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Go, go, go, said the bird: human kind
Cannot bear very much reality.
Time past and time future
What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present.
—T.S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton”

If the word had not lost its strict 
meaning, I would call the new art a 
spiritual art. A mental art, then, 
which will demand of the reader and 
the listener the sensitivity and the 
imagination of a performer who, like 
the musicians of India, is also a 
creator.—Octavio Paz, “Invention, 
Underdevelopment, Modernity”

To Guy Debord, spectacle is “a specious form of the sacred.”1 
As a material reconstruction of religious illusion, it remains 
metaphysical, with the Image or Illusion, as manifested in 
whatever form of spectacle, substituting God. In place of the 
genuflecting believer is the passive spectator, who takes the 
spectacle for the highest or purest form of reality. Illusion’s 
power to supplant reality makes it extremely dangerous, a 
threat to existence itself, as was the most treacherous and ni-
hilistic illusion, metaphysics, which falsified, devalued, and ne-
gated reality for nearly 2000 years. Despite the convenient 
optimism of many, the repercussions of metaphysics continue 
to persist, for if Nietzsche diagnosed the ascetic ideal at work 

1 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle (New York: Zone Books, 1994), 
p. 20 or §25.



even in atheism and science, can we be certain that we have 
completely freed ourselves of that powerful an illusion? In 
Debord’s desire to not only harm spectacular society but to 
destroy it there is something of the Nietzschean hammering at 
idols, for he was in combat with one of the most pernicious 
shadows of the dead God. In the epoch of virtual reality, the 
hazard of reality being overtaken by illusion could not be more 
angst-ridden a menace. But then, ontologically, reality can 
never be overtaken; the threat is actually in permitting image 
and illusion to dominate and supersede the perception of real-
ity. In our highly mediated society, to Debord, life itself is 
merely a spectacular reconstruction of reality, which is no 
longer or rarely lived directly—illusion has made reality super-
natural and illusion natural. We are no longer in the world, but 
in our projection of it. The spectacle is ubiquitous.

To shift from the metaphysical to the aesthetic realm, though 
for Debord aesthetics remains largely metaphysical, if facsimi-
les or clones of Lascaux and Altamira are, perhaps, necessary 
critical interventions against the erasure or disappearance of 
our cultural heritage, what is to be made of the cloning of 
paintings not in immediate danger of decay? With Factum 
Arte’s cloning of Caravaggio’s works and Veronese’s Wedding 
at Cana, we have two startling examples to ponder. As a cul-
ture, are we to resort to the cloning of artworks in an attempt 
to ameliorate acts of cultural appropriation, like Napoleon’s, if 
actual reparation is even possible? Is not—or rather, was not 
the very absence of Veronese’s painting in the Palladian Refec-
tory of San Giorgio Maggiore, Venice, a necessary absence, a 
felt physical marker, not a signifier, of appropriation and loss? 
To Artaud, even if a work is lost or destroyed its force and en-
ergy remain: “The library at Alexandria can be burnt down. 
There are forces above and beyond papyrus: we may tempo-
rarily be deprived of our ability to discover these forces, but 
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their energy will not be suppressed.”2 The same possibility of 
destruction exists for all art, especially painting, and although 
this dilemma is different, if a painting or any other artwork is 
too fragile to be returned to its country of origin, must that 
loss not be continually suffered? The public’s willingness to 
pay to experience a clone in lieu of visiting an original—which 
is being done with Veronese’s painting—is indicative of an aes-
thetic if not moral and ethical crisis. Even knowing it was a 
clone one Italian still exulted over it, proclaiming that “the 
Veronese” had at last returned home . . . And what if muse-
ums and galleries begin cloning artworks as a form of insur-
ance, displaying clones instead of original artworks in order to 
protect what to them is not primarily an aesthetic object but a 
financial commodity?3 Or in the desire for perfection, we begin 
‘correcting’ artworks, as actually has been done, supposedly 
appending what has vanished, restoring ‘original’ coloration, 
and altering what time has erased?4 Time will keep erasing the 
new surface; disaster cannot be staved off; decay is inexora-
ble; life and death are indissolubly bound. If one day we be-
come so expert at cloning, it may never be possible to discern 
with the naked eye the difference between a clone and an 
original. But isn’t there something that always betrays the 
replicant? Isn’t this a question of perspicacity, of the keenness 
of one’s senses, the sharpness of one’s intellect? If some spec-
tators may be deceived, others will not, and this is a question 
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2  Antonin Artaud, The Theater and Its Double (New York: Grove Press, 
1958), 10. 

3  Considering the fact that, after stumbling, a female tourist made a six 
inch tear with her umbrella  in Picasso’s “The Actor” (1905) while  visiting 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in early 2010, such unethical practices 
may not be so surprising. Although such accidents are rare, artworks have 
suffered both accidental and deliberate vandalism, the latter generally by 
inferior artists who are threatened by exceptional works of art.

