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1996

The Conspiracy of Art

The illusion of desire has been lost in the ambient pornography
and contemporary art has lost rhe desire of illusion. In porn, noth.
iry is left to desire. After the orgies and the liberation ofall desires,
we have moved inro the aanssexual, tlte tzispatency of sex, with
signs and images erasing all its secrets and ambiguity. Tianssemal,
in the sens€ that it now has nothing ro do with the illusion of
desire, only with the hyperreality of the image.

The same is true fot an, which has also lost the desire for illusion.
and instead raises everything to aathetic banaliry, b ecoming tran$ars-
thetic. Fot 

^n, 
the orgy of modernity consisted in fie heady

deconsrucrion of r}re objecr and of representation. Durjng rhar per;_
od, the aesthetic illusion remained very powerfirl, just as the illusion
of desire was for sex. The energy ofsexual difference, which moved
rhrough all r-he figurer ofdesire. corresponded, in arr, (o rhe enerry of
dissociation from reality (cubism, abstraction, expresionism). Borh,
however, corresponded to the will to crack rhe secret ofdesire and ttre
secrer ofrhe obieer. Up untJl rne dis:ppearance ofthese rwo powerfi.rl
configurarions-the sc€ne ofdesire, the sctne of illusion-in favor of
rhe s.rme transsexual, rnnsae,theric obs*niry, rhe obsceniry ofvisibiJ-
ity, thc rclenrless transpar€ncy of all things. ln reality there is no
brrgcr nny pornography, since it is virtually everywhere. Th€ essenc€
ol ponrogr:rphy pcrmearcs all visual and telcvisr.ral tcchniques.

2'L.



Maybe we a.re just acting out the comedy ofart, just as other
societies acted out the comedy of ideologi, just as Italian society

Ghough it is not alone) keeps acting out the comedy ofpower, just

as we keep acting out the comedy of porn in the obscene advertis-
ing pictures of woment bodies. Perpetual striptease, fantasies of
exposed organs, sexual blackrnail: if all this were true, it would
indeed be unbearable. Fortunately, it is all is too obvious to be true.
The transparency is too good to be true. As for art, it is too suPer-
ficial to be ttuly null and void. There must be some underlying
mystery. Like for anamorphosis: there must be an angle from which
all of this useless excess of sex and signs becomes meaningful, but,
for the dme being, we c-an only experience it with ironic inditrer-
ence. ln this unreality ofporn, in this insignificance ofart, is there
a negative enigma, a mysterious thread, or, who knows, an ironic
form of our destiny? If everything becomes too obvious to be true,
maybe there still is a chance for illusion. at lies hidden behind
this falsely transpar€nt world? Another kind of inrelligence or a ter-
minal lobotomy? (Modern) art managed to be a part of the
accursed shar€, a kind of dramatic alternative to reality, by nans-
lating the rush of unreality in realiry. But what could art possibly
mean in a world that has already become hypetrealisr, cool, trans-
parent, marketable? \7hat can porn mean in a world made
pornographic beforehand? All it can do is make a final, paradoxical
wink-the wink of reality laughing at itself in its most hyperealist
form, of sex laughing at itself in its most exhibitionist form, of art
laughing at itselfand at its own disappeannce in its most artiGcial
form, irony. In any case, the dictatorship of images is an ironic dic-
tatorship. Yet this irony itself is no longer part of the accursed
share. It oow belongs to insider trading, the shameful and hidden
complicity binding the artist who uses his or her aura of derision

against the bewildered and doubtful masses. Irony is a.lso part of
the conspiracy ofart.

As long as art was maLing use ofits own disappearance and the
disappeararce ofits obj€ct, it still was a major enrerpris€. Bur arr
trying to recycle itself indefinitely by storming reality? The major-
ity of contemporary art has anempted to do precisely that by
confiscating banaliry waste and mediocriry as values and ideolo-
gies. These countless installations and pedormances are merely
compromising with the state ofthings, and with all the past forms
of art history. Raising originatiry, banality and nullity to the twel
ofvalues or even ro perverse aesthetic pleasure. Ofcourse, all ofthis
mediocrity claims to transcend itself by moving art to a second,
ironic level. But it is 1ust as empty and insignificart on the second
as the first level. The passage ro rhe aesthedc level salvages norhing;
on the contrary, it is mediocrity squared. It claims to be null-
"I am nulll I am nulll"-and ;t tr"lf ;s nu .

