamouflaged ships 
and then digitally adds dazzle patterns—
constructing a finished photograph  
that is more of an idea than a document. 
Digital manipulation like the type  
Bangsted uses in his photographs is 
often used to camouflage or conceal 
objects, rendering them invisible through 
tools like the clone tool or the healing 
brush. However, in The Last of the Dread-
naughts Bangsted chooses to reject  
invisibility and apply a dazzle pattern 
that highlights the incongruity of  
the ship with its background. In this  
photograph the dazzle pattern painted 
by Bangsted performs in much the  
same way it did in the ships painted by 
Wilkinson’s camoufleurs—it breaks  
up the form of the ship and destroys its 
identity, leaving the audience with  
questions about its origin and author.

CV Dazzle, a project by artist Adam 
Harvey, also reimagines dazzle in a  
contemporary digital environment. In 
this project Harvey creates makeup  
and hairstyles for subjects to avoid being 
recognized by facial recognition soft-
ware. The four looks of Harvey’s collec-
tion employ many of the principles  
of dazzle, including bold patterns of 
black and white and countershading to 
flatten the facial components used  
by computer software to identify a face. 
Like the dazzled ships, these dazzled 
faces are designed to disrupt a specific 
technology—in World War I, a range-
finder used by German soldiers to gauge 
speed and distance, and in the present 
day, the OpenCV programming functions 

based on the Viola-Jones algorithm  
used in face detection.

Dazzle is a pattern that challenges 
our ability to observe and perceive.  
It is a pattern that makes familiar objects 
difficult to recognize by making us doubt 
what we see and rendering useless  
the visual catalogue of objects we use  
for comparison and identification.  
There is much debate about the efficacy 
of dazzle camouflage in World War I, 
yet its contribution to the visual and art 
world is indisputable and enduring.  
Like the artists working at the same type 
in Cubism, Dazzle artists dissolved  
edges and flattened forms, making us 
see the physical world differently.
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in the Royal Academy staffed by artists  
and art students, the cgms Dazzle  
Section, for applying his newly concep-
tualized dazzle camouflage to  
merchant ships.

The difference in the two men’s 
plans was not in the methodology—both 
used disruptive patterning and counter-
shading—but in the expected outcome. 

Adam Harvey
CV Dazzle Look 5, 2013
Hair and makeup design
dimensions variable

OPPOSITE

Abbott Handerson Thayer
Study of Two Ships in  
Fog, c. 1915
Ink and gouache on paper
7½ × 116 inches