4  Is this not a primarily Western anxiety? In opposition, consider the 
Japanese aesthetic of wabi-sabi, which “represents the exact opposite of 
the Western ideal of great beauty as something monumental, spectacular, 
and enduring. Wabi-sabi is not found in nature at moments of bloom and 
lushness, but at moments of inception or subsiding.” See  Leonard Koren, 
Wabi-Sabi for Artists, Designers, Poets & Philosophers  (California: Stone 
Bridge Press, 1994), 50.



of cultivation, which is one of the fundamental concerns 
threaded throughout Yunus Tuncel’s investigation of spectacle.

Yet, for many, there is no disquiet, no dis-ease, no anxiety. In 
his lecture at the Park Avenue Armory in New York City on 
cloning masterpieces, Adam Lowe, the founder of Factum Arte, 
expressed no apprehension regarding his work, and to validate 
and affirm it he emphasized the immediate and stirring emo-
tional reaction of the audience that first witnessed the unveil-
ing of the Veronese clone in 2007.5  He also claimed that the 
public response to it was “almost universally positive.”6 Quality 
however cannot be quantified numerically or validated by 
mass emotional responses, nor by an amorphous public whose 
degree of cultivation cannot be determined through such ob-
servations, nor, to say the least, with dubious electronic de-
vices. During his lecture Lowe referred to Walter Benjamin’s 
notion of the aura and claimed that when the original Veron-
ese was measured with an “aura meter” it registered an aura 
of 75% whereas when the clone was measured it registered 
an aura of 100%. Precisely what was being measured was not 
clarified, but after recounting this anecdote, Lowe earnestly 
suggested discarding Benjamin’s essay and declared it to be of 
little legitimacy. Aura however is not something metaphysical 
for Benjamin and isn’t limited to or solely defined by some un-
quantifiable (or perhaps quantifiable) element but also relates 
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5  When discussing the  Veronese  reproduction in 2007, Lowe rejected the 
term “clone” and argued that his  work was instead “a deep and detailed 
study” whereas the title of the lecture he presented at the Armory on 1 
December 2010, “Duplicating da Vinci: The Art of Cloning a Masterpiece,” 
clearly indicates his new acceptance of it. How a facsimile is a study is 
rather questionable for studies are not seemingly exact replicas but have 
something personal in them, new thoughts, new ideas, new 
interpretations, questions. On the  Veronese  clone, see Elisabetta Povoledo, 
“A Painting Comes Home (or at Least a Facsimile),” New York Times, 29 
S e p t e m b e r 2 0 0 7 . O n L o w e ’ s l e c t u r e a t t h e A r m o r y : 
http://www.armoryonpark.org

6 
http://www.factum-arte.com/eng/conservacion/caravaggio/caravaggio_pro
gress.asp 

http://www.armoryonpark.org
http://www.armoryonpark.org
http://www.factum-arte.com/eng/conservacion/caravaggio/caravaggio_progress.asp
http://www.factum-arte.com/eng/conservacion/caravaggio/caravaggio_progress.asp
http://www.factum-arte.com/eng/conservacion/caravaggio/caravaggio_progress.asp
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specifically to the physical painting itself as a unique object, 
one whose history can be traced through time from owner to 
owner, so it involves a genetic history, including the damage 
the painting has suffered, how it has disintegrated or naturally 
decayed over time, its specific spatial placement, etc. If aes-
thetics and archeology here begin to merge—or clash, the 
point is that the biography of a work assists with establishing 
its historical veracity. The tangible aesthetic matter however 
devolves around the singular hand-crafted object as a physical 
manifestation of thought. How that is measured and what 
makes it evident is the crucible by which all of this rises or 
falls. One way by which to gauge this without resorting to 
seemingly mystifying principles such as Benjamin’s notion of 
the aura is to analyze how the artist’s thought is manifested in 
his or her work. If something is genuine, it has a certain geo-
metric harmony, which is to say it is perfectly congruent with 
itself: all of its markings reveal the thought of a single mind. 
While certain artists often had apprentices completing parts of 
their work, the conception and overall design of the work be-
trays a distinct and personal vision. A clear fact when we con-
sider that no apprentice of any master painter produced a 
work of comparable vision, such as a second Sistine Chapel. 
Lowe’s obeisance before the clone is inane and idolatrous; it 
lacks awareness, recognition, or loss of trust in what in fact 
the sensitive observer witnesses before any work of art. And 
that is precisely the measurable, quantifiable difference—the 
‘aura,’ or what is genuine is the idiosyncratic touch of the hu-
man hand. The distinctly personal element, which contains the 
mark of the mind in its every contour, and no clone, however 
expert, will ever possess that cohesiveness, even when such 
clones are made not only through technological means that 
seem infallible and superior but manual ones as well.7 For this 

H A N S H E : 	   T h e 	   N e c e s s i t y 	   o f 	   I l l u s i o n 	  |	  5