Therein lies all the duplicity of contemporary an: asserrrng
na i4', insigr'iicarce, meaninglessness, striving for nultity when
already null and void. Striving for emptiness when already empry
Claiming super{iciality in superficial terms. Nullity, however, is a
secret quality that cannot be claimed by just anyone. Insigni{i-
cance real insignificance, the victorioui challenge to meaning, the
shedding ofsense, the art ofthe disappeannce of meaning-is the
Lare qualiry ofa few exceptional worls that never strive for it. There
is an iniriatory lorm of Norhingness, or an initiatory form ofEvil.
And then rhere are the inside traders, the counrerftiters of nullity,
Lhc snobs of nulliry of all those who prosdtute No*ringness to
vrluc, who prosriture Evil for useful ends. The counrerfeiers must

'r{,1 
bc.rllowcd free reign, \(rhen Nothing surfaces in signs, when

Norhingncss rmcrgcs ru rhe vcry heart of the sign system, that is
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the fundamental event of art. The poetic operation is to make
Nothingness rise from the power of signs-inot banality or indif-
ference toward realiry but radical illusion. Warhol is thus truly
null, in the sense that he reintroduces nothingness into the heart
of rhe image. He turns nullity and insignificarce into an event
rhat he chang€s inrc a fatal srateg/ of the image.

Other arcisrs only have a commercial strategy of nullity, one to
which they give a marketable form, the sentimental form ofcom-
modity, x Baudelaire said. They hide behind their own nullity
and behind the metastases of the discourse on art, which gener-
ously promotes this nulliry as a value (within the art market as
well, obviously). In a way, ir is worse than nothing, because it
meam nothing and it nonetheless exists, providing itself with all
the right reasons to exist. This paranoia in collusion with art
means that there is no longer any possible critical judgment, and
ooly an amiable, necessarily genial sharing of nullity. Therein lies
the conspiracy of art and its primal scene, transmitted by all of
the openings, hangings, exhibitions, restorations, collections,
donations and speculations, and that cannot be undone in any
known universe, since it has hidden itself from thought behind
the mystification of images.

The flip side ofthis duplicity is, through the bluffon nulliry,
to fotce people a contratio to give it a1l some imponance and cred-
it under the pretext that there is no way it could be so null, that it
must be hiding something. Contemporary art rnakes use of this
uncertainry of the impossibility of grounding a€sthedc value
judgments and speculates on the guilt ofthose who do not under-
stand ir or who have not realized that there is nothing to
understand. Another case ofinsider tradrng.In the end, one might
also rhink that these people, who are held in respect by art, r€ally gor

it since their very bewilderment betrays an intuitive intelligence.
They realize that they've been made victims of ar abuse of power,
that they have be€n denied access to the rules of the game and
manipulated behind their backs. In other words, arr has become
involved (not only frorn the financial point of view of the art
market, but in the very maragement of aesthetic values) in the
general process ofinsider trading. Art is not alone: politics, eco_
nomics, the news all benefit from the same compliciry and ironic
resignation from their "

"Our adnbation for painting rctuta fon ,1 tong ?ncers ofadap_
tation that hdt taken ?Ltce oaer cenaties and for reason, ttat oftrn
haue nothi g to do uirh dr"t or th? n;tu!. pdint; g oeated ;tr rceiaer.
h i basically a conrextiotut rektionship" (Gombrowitz to Dubuffet).
The only quesrion is: How can such a machirre connnue ro operate
in the midst ofcritical disillusion and commercial frenzy? And if
it does, how long will this conjuring act last? One hundred, t-,vo
hundred years? \7ill art have the righr to a second, int€rminabte
existence, like the secret services drat, as we know, havent had any
secr€ts ro s.eal or exchange for some time but who sdll continue ro
flourish in the utter supersrition of their usefulness, perperuating

It I Il? thftfl p4A * tL, t'l.dfl tt'an t .t



The Piracy of Art 

When Jean Baudrillard, the world-renowned French theorist,

first published “The Conspiracy of Art” in 1996, he scandalized

the international artistic community by declaring that contem-

porary art had no more reason to exist. Baudrillard was no art

aficionado, but he was no stranger to art either. In 1983, after

the publication in English of his ground-breaking essay, Simula-
tions,1 he was adopted by the New York art world and put on the

mast of Artforum, the influential international art magazine. The

book instantly became a must-read for any self-respecting

artist—they suddenly were becoming legions—and it was quoted

everywhere, even included in several artist installations. Eventual-

ly it made its way—full-frame—into the cult Hollywood SciFi

film The Matrix. (Baudrillard is Neo). The prestigious lecture he

gave on Andy Warhol at the Whitney Museum of American Art in

1987 was booked months in advance. For a while artists fought

around his name, jockeying for recognition. So it isn’t surprising

that his sudden outburst against art would have raised such an

uproar. There was a widespread sense of betrayal among art prac-

titioners, as if he had broken an implicit contract. “The

denunciation came as a slap in the face,”2 a Canadian critic wrote,

adding that it was “a radical delegitimization of his own position as

Introduction
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a cultural critic.” Baudrillard, of course, never claimed to be one.

Like the Situationists, he has a healthy disrespect for “culture.”