7 Prior to the dawn of late 20th century technology, it was the fake, which 
often involved not copies of specific paintings but paintings in the style of a 
specific artist that led to similar dilemmas. Orson Welles investigates the 
question of the  fake in his arresting film F for Fake (Specialty Films, 1973; 
Criterion 2005). A new documentary on de  Hory by Jeff Oppenheimer and 
Mark Forgy is currently underway. For details: http://www.elmyr.net 

http://www.elmyr.net
http://www.elmyr.net


is a matter of imagination, of an original idea born of an origi-
nal experience, and, as stated, of the uniqueness of the singu-
lar object. What determines that is variable, but artistic cohe-
sion is evident to the trained eye and such an eye will recog-
nize that Factum Arte’s clones are a combination of both tech-
nological and manual functions. However precise their scan-
ners and however high the definition of their printers, what 
they will betray is the mark of a series of linear, crisscrossing 
ink jets, not a thinking mind orbiting according to its own 
logic, and that combined with the manual touch of a restorer 
who, however expert, leaves its mark too, which is not the 
mark of Veronese or of Caravaggio. Such artists painted with 
great velocity and fluidity to render the dynamism of their 
subjects, but printers cannot replicate the nuances which are 
the mark of the artist’s very character, his or her fingerprints 
or DNA, nor the particular touch of how each artist physically 
applies paint to the canvas. In honoring such, we honor the 
hand of the artist in the texture of the work, its surface, tactile 
façade, or architecture; if that is altered, our intellectual and 
sensual experience of the work is altered and reduced. And 
this is to say nothing of the material consistency of such 
clones. Ergo, all that makes a style is palpably absent.

The other predicament, and one well-rehearsed, is that, once 
copied, every artwork (save, essentially, the photograph) be-
gins to lose its distinctiveness and that is the serious moral 
threat. The horror of the mass produced copy is depicted with 
considerable force in the opening of Jodorowsky’s Holy Moun-
tain. And for all too many, van Gogh is first encountered as a 
glossy image on a coffee mug and Beethoven heard as a 
jaunty jingle in a commercial, or as a cellphone ring. Immur-
ing ourselves against these degradations is almost wholly im-
possible; likewise, we are so far beyond the threshold that 
calling for the destruction of the icons would be nothing less 
than futile, a superficial anarchy that would not ameliorate or 
address the core of the crisis. While technological devices can 
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register what the human cannot, they can only verify facts, 
yet art is not in the facts but in the thought, and the aura me-
ter, or whatever other device, cannot think the thought. It just 
registers what it’s been programmed to register; it cannot 
contemplate or raise questions, just as the scanner and the 
restorer cannot replicate the mind or the idiosyncratic touch of 
the artist. For there is genius and there are hierarchi-
es—Duchamp’s touch is not the touch of Leonardo. Even if a 
Menard can seem to produce “word for word and line for line” 
the pages of Cervantes, they will never be the pages of Cer-
vantes, only an imitation of the pages of Cervantes. Laughable 
as it must sound to pronounce—though to the iconodules 
there is no difference—Factum Arte’s scanners are not equiva-
lent to the hand of Veronese. And that is not to romanticize 
Veronese and his achievements but to recognize his utter par-
ticularity and the value of the original object, and this is the 
ethical point—if the material aspect largely can be replicated, 
it seems necessary to stress anew the menace that such repli-
cation poses to the potency of the original. The more copies 
proliferate, the more that potency is reduced and our aesthetic 
experience demoralized. Other factors contribute to this de-
moralization, such as the overcrowding of museums, which 
have made them less palaces of the muses and silence and 
more malls and houses of commerce where solitary commun-
ion with works of art is near but impossible to obtain. Valéry 
found the concept of the museum itself the product of an irra-
tional civilization devoid of the taste for pleasure. “Just as a 
collection of pictures constitutes an abuse of space that does 
violence to the eyesight, so a close juxtaposition of outstand-
ing works offends the intelligence.” Earlier in the same essay 
he makes an analogy between the juxtaposition of artworks 
and music and notes how “the ear could not tolerate the 
sound of ten orchestras at once.”8  But if the difference be-
tween an original and a facsimile of Factum Arte’s order isn’t 
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8  Paul Valéry, Degas, Manet, Morisot (New York: Pantheon Books, 1960), 
204, 203. This is Volume XII of The Collected Works of Paul Valéry, Bollin-
gen Series XLV.



discernible to the naked eye of most and if some exult over a 
clone that does not testify to the value or supremacy of the 
clone, certainly not its authenticity. Exceptional as it may be, 
an Elmyr de Hory is strictly not a Modigliani. What it instead 
testifies to is the limits of perception, the failure of feeling, or 
the devastatingly poor quality of the spectator’s degree of cul-
tivation. Or the triumph of the icon. In this, one of the shad-
ows of the demiurge continues to haunt us. The egalitarian 
view would be to proclaim that the copy democratizes art and 
makes it available to all, but the only real encounter with a 
work of art occurs when one encounters it in its original me-
dium. If we are to be truly exacting, and art demands such 
rigor, we must consider the degree to which art is even avail-
able to us at all and not treat such intractable material as if it 
is so easily accessible. Blanchot raises this very question when 
he asserts that no work, “be it the most immediately contem-
porary one, is at our disposal, for we must make ourselves re-
ceptive to it. We know that we have almost nothing of the Il-
iad and almost nothing of the Divine Comedy. We know that 
these works, even if they are transmitted without error, es-
cape us and are estranged from us by the reading that makes 
them accessible to us. Everything separates us from them: the 
gods, the world, the language, what we know and do not, but 
above all our knowledge—our knowledge of Homer and our 
always more precise knowledge of what to attribute to the 
civilization of Homer. Here, familiarity succeeds only in making 
the strangeness of books go unnoticed.”9 Although he is com-
menting on literature, unquestionably, this applies to all art, 
and his remarks are born of a reflection upon George Duthuit’s 
Le musée inimaginable: Essai par l'image, and upon Curtius, 
who doesn’t believe a work of art is even reproducible. If art-
works themselves are distant to us, facsimiles are even further 
afield. That work such as Lowe’s threatens to usurp originals 
in a way hitherto unforeseen should make us wary of how 
technology aids our ability to deceive and prompt us to be-
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9  Maurice Blanchot, “Museum Sickness,” Friendship (California: Stanford 
University Press, 1997), 42.



come more cultivated, as Tuncel urges in the work before you. 
In the mid-60s, before the advent of our current digital tech-
nology, Heidegger noted that it “is not that the world is be-
coming entirely technical which is really uncanny. Far more 
uncanny is our being unprepared for this transformation, our 
inability to confront meditatively what is really dawning in this 
age.”10 The first epigraph to Debord’s Society of the Spectacle 
is Feurbach’s observation regarding the preference for the sign 
over the signified thing, for the copy over the original, of rep-
resentation to reality, and it is an incisive and unsettling ob-
servation that, alarmingly, is increasingly apposite. The Dar-
stellung becomes more real to many than what it is a projec-
tion of. It is not actual presence, but mediated presence which 
is often actually preferred, or which seduces us with its en-
trancing power—hence the hypnotic allure of the screen. 
Plato’s allegory of the cave could not now be more pertinent. 
The prisoners remain, but the startling difference is that the 
shadows aren’t mistaken for reality; the reflections are clearly 
recognized as reflections, but the prisoners prefer them . . . 
One hears the enslaved declare, “They’re more real.” What we 
are now in the midst of is a new manifestation of the icono-
clast controversy.

Regardless of one’s position vis-à-vis the cloning of artworks 
and the preference of shadows to reality, the process of clon-
ing demands being interrogated, for it raises vexing questions 
about the nature of our aesthetic experiences that are more 
than purely aesthetic. Every serious work of art extends be-
yond the aesthetic domain and is not ever limited to that do-
main. For all serious art is fundamentally philosophical; in its 
concern with existence itself, it is ontological, a thinking of ex-
istence, even if it is ‘nihilistic’ and questions the validity or 
value of existence. Eventually such art would have to pursue 
its instincts to their absolute ends, but that is another matter. 
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10 Martin Heidegger, Discourse on Thinking (New York: Harper & Row, 
1966), 52.



While Debord’s combative desire to dismantle or annihilate the 
society of the spectacle is understandable, it is also myopic if 
not misguided. Based on a circumscribed conception of illu-
sion, it limits the morphological character of spectacle and 
presupposes that illusion is inherently dangerous and specta-
cle monological. In this way, there is nothing Nietzschean in 
Debord’s desire, or in his understanding of illusion. He is kick-
ing against the pricks. If the type of spectacle that Debord cri-
tiques is to be abolished, spectacle in and of itself is not. From 
the cave paintings of Lascaux to multi-media projects like 
Greenaway’s Leonardo’s Last Supper, the spectacle has been 
an ever present if not fundamental and intrinsic element of 
every society, from the archaic to the contemporary. And it will 
remain so. Spectacle is not something that can be eradicated. 
The task is not to harm or destroy the society of the spectacle, 
but to reconfigure it and to consider it from alternative per-
spectives. While Debord rightly lamented the alienation of the 
spectator for instance, Artaud recognized that problem in the 
1930s, but Debord didn’t learn from his visionary project, or 
from his piercing insights and incantatory declarations. Al-
though he may have failed to achieve his visions, Artaud 
forged clear pathways with them, striving for instance to es-
tablish direct and intensified relations between the spectator 
and the spectacle, to be free for instance of the limit, barrier, 
and convention of the proscenium arch. The architecture of a 
theatre cannot be fixed—a formulaic and structural imposi-
tion—but must be constructed according to the particularities 
of each spectacle. If there are limits to or practical ‘flaws’ in 
his proposals, as Rimbaud noted in his voyant lettre the failure 
of the innovator is of no consequence because he has made 
advancements; other “horrible workers” pick up the arrows 
where the previous seers have left them and shoot them into 
new horizons, beginning where the others succumbed. With 
companies such as the Laboratory of Jerzy Grotowski, Beck 
and Malina’s Living Theatre, and Mnouchkine’s Le Théâtre du 
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Soleil, aspects of Artaud’s vision were achieved.11  Their work 
revealed that renewed forms of spectacle are possible. And 
the renewal of spectacle is but one of the many other urgent 
questions that Tuncel explores in Towards a Genealogy of 
Spectacle. How a spectacle is created, what it reveals of its 
epoch, and how every spectator receives it are all elements of 
the character of spectacle that Tuncel believes Debord and 
other thinkers of the spectacle have not sufficiently tended to. 
Despite the pervasiveness of spectacle in our culture it re-
mains for Tuncel the least understood phenomenon, even 
though we are completely immersed in spectacles and even 
though our very lives are indelibly shaped by spectacular ex-
periences. Tuncel claims that there is little thought in general 
about the nature and character of spectacle, an omission 
which has driven him to extract the essential problems in-
grained in what he refers to as our pathos of spectacle, a con-
cept that recalls Nietzsche’s pathos der distanz and Deleuze’s 
thinking on affect in cinema. Tuncel’s concept is broad and not 
restricted to affect alone as one might presume but concerns 
not only how spectacles are experienced and their historical 
character, but what they impart and say of values, how they 
are in fact interwoven with the established values of a particu-
lar culture.