True, he didn’t mince his words. Art was “confiscating banality,

waste and mediocrity to turn them into values and ideologies,” he

wrote, adding that contemporary art wasn’t just insignificant, but

null. Null isn’t exactly a term of endearment—obsolete, worthless,

without merit or effect, the dictionary says. Baudrillard seemed to

have gone out of his way to provoke the art world, and he certainly

got what he asked. It was all the more remarkable that another vio-

lent libel he published the following year, “A Conjuration of

Imbeciles” (the French political establishment, which let Le Pen

hijack the democratic system) elicited no reaction. Politicians

apparently are used to this kind of treatment. So there is some-

thing special about the art world after all—it could do with a lot

more abuse. 

But could abuse really make a difference? Some critics or cura-

tors in the marches of Empire took the attack at face value and

crossed him from their list, but people in the know simply basked

in the frisson of a well-publicized “scandal.” It doesn’t matter what

is said about art as long one pays attention to it. No sooner had

Baudrillard’s column been published in the French leftist newspa-

per Libération in May 1996, and instantly beamed all over the place

through the internet, Baudrillard was deluged with invitations for

art events, lectures, catalogue essays. It was obvious that visibility

and fame, not contents, were the real engine of the New Art Order.

Its power and glamour managed to entice, subdue and integrate

any potential threat. Criticizing art, in fact, has become the royal

way to an art career and this will be no exception.

It was exactly the point Baudrillard was making in The Con-
spiracy of Art, and this reaction confirmed what he had already
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anticipated twenty-five years earlier in The Consumer Society 3:

critique has become a mirage of critique, a counter-discourse

immanent to consumption, the way Pop Art’s “cool smile” was no

different from commercial complicity. Two years later, in For a
Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign,4 he went even further,

asserting that contemporary art had an ambiguous status, half-way

between a terrorist critique and a de facto cultural integration. Art,

he concluded, was “the art of collusion.” By now this collusion is

affecting society at large and there is no more reason to consider art

apart from the rest, as the composition of this book suggests.

Obstacles and oppositions, in reality, are used by the system every-

where in order to bounce ahead. Art in the process has lost most of

its singularity and unpredictability. There is no place anymore for

accidents or unforeseen surprises, writes Chris Kraus in Video
Green. “The life of the artist matters very little. What life?”5 Art

now offers career benefits, rewarding investments, glorified con-

sumer products, just like any other corporation. And everything else
is becoming art. Roland Barthes used to say that in America sex was

everywhere, except in sex. Now art is everywhere, even in art. 

In Simulations, Baudrillard suggested that Disneyland’s only

function was to conceal the fact that the entire country was a huge

theme park. Similarly art has become a front, a showcase, a deter-

rence machine meant to hide the fact that the whole society is

transaestheticized. Art has definitely lost its privilege. By the same

token it can be found everywhere. The end of the aesthetic princi-

ple signaled not its disappearance, but its perfusion throughout the

social body. It is well-known that Surrealism eventually spread his

slippery games thin through fashion, advertisement and the media,

eventually turning the consumer’s unconscious into kitsch. Now

art is free as well to morph everywhere, into politics (the aestheti-
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cization of politics isn’t a sign of fascism anymore, nor is the politi-

cization of aesthetics a sign of radicalism for that matter), into the

economy, into the media. All the more reason for art to claim a

dubious privilege in the face of its absolute commodification. Art

is enclosing itself in a big bubble, ostensibly protected from con-

sumer contagion. But consumption has spread inside, like a

disease, and you can tell by everybody’s rosy cheeks and febrile ges-

tures. The bubble is quickly growing out of proportion. Soon it

will reach its limit, achieving the perfection of its form—and burst

with a pop like bubble-gum, or the 90s stock market.

A self-taught sociologist in the 60s, Baudrillard remained intel-

lectually close to the French Situationists and shared their

unconditional distrust of “culture.” Ironically, on its way to com-

plete surrender in the late 80s and 90s, the art world made a huge

effort to reclaim its virginity by enlisting the Situationists’ radical-

ism to its cause. It was a curious intellectual exercise, and I saw it

unfolding at the time with some glee: the art world reappropriating

avant-gardism long after proclaiming the “end of the avant-garde.”

The way it was done was even more interesting: showcasing the

Situationists’ involvement with architecture and their ideological

critique the better to evacuate their unequivocal condemnation of

art and art criticism. “Nothing is more exhilarating than to see an

entire generation of repentant politicians and intellectuals,” Bau-

drillard wrote, “becoming fully paid-up members of the

conspiracy of imbeciles.”6 Art isn’t even the only one to conspire.

“Get out, art critics, partial imbeciles, critics of bit parts, you

have nothing more to say,” the Situationists threw at “the art of the

spectacle.” They also violently expelled from their midst any artist

tempted to participate in the bourgeois comedy of creation. By this

account, Guy Debord and his acolytes would have to fire everybody
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in the present art world, whatever their professed ideology. Grant-

ed, it is difficult to be more paranoiac than Debord was. And yet

he was absolutely right. There was a conspiracy of art, even if he

had to hallucinate it. Now duplicity is transparent. Who today

could boast having any integrity? Debord was ahead of his time and

we would actually benefit from having him among us today, but
not emasculated. Actually we would be incapable of recognizing

him if he did. Was Baudrillard’s exasperated outburst so different

from what the Situationists themselves would have done? Art, he

wrote, “is mediocrity squared. It claims to be bad—‘I am bad! I

am bad!’—and it truly is bad.” Baudrillard was wrong in one

count. It is worse.

The Conspiracy of Art signaled the “return of the repressed”

among the art world. It was displaced, of course, but symptoms

always are. And it was unmistakable. Yet no one—especially those

heavily invested in Freud—recognized it for what it was: Bau-

drillard was simply repaying the art world in its own coin. The real

scandal was not that he would have attacked art, but that art would
have found this attack scandalous. Unlike the Situationists, Bau-

drillard never believed it possible to maintain a distance within the

society of spectacle. But his provocation was perfect pitch and

totally in keeping with the Situationists’ attempt to reclaim their

subjectivity through calculated drifts. Except that Baudrillard’s soli-

tary drift into provocation was neither deliberate, nor existential. It

was just a purge.

Baudrillard always had a knack for bringing out the most

revealing features in a volatile situation. The year 1987 happened

to be a real turning point for the New York art world, throngs of

young artists flooding the art market desperately seeking Cesar, a

“master thinker,” a guru, anything really to peg their career on.
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They took Simulations for an aesthetic statement (it was an anthro-

pological diagnostic) and rushed to make it a template for their still

inform art. Baudrillard protested, nonplussed by their sudden adu-

lation. “Simulation,” for him, is not a thing. It is nothing in itself.

It only means that there isn’t any more original in contemporary

culture, only replicas of replicas. “Simulation,” he retorted, “couldn’t

be represented or serve as a model for an artwork.” If anything, it

is a challenge to art. The rush turned into a rout, everybody scat-

tering around with their tails between their legs. Ten years later,

Baudrillard did it again. The Conspiracy of Art took on not just the

commercialization of art fueled by the return to painting and the

real-estate boom, but its global projection through neo-liberal

deregulation and the delirious speculations of a stock-market just

about to go bust. It wasn’t the naivety of art anymore that Bau-

drillard blasted, but the cynical exploitation of “art” for non-artistic

purposes. 

Returning from a brief pilgrimage to the Venice Biennale, Bau-

drillard exploded. Too much art was too much! Immediately

upping the ante, he claimed the existence of a “conspiracy” which

didn’t exactly exist in the flesh, but was all the truer for that.

Besides, who can resist a bit of conspiracy theory? The pamphlet

was mostly an “abreaction,” an acting-out meant to free his own

system from all the bad energy. An earnest French artist took the

cue and claimed in Libération that Baudrillard was “feeding para-

noia toward contemporary art.” She was absolutely right too. Who

could doubt that contemporary art today is besieged by a hostile

audience and badly in need of reinforcement? Aren’t artists and

dealers, curators, critics, collectors, sponsors, speculators, not to

mention socialites, snobs, spongers, crooks, parasites of all kinds,

all feeding off art crumbs, heroically sacrificing themselves to
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redeem art from shoddy consumerism, just like Russian “liquida-

tors” putting down the sarcophagus on the Chernobyl reactor at

the cost of their lives? It wasn’t enough that art would have become

a huge business, a mammoth multinational corporation with its

professional shows, channels and conventions, it still had to be

treated with utter reverence, even awe. The controversy was briskly

moving to pataphysical heights. 

Baudrillard probably had his doubts about contemporary art

even before he saw any of it, and he mostly managed to keep away

from any serious involvement. To this day he prefers “strange

attractors,” borderline objects or projects (Sophie Calle’s vacant

drifts through sentiment, the strange cruelty of Michal Rovner’s

biological theater), art that doesn’t claim to be art or mean any-

thing, more anthropological than aesthetic in outlook. In a sense

Baudrillard himself is a strange attractor (cruelty included), a bor-

derline thinker doing to philosophy or sociology what these strange

“things” do to art, all UFO’s coming from different galaxies, each

endowed with rigorous rules that cannot be transgressed, even by

themselves. Gilles Deleuze once superbly said that he wanted to

exit philosophy to engage art, literature, film, but as a philosopher.
Unlike him, Baudrillard never had to make a huge effort to get out

of philosophy. He never belonged there in the first place, or any-

where for that matter. And he entered art not as a philosopher, but

as a traitor, in Deleuze’s sense, inventing his own itinerary. He just

went to the other side, becoming a practicing artist of sorts, imper-

turbably showing in galleries photographs that he didn’t really

believe in. And then becoming a traitor to art again by refusing to

own up to it.