What I call pathos of spectacle is the coalescence of ways 
of experiencing spectacles, some dominant and wide-
spread, some marginal, within the same historical epoch 
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11  Many filmmakers, both in avant-garde  and mainstream cinema, also 
adopted Artaud’s principles. Bertolucci’s Partner (1968) is not only deeply 
informed by The Theater and Its Double, but Giacobbe, the principle 
character of the film, quotes from Artaud’s book in the opening scene. 
Giacobbe is a theater director striving for revolution. In an interview, 
Bertolucci discussed the ideal spectator of his film and spoke  of the oneiric 
as a form of action: “The  behavior of the spectator of Partner should be 
that of the  ideal spectator, i.e., a very passive spectator who succeeds in 
finding in the  one hour and forty-five  minutes of the screening enough time 
to sleep at least ten minutes and during these ten minutes to dream, thus 
overcoming his own passivity. I  think  that should be every spectator’s 
normal behavior in the  cinema.” See Bernardo Bertolucci, Interviews, 
(eds.) Fabien S. Gérard, Thomas Jefferson Kline, Bruce H. Sklarew 
(Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 2000), 38.



of a given culture or civilization. In other words, there is a 
pathos of spectacle that corresponds to a given system of 
values.

Whenever we encounter this concept then, we must sustain its 
broad character and its multiple dimensions. Where are we, 
Tuncel wonders, from an intra-psychic standpoint when we 
experience spectacle? Is there a pathos of spectacle within a 
historical and cultural context? If so, of what is it composed? 
What does each spectacle reveal of the spectacle maker? Too, 
what does it reveal of our epoch and its crises?