Baudrillard’s rejection of art was all the more unexpected, and

appeared all the more outrageous for that to those who believed
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he had crossed over. And yet he didn’t seem to notice the contra-

diction. The episode of the “simulationist school” (and of the

“anti-simulationist” controversy) may have had something to do

with it. In 1987 Baudrillard didn’t yet know much about the Amer-

ican art world and didn’t quite realize what was happening around

his name. At best, he told me later, he sensed that “there was some-

thing fishy there” [Je me suis méfié] with a sound peasant-like

distrust of sleek city talkers. So he flatly refused to play into the

artists’ hands. He might as well have acceded their demand, the

way he subsequently accepted the gallerists’ offer to exhibit his

photographs because it would eventually have amounted to the same.
How could anything one does ever be wrong coming “after the

orgy”? If art ceased to matter as art, then what prevented anyone
from joining in? Actually that he, who admittedly had no artistic

claim or pedigree, would be invited to exhibit his work, amply

proved his point: there was nothing special anymore about art.

Groucho Marx once said that he would never join a club that

accepted him as a member. Baudrillard did worse: he joined a

group whose reasons to exist he publicly denied. 

“Pataphysician at twenty—situationist at thirty—utopian at

forty—viral and metaleptic at sixty—the entire story,” is the way

Baudrillard once epitomized his own itinerary.7 Pataphysics was

founded by Alfred Jarry, creator of Ubu, the brat-king with a

paunch. It is the science of imaginary solutions, and this is precisely

what Baudrillard reinvented in the circumstance. A pataphysical

solution to a problem that didn’t exist. Because he certainly had no

problem with it. Others may have, but it was their problem and it

wasn’t up to him to solve it. Attacking art and becoming an artist

all at the same time was perfectly acceptable in his book. He hadn’t

asked to show his photographs, merely obliged. As far as he knew,
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they may have been trying to bribe him publicly, some kind of

sting operation by the art squad. But they always implicate you one
way or another, so at least it was all above board. It was part of the

“conspiracy” of art. Baudrillard didn’t have to feel any qualms

about it, could even enjoy the ride for what it was worth. Early

on he learned from French anthropologist Marcel Mauss that

“gifts” always come with a vengeance. He knew he would eventu-

ally have to reciprocate, squaring the circle. And he did : he wrote

The Conspiracy of Art. 
Baudrillard is a special kind of philosopher, especially in a

country where ideologies come cheap and easy—what he does is no

different from what he writes. He performs his philosophy, not just

preaches it. He is a practicing artist of his own concepts. This is an

art he never betrayed, his only claim to artistry. Exhibiting his pho-

tographs was part of his work as a pataphysician, as much as

attacking art was part of his work as a Situationist. That people

would be angered at him for these gestures simply proved that they

didn’t have a clue. They hadn’t understood anything about his the-

ory, or about the world we live in for that matter. For Baudrillard

the actual photographs are beside the point. It is what precedes
them that counts in his eyes—the mental event of taking a pic-

ture—and this could never be documented, let alone exhibited.

But what could be more gratifying than having fully paid-up mem-

bers of the conspiracy exhibit something that he himself doesn’t

consider art? The products themselves will go the way of all things

artistic—in the garbage or in a gallery. The Museum of Modern Art

is considering acquiring his photographs for its collection. The

Whitney Museum of American Art is thinking it too, and it would

be just fair. What artist today is more modern and American than

Baudrillard? The desert too is real.
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Proclaiming that art is null was not an aesthetic judgment on

his part, but an anthropological problem. It was a polemic gesture

towards culture as a whole, which now is simultaneously nothing

and everything, being at once elitist and crassly materialistic, repet-

itive, ingenious, pretentious and inflated beyond human

recognition. For Baudrillard art has nothing to do with art as it is

usually understood. It remains a yet unresolved issue for post-

humans to deal with—if anyone in the far-away future still cares

organizing another exciting panel on the future of art. 

Art doesn’t come from a natural impulse, but from calculated

artifice (at the dawn of modernism, Baudelaire already figured this

out). So it is always possible to question its status, and even its exis-

tence. We have grown so accustomed to take art with a sense of awe

that we cannot look at it anymore with dispassionate eyes, let alone

question its legitimacy. This is what Baudrillard had in mind, and

few people realized it at the time. First one has to nullify art in

order to look at it for what it is. And this is precisely what Marcel

Duchamp and Andy Warhol respectively did. By now art may well

have outgrown this function, although everyone keeps acting as if

it still mattered. Actually nothing proves that it was meant to per-

severe, or would persist in the forms it has given itself, except by

some kind of tacit agreement on everybody’s part. Baudrillard called

it a “conspiracy,” but he might as well have called Disneyland “the

Conspiracy of Reality.” And none of it, of course, was real, except

as a conspiracy. Conspiracy too is calculated artifice. Maybe the art

world is an art onto itself, possibly the only one left. Waiting to be

given its final form by someone like Baudrillard. Capital, the ulti-

mate art. We all are artists on this account.

Art is no different anymore from anything else. This doesn’t

prevent it from growing exponentially. The “end of art,” so often
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trumpeted, never happened. It was replaced instead by unre-

strained proliferation and cultural overproduction. Never has art

been more successful than it is today—but is it still art? Like mate-

rial goods, art is endlessly recycling itself to meet the demands of

the market. Worse yet: the less pertinent art has become as art, the

louder it keeps claiming its “exceptionalism.” Instead of bravely

acknowledging its own obsolescence and questioning its own sta-

tus, it is basking in its own self-importance. The only legitimate

reason art would have to exist nowadays would be to reinvent itself
as art. But this may be asking too much. It may not be capable of

doing that, because it has been doing everything it could to prove

that it still is art. In that sense Baudrillard may well be one of the

last people who really cares about art.

Baudrillard is notoriously “cool” and it may come as a big sur-

prise that he would have got genuinely excited after viewing a

major retrospective of Andy Warhol’s work.5 Didn’t Baudelaire say

that a dandy should never lapse from indifference, at most keep a

“latent fire”? What Baudrillard so readily embraced in Warhol,

though, was not the great artist, but the machine he masterfully

managed to turn himself into. Both in his art and in his frozen per-

sona, Warhol embodied in an extreme form the only radical

alternative still conceivable in the century: renouncing art alto-

gether and turning commodity itself into an art form. It mattered

little that the work eventually got re-commodified as art, and that

Warhol himself somehow betrayed his own machinic impulse. Can

one ever expect capital to leave anything unchallenged? 

The same thing happened earlier on with the invention of the

readymade. The idea of exhibiting a “fountain” (a public urinal) in a

gallery was totally unprecedented and it sent reality itself reeling.

Duchamp probably meant merely shaking the art institution, in dada
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fashion, but it was art itself that was the casualty, precipitating the

collapse of art history, including his own stunt with painting.

There was no more reason to wonder if art should be realistic,

expressionistic, impressionistic, futuristic, if it had to paint the

light or bring out the scaffolding. It was all in the mind. Non-retin-

ian art was an oxymoron, an explosive device. Something like

Nietzsche’s laughter. It was a challenge to “culture,” meaning the

business of art. Reality itself everywhere was up for sale, so why not

in a gallery? The readymade wasn’t a point of departure, but a point

of no return. Once added up, art and reality amounted to a sum
zero equation. It was null. Opening the floodgates of art to the

decodification of capital, Duchamp left nothing behind.

Could art survive such an abrupt deterritorialization? Appar-

ently yes, but over Duchamp’s dead body. Morphing banality into

art, Duchamp hadn’t fathered a new artistic era, instead he left art

intestate, a bachelor machine with nothing more to grind except

itself. But this was enough to turn his iconoclastic gesture into a

new art paradigm. One can always reterritorialize everything on

nothing, This is what the “conspiracy” of art really was about,

“striving for nullity when already null and void,” as Baudrillard put

it. This nullity triggered the great rush of 20th century art, strip-

ping the bride bare, hastily throwing along the way everything that

could still justify its own existence as art, gradually exhausting its

own resources as a rocket exhausts its fuel to stay on orbit. Filling

the gap between reality and art didn’t give either of them a new

boost, as everyone hoped it would, rather cancelled out any possi-

bility for creative illusion. What was left was an endless recycling of

art’s own demise, deconstruction and self-reference replacing a

more secret kind of alterity, or the reinvention of more inflexible

rules. Andy Warhol managed to complete this anorexic cycle by
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replacing art itself with mechanical reproduction, by the same

token returning banality to its irremediable enigma. Anything that

came after that was bound to merely retrivialize banality, eagerly

affixing finality to an end already gone out of sight. Going

nowhere, art came to nothing—and everything—simply staying

there, grinding its teeth, losing its bite, then losing the point of it

all. It is now floating in some kind of vapid, all consuming euphoria

traversed by painful spurts of lucidity, sleep-walking in its sleep,

not yet dead, hardly alive, but still thriving.

— Sylvère Lotringer



The miracle of photography, of its so-called objective image, is that it reveals a radically non-objective 
world. It is a paradox that the lack of objectivity of the world is disclosed by the photographic lens 
(objectif).2 Analysis and reproduction (ressemblance) are of no help in solving this problem. The 
technique of photography takes us beyond the replica into the domain of the trompe l'oeil. Through its 
unrealistic play of visual techniques, its slicing of reality, its immobility, its silence, and its 
phenomenological reduction of movements, photography affirms itself as both the purest and the 
most artificial exposition of the image. 
 
At the same time, photography transforms the very notion of technique. Technique becomes an 
opportunity for a double play: it amplifies the concept of illusion and the visual forms. A complicity 
between the technical device and the world is established. The power of objects and of "objective" 
techniques converge. The photographic act consists of entering this space of intimate complicity, not 
to master it, but to play along with it and to demonstrate that nothing has been decided yet (rendre 
evidente l'idee que les jeux ne sont pas faits). "What cannot be said must be kept silent." But what 
cannot be said can also be kept silent through a display of images. 
 