It is precisely through the genealogical method that spectacle 
as a configuration of inter-related forces can be made trans-
parent, for this method reveals dialectical tensions and con-
frontations, thereby identifying the field where agonistic val-
ues clash and establish institutions or phenomena such as 
spectacle. Tuncel achieves this transparency through creating 
a schema of the inner and outer forces that spectacle com-
prises, with the former including imagination, ecstasy, move-
ment, feeling, psyche, language, etc., and the latter including 
the spectacle itself, the spectator, and the creator(s) of the 
spectacle. It is only through such a micro and macro analysis 
that any diagnosis of this phenomenon can be made, and this 
involves a historical, aesthetic, sometimes political, and ge-
netic treatment of spectacle. In exploring the genetic history 
of spectacle though, it is not some essentialist origin that 
Tuncel is in search of; the genealogical method exposes the 
humanistic and universalist fallacy of unbroken continuity, 
thereby revealing the contest of various conflicting forces that 
strive for domination. One of Tuncel’s aims is to establish a 
sensible inter-relation within a cross-section of spectacles in 
order to analyze and evaluate how the different forces of spec-
tacle function together, how both the inner and outer layers 
relate. Through this, he addresses many of the dilemmas that 
plagued Artaud and Debord: the separation or schism between 
the spectator and the spectacle, the obstacle of the passive 
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spectator, the invisible or unconscious aspects of spectacle, 
collective feelings, the collective unconscious, and the quality 
of imagination. If this however seems like a work addressed 
only to theorists, it isn’t—Tuncel’s genealogy is an invitation 
not only to the thinkers and creators of spectacle, but to in-
quisitive spectators. Since the artist often advances far beyond 
the spectator, if spectacle itself is to “soar to new heights” as 
Tuncel demands it must, that in part requires an ever more 
cultivated audience and he is keenly sensitive to this neces-
sity, which is why his book also addresses spectacle attendees. 
Nonetheless, he does not suffer from the all-too prevalent 
utopic view of democracy that infects our time. His criticism of 
what he refers to as the nihilistic attitude of the modern era, 
which believes that every spectacle is open to all, that any 
person can attend any spectacle, is refreshing and incisive. It 
is like an elder monk throwing a naive acolyte into frigid water. 
Concealed in the democratization of spectacle is disregard and 
disdain if not even contempt for the “cult value” of spectacle. 
For what is hieratic. Unfortunately, Tuncel never elucidates his 
own definition of “cult” or of “cult value,” but as far as I under-
stand his use of the phrase, and charged as it is it demands 
explication, he probably intends to evoke the Latin sense of 
cultus, which would be care, labor, and cultivation, or tend-
ing—not worship or blind reverence let alone idolatry and the 
extremist beliefs typically associated with what is cultish. It is 
also perhaps meant to signify that which is singular and which 
can only be appreciated by the few, which would be in line 
with his critical view of utopic democratic principles, and his 
celebration of what is more exacting and rarefied and what is 
generally condemned as elitist, obscurantist, or difficult. And 
the Latin root of cultus forms the basis of the word cultivated. 
Thinkers like Bataille, Blanchot, and Klossowski sought to sus-
tain such values and to honor them through creating secret 
societies like Acéphale and Collège de Sociologie. Others we’re 
not aware of may exist. And new ones will be formed. For one 
must ask: who can live up to the demands of each individual 
spectacle? Is, for instance, every spectator capable of living up 
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to Hermann Nitsch’s ritualistic events? Or the theatre of How-
ard Barker? Is not the inattentiveness that certain more exact-
ing work receives a sign that most spectators cannot live up to 
it? More discerning spectators are aware of these situations; 
indiscriminate omnivores eat without thought the body of the 
entire animal. The criticism such spectacles receive is gener-
ally more reflective of the critic’s myopia than of the work it-
self . . . Aside from our own subjective experience of a specta-
cle, it is imperative to consider what each artist wants for his 
or her work of art. “In what spirit,” Tuncel asks, “has the spec-
tacle been created? How was it experienced by its maker(s) 
and the spectators alike?” What is it that the work itself is? 
What is it doing? Have we let it articulate itself in our thought, 
in our reflections upon it, in our criticism? Have we let it truly 
infect us? Have we risked contagion? The gift of art is to be 
received with comparable energy, concentration, and intensity. 
For that to occur, the spectator of an artwork must exert a de-
gree of concentration close to if not equal to that which the 
artist exerted during the creation of the work. Octavio Paz ex-
pressed a similar view of modern poetry when stating that it 
“demands total surrender (and an equally total vigilance).”12 
Pleasure alone isn’t sufficient, but even if one believes it is, 
pleasure is not a purely automatic or natural aesthetic experi-
ence, born of some seemingly primordial or native human trait 
but is contingent upon how one is cultivated, just as are emo-
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tional responses.13  There is a degree of sacrifice that every 
spectator must risk before a work of art. Art deserves and 
demands serious attention and without this devoted surrender 
of oneself to art, one’s experience of it will always be limited. 
There is fear in such reservation; fear of the loss of self, fear 
of the ecstatic, fear of real communion with the spectacle. To 
enter these realms one must cultivate intense states of si-
lence, one must develop incubatory praxes. Such silence is 
rare in our noisome era—as is hesychia—, yet invoking silence 
is not to call for a sinister form of isolation, but quiet commun-
ion with a work. As Simonides said, “the gift of silence is free 
of peril.”

In pursuing such questions, questions which perhaps do not 
always receive single and definitive answers—rightfully so—
but which are approached as riddles to be thought out in dif-
ferent ways, Tuncel seeks to understand the “language” of 
spectacle. Here, language is meant in its widest sense, that is, 
it is the morphological character of spectacle which is Tuncel’s 
concern. His work is an Versuch to understand spectacle itself, 
in its immanence, and to analyze the pathos of spectacle that 
corresponds to the spirit of our times, for the pathos of spec-
tacle is ever-shifting and different from epoch to epoch. New 
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Japanese technique  of the “first glance,” which László Krasznahorkai dis-
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ture  in Japan).” The  Japanese posit that no time  but the instant of the first 
glance  is necessary for deciphering what one  sees. However, this technique 
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vation or considerable perceptive acuity, for it is described as “the  final 
phase of time, an unbelievably solid ‘point’ where time is almost sus-
pended” (sound reminiscent of something?), and although further glances 
are not necessary for understanding what one sees, this  experience also 
requires an encounter between “the real depth of reality” and the specta-
tor; “it is a direct revelation and amazement of sudden ‘understanding’” 
and is  further described as a “transcendent floating that embraces the 
whole world within a single instance.” But is to decipher and understand of 
primary concern? What of the experience of non-knowledge, and of being 
catapulted into the vortexes and silences of the enigma? For Kraszna-
horkai’s essay, visit this section of his website:  
http://www.krasznahorkai.hu/prose.html 
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genealogies of spectacle will consequently be needed in the 
future. The spectacle of Christ on the cross was composed of 
an entirely different pathos than are spectacles of the post-
ontotheological age. For with the death of God and “excess re-
vealing itself as truth,” two significant epochal shifts are signi-
fied in Occidental civilization, and with each new shift, there is 
a need for a new balance and a new conception of the pathos 
of spectacle, for with each new epoch there is a new concep-
tion of illusion and the character of illusion. The spectacle of 
Christ is not to the modern Christian (an oxymoron in itself) 
what it was to Tertullian. A pathway out of the archaic and 
primitive has been forged, but all too many wish to remain 
anachronistic.— —Excoriating, but true.— There is a new con-
ception of art as well, for “painting” is not to us what it was to 
Caravaggio or Giotto, and one cannot speak of “painters” from 
such widely different epochs in the same terms. With these 
significant shifts—the death of mimesis for instance—we must 
then ask, how are images experienced? How are images linked 
to certain types of symbols? What does the image signify to 
the new epoch? What illusion? What is an image now? Under-
lying these questions is the demand that spectators become 
highly cultivated beings, for those who cannot live up to the 
spectacle that they attend can harm the collective experience 
of the spectacle.

Some of Tuncel’s questions dovetail with the recent diatribes 
of Peter Greenaway, who expressed similar concerns when 
rightfully assailing culture at large for its visual illiteracy and 
cinema for its being essentially corrupted by text, of not being 
as intrinsic a medium as he believes it must. The genealogical 
history of cinema isn’t to be found in literature or drama as 
Greenaway avows, nor is it limited to that of cinema, or its 
more obvious antecedent, the camera, or the camera obscura, 
but to painting and the use of artificial light in the creation of 
new images. Hence the dire necessity of understanding the 
image and the history of the image. Are the painters and other 
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images makers of our day sufficiently knowledgeable in this 
sense? To focus on cinema, what makes Pasolini, Bergman, 
Vláčil, and Tarr superior filmmakers in part is their knowledge 
of the image, of the history of painting and thus of framing, 
perspective, and composition; cinema is not of course com-
prised of only those elements, but they are fundamental to the 
structure of the art. That Dziga Vertov announced the death of 
cinema in 1922 for similar reasons, and that Artaud also ad-
dressed similar problems in his 1938 manifesto reveals that 
these remain tenacious dilemmas. In the midst of the digital 
explosion, archivist Paolo Cherchi Usai published his aphoristic 
tract The Death of Cinema: History, Cultural Memory and the 
Digital Dark Age in 2001, giving us the first such manifesto of 
the 21st century.14  Now, just having crossed the threshold of 
2010 (Arthur C. Clarke’s novels on the promises and perils of 
technology resonate strongly here), that nearly 100 years 
later these dilemmas persist and have in fact intensified at-
tests to the urgency of a genealogy such as Tuncel’s. What 
they also reveal is the devastating stasis of our epoch. But 
what many prefer is the narcotic, not thought, or titillation, 
and it is the kaleidoscopic and blinding blitzkrieg completely 
lacking in ciphers or zephirum that has in part led to this pau-
city of thought.15  While Debord sought to annihilate the soci-
ety of the spectacle, Tuncel passionately affirms that culture 
needs illusion and that fulfilling that need is imperative. And it 
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14 While Usai traces the roots of cinema to painting just as Greenaway, he 
traces the roots of the moving image to the thaumatrope (1825), the 
magic lantern (c. 1650), and Chinese shadow plays (180 B.C.). See  Paolo 
Cherchi Usai, The Death of Cinema: History, Cultural Memory and the 
Digital Dark Age (London: BFI Publishing, 2001), 23. An intriguing film to 
watch in relation to Usai’s tract is Bill Morrison’s Decasia: The State of 
Decay (New York: Plexifilm, 2004). I would trace  the roots of cinema to the 
cave paintings of Lascaux, for groups of people  sat in the dark  watching 
paintings that were illuminated by flickering juniper fuses, an effect that 
we may presume gave  the paintings a  sense of kineticism and mobility, 
making them startlingly cinematic.

15  The cipher, or zephirum, as developed by Tuncel is the absence within 
an artwork—and this takes various forms—that gives the spectator the 
freedom to dream, think, meditate, etc. and to further engage with the 
work  while  in the midst of it. It is for Tuncel part of the structure and my-
thos of spectacle.



is spectacle which is the most potent and lucid if not ‘healthy’ 
form of illusion, for such illusions do not purport to have onto-
logical verity, as does the still pernicious illusion of the demi-
urge. In this, Tuncel is strictly at odds with Debord and other 
similar thinkers of spectacle and his Nietzschean heritage is 
evident, for like Nietzsche he recognizes the multiplistic char-
acter of illusion and distinguishes between different types of 
illusion. What is perilous is when illusion is taken for truth, or 
as something absolute that cannot be questioned, or some-
thing sacrosanct that cannot be parodied or satirized. The po-
tency of illusion as configured in spectacle becomes for Tuncel 
a question of psychic health. Under optimum circumstances he 
asserts, “artistic spectacles can help create ‘healthy’ psyches 
and psychic balances.” Wordsworth expressed an analogous 
view in his little known and rarely read essay on the beautiful 
and the sublime, proclaiming that our health is contingent 
upon “frequent” and “strong experiences” of both the sublime 
and the beautiful; in fact, while our “daily well-being” is more 
dependent for Wordsworth “upon the love and gentleness” 
that accompanies beauty, it is impossible, he unequivocally 
professes, impossible for a mind to be in a healthy state with-
out both.16  The need for illusion and the need to understand 
the character of illusion is one of the fundamental tasks of our 
age, the post-Nietzschean era of secularism, the age that is of 
nihilism, which is face to face with increasing fundamentalisms 
of every type. We are still at war over the image, and with the 
murder of Theo van Gogh, we have a modern martyr of the 
image. Its power remains; its force is palpable.