The idea is to resist noise, speech, rumours by mobilizing photography's silence; to resist movements, 
flows, and speed by using its immobility; to resist the explosion of communication and information by 
brandishing its secrecy; and to resist the moral imperative of meaning by deploying its absence of 
signification. What above all must be challenged is the automatic overflow of images, their endless 
succession, which obliterates not only the mark of photography (le trait), the poignant detail of the 
object (its punctum), but also the very moment of the photo, immediately passed, irreversible, hence 
always nostalgic. The instantaneity of photography is not to be confused with the simultaneity of real 
time. The flow of pictures produced and erased in real time is indifferent to the third dimension of the 
photographic moment. Visual flows only know change. The image is no longer given the time to 
become an image. To be an image, there has to be a moment of becoming which can only happen 
when the rowdy proceedings of the world are suspended and dismissed for good. The idea, then, is to 
replace the triumphant epiphany of meaning with a silent apophany of objects and their appearances. 
 
Against meaning and its aesthetic, the subversive function of the image is to discover literality in the 
object (the photographic image, itself an expression of literality, becomes the magical operator of 
reality's disappearance). In a sense, the photographic image materially translates the absence of 
reality which "is so obvious and so easily accepted because we already have the feeling that nothing 
is real" (Borges). Such a phenomenology of reality's absence is usually impossible to achieve. 
Classically, the subject outshines the object. The subject is an excessively blinding source of light. 
Thus, the literal function of the image has to be ignored to the benefit of ideology, aesthetics, politics, 
and of the need to make connections with other images. Most images speak, tell stories; their noise 
cannot be turned down. They obliterate the silent signification of their objects. We must get rid of 
everything that interferes with and covers up the manifestation of silent evidence. Photography helps 
us filter the impact of the subject. It facilitates the deployment of the objects's own magic (black or 
otherwise). 
 
Photography also enables a technical perfection of the gaze (through the lens) which can protect the 
object from aesthetic transfiguration. The photographic gaze has a sort of nonchalance which 
non-intrusively captures the apparition of objects. It does not seek to probe or analyze reality. Instead, 
the photographic gaze is "literally" applied on the surface of things to illustrate their apparition as 
fragments. It is a very brief revelation, immediately followed by the disappearance of the objects. 
 
But no matter which photographic technique is used, there is always one thing, and one thing only, 
that remains: the light. Photography: The writing of light. The light of photography remains proper to 
the image. Photographic light is not "realistic" or "natural." It is not artificial either. Rather, this light is 
the very imagination of the image, its own thought. It does not emanate from one single source, but 
from two different, dual ones: the object and the gaze. "The image stands at the junction of a light 
which comes from the object and another which comes from the gaze" (Plato). 
 
This is exactly the kind of light we find in Edward Hopper's work. His light is raw, white, ocean-like, 
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reminiscent of sea shores. Yet, at the same time, it is unreal, emptied out, without atmosphere, as if it 
came from another shore (venue d'un autre littoral). It is an irradiating light which preserves the power 
of black and white contrasts, even when colors are used. The characters, their faces, the landscapes 
are projected into a light that is not theirs. They are violently illuminated from outside, like strange 
objects, and by a light which announces the imminence of an unexpected event. They are isolated in 
an aura which is both extremely fluid and distinctly cruel. It is an absolute light, literally photographic, 
which demands that one does not look at it but, instead, that one closes one's eyes on the internal 
night it contains. There is in Hopper's work a luminous intuition similar to that found in Vermeer's 
painting. But the secret of Vermeer's light is its intimacy whereas, in Hopper, the light reveals a 
ruthless exteriority, a brilliant materiality of objects and of their immediate fulfillment, a revelation 
through emptiness. 
 
This raw phenomenology of the photographic image is a bit like negative theology. It is "apophatic," 
as we used to call the practice of proving God's existence by focusing on what he wasn't rather than 
on what he was. The same thing happens with our knowledge of the world and its objects. The idea is 
to reveal such a knowledge in its emptiness, by default (en creux) rather than in an open confrontation 
(in any case impossible). In photography, it is the writing of light which serves as the medium for this 
elision of meaning and this quasi-experimental revelation (in theoretical works, it is language which 
functions as the thought's symbolic filter). 
 
In addition to such an apophatic approach to things (through their emptiness), photography is also a 
drama, a dramatic move to action (passage a l'acte), which is a way of seizing the world by "acting it 
out."3 Photography exorcizes the world through the instantaneous fiction of its representation (not by 
its representation directly; representation is always a play with reality). The photographic image is not 
a representation; it is a fiction. Through photography, it is perhaps the world itself that starts to act (qui 
passe a l'acte) and imposes its fiction. Photography brings the world into action (acts out the world, is 
the world's act) and the world steps into the photographic act (acts out photography, is photography's 
act).4 This creates a material complicity between us and the world since the world is never anything 
more than a continuous move to action (a continuous acting out). 
 