With the veritable death of myth as a guiding focus, how are 
the people of the post-ontotheological age to orient them-
selves? While myth informs our thinking to some degree, we 
do not live by myths as completely as did the Greeks and Ro-
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mans. Deleuze posits that literature “is the attempt to inter-
pret, in an ingenious way, the myths we no longer understand, 
at the moment we no longer understand them, since we no 
longer know how to dream them or reproduce them.”17 
Whether we truly lack this oneiric capacity is questionable; at 
least one individual may and the power of one as Thoreau at-
tested is potent enough a force to give birth to a lasting trans-
figuration. Nevertheless, does our current literature ade-
quately interpret misunderstood myths? Does our art? If it 
doesn’t, are the artists of the age ready and willing to destroy 
existing forms of art in order to create new ones, albeit risking 
disaster? When urgent questions are raised regarding the 
status of the book or the painting or other art forms, one often 
hears the fearful and sacrosanct voices of the all too many 
who have made art into the new religion—painting is not dead, 
the book is not dead, etc. There is no crisis; everything is cer-
tain. Let us be satisfied and content that we are “artists,” that 
most maligned word. Existence is validated; significance is 
firmly attested. With this, art becomes dogma. In this, there is 
a refusal of thought. Yet with the creation of every new work 
of merit, of those rare works that truly transfigure or break or 
alter a genre so significantly that returning to the traditional or 
atypical form is no longer possible, the threat of destruction is 
imminent. Something has shattered. In speaking of the possi-
bility of “new gods” (to which I see no necessity whatsoever), 
“new myths,” and “new auras,” Tuncel implies that the artists 
of our epoch are not adequately interpreting myth. Even if one 
is at odds with some—or many—of his diagnoses—and many 
artists and spectators will be and will probably note sufficient 
counter-examples to the lacunae he avows exist—on a larger 
scale, thinking historically and epochally, the crises he pro-
fesses exist do in fact exist. If the example of certain individ-
ual artists in every field may testify against his view, the work 
of such artists is surely the result of their asking similar ques-
tions and recognizing similar dilemmas, as we see with Green-
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away, Barker, Tarr, and others. For Tuncel, this is our crisis: 
the lack of context, of a mythic dimension of some kind, and 
of “cult values.” Ultimately, his text is a challenge and provo-
cation to both artists and spectators—cultivate a new “cult” 
value for new art forms and spectacles. This in part entails de-
veloping more cultivated spectators, which comprises not only 
intellectual cultivation, but the cultivation of the body and the 
senses, and in the hyper-technological age, of “a gathering of 
techne in a poetic fashion.” Operating here are not only ques-
tions of value but of affect and power, and as Tuncel points 
out, problems in the spectacular domain are reproduced in the 
unconscious of spectators, just as the damaged psyche of the 
artist can be reproduced in his or her artwork. How much 
overcoming has been achieved? What has been transfigured? 
Here we are caught in a vicious labyrinth whose roots stretch 
back to our not too distant past. In one of his aphorisms, 
Tuncel notes that in its adoption of Greco-Roman culture, 
modernity replicated a decayed art form, thereby inheriting 
the disintegration of art and spectacles in adopting cultures in 
decline. In this way, we are still Greeks and Romans, perhaps 
in part dead ones, but also richer, expanded, “Orientalized,” 
technicized (often confused) Greeks and Romans. We still have 
not learned enough from what Emerson and Nietzsche have 
said of history. But it is precisely through artistic activity that a 
revitalization of culture will transpire—when this occurs, Tuncel 
pronounces, “a new need for grand spectacle presses itself 
into that culture; it is as though the renewed culture were to 
desire to see its new shape in the mirror.” Although we exist in 
a time continuum that binds us to the past, every epoch is 
also a new epoch and one that gives birth to a new culture. 
Thus it is incumbent upon us to shape our future as much as 
that is possible, to let the imagination give it contour, for no 
creative energy can die, no Arkè: Heraclitean transformation is 
the Law, but, as Eliot says, “at the still point of the turning 
world.” Do you hear the voices, the ancient voices? Since poli-
ticization, moralization, and the gradual popularization of cul-
ture have led to the emaciation of poetics, mythology, and ec-
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stasy, spectacle and spectacular experience must free them-
selves of such elements in order to be transfigured. This is 
how the new pathos of spectacle may emerge and once it be-
gins to emerge, the symbolic spectacle(s) of our epoch will be 
clearer. In The History of Sexuality Foucault called for an ars 
erotica and while we are still in need of that, Tuncel urges us 
to cultivate an ars ecstasis and for spectacle, spectacle mak-
ers, and spectators in all their manifestations to be ecstatic. It 
should be evident though that this mode of ecstasy is not lim-
ited to one but clearly embodies two archetypal “deities” . . . 
As a young agonist once said, “now follow me to the tragedy 
and sacrifice along with me in the temple of both deities!”

                  New York City
7 January 2011
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