In photography, we see nothing. Only the lens "sees" things. But the lens is hidden. It is not the Other 
5 which catches the photographer's eye, but rather what's left of the Other when the photographer is 
absent (quand lui n'est pas la). We are never in the real presence of the object. Between reality and its 
image, there is an impossible exchange. At best, one finds a figurative correlation between reality and 
the image. "Pure" reality -- if there can be such a thing -- is a question without an answer. 
Photography also questions "pure reality." It asks questions to the Other. But it does not expect an 
answer. Thus, in his short-story "The Adventure of a Photographer,"6 Italo Calvino writes: "To catch 
Bice in the street when she didn't not know he was watching her, to keep her in the range of hidden 
lenses, to photograph her not only without letting himself be seen but without seeing her, to surprise 
her as if she was in the absence of his gaze, of any gaze...It was an invisible Bice that he wanted to 
possess, a Bice absolutely alone, a Bice whose presence presupposed the absence of him and 
everyone else."7 Later, Calvino's photographer only takes pictures of the studio walls by which she 
once stood. But Bice has completely disappeared. And the photographer too has disappeared. We 
always speak in terms of the disappearance of the object in photography. It once was; it no longer is. 
There is indeed a symbolic murder that is part of the photographic act. But it is not simply the murder 
of the object. On the other side of the lens, the subject too is made to disappear. Each snapshot 
simultaneously ends the real presence of the object and the presence of the subject. In this act of 
reciprocal disappearance, we also find a transfusion between object and subject. It is not always a 
successful transfusion. To succeed, one condition must be met. The Other -- the object -- must 
survive this disappearance to create a "poetic situation of transfer" or a "transfer of poetic situation." In 
such a fatal reciprocity, one perhaps finds the beginning of a solution to the problem of society's 
so-called "lack of communicability." We may find an answer to the fact that people and things tend to 
no longer mean anything to each other. This is an anxious situation that we generally try to conjure 
away by forcing more signification. 
 
But there are only a few images that can escape this desire of forced signification. There are only a 



few images that are not forced to provide meaning, or have to go through the filter of a specific idea, 
whatever that idea might be (but, in particular, the ideas of information and testimony are salient). A 
moral anthropology has already intervened. The idea of man has already interfered. This is why 
contemporary photography (and not only photo-journalism) is used to take pictures of "real victims," 
"real dead people," and "real destitutes" who are thus abandoned to documentary evidence and 
imaginary compassion.8 Most contemporary photos only reflect the "objective" misery of the human 
condition. One can no longer find a primitive tribe without the necessary presence of some 
anthropologist. Similarly, one can no longer find a homeless individual surrounded by garbage 
without the necessary presence of some photographer who will have to "immortalize" this scene on 
film. In fact, misery and violence affect us far less when they are readily signified and openly made 
visible. This is the principle of imaginary experience (la loi de l'imaginaire). The image must touch us 
directly, impose on us its peculiar illusion, speak to us with its original language in order for us to be 
affected by its content. To operate a transfer of affect into reality, there has to be a definite (resolu) 
counter-transfer of the image. 
 
We deplore the disappearance of the real under the weight of too many images. But let's not forget 
that the image disappears too because of reality. In fact, the real is far less often sacrificed than the 
image. The image is robbed of its originality and given away to shameful acts of complicity. Instead of 
lamenting the relinquishing of the real to superficial images, one would do well to challenge the 
surrender of the image to the real. The power of the image can only be restored by liberating the 
image from reality. By giving back to the image its specificity (its "stupidity" according to Rosset),9 the 
real itself can rediscover its true image. 
 
So-called "realist" photography does not capture the "what is." Instead, it is preoccupied with what 
should not be, like the reality of suffering for example. It prefers to take pictures not of what is but of 
what should not be from a moral or humanitarian perspective. Meanwhile, it still makes good aesthetic, 
commercial and clearly immoral use of everyday misery. These photos are not the witness of reality. 
They are the witness of the total denial of the image from now on designed to represent what refuses 
to be seen. The image is turned into the accomplice of those who choose to rape the real (viol du reel). 
The desperate search for the image often gives rise to an unfortunate result. Instead of freeing the 
real from its reality principle, it locks up the real inside this principle. What we are left with is a constant 
infusion of "realist" images to which only "retro-images" respond. Every time we are being 
photographed, we spontaneously take a mental position on the photographer's lens just as his lens 
takes a position on us. Even the most savage of tribesmen has learned how to spontaneously strike a 
pose. Everybody knows how to strike a pose within a vast field of imaginary reconciliation. 
 
But the photographic event resides in the confrontation between the object and the lens (l'objectif), 
and in the violence that this confrontation provokes. The photographic act is a duel. It is a dare 
launched at the object and a dare of the object in return. Everything that ignores this confrontation is 
left to find refuge in the creation of new photographic techniques or in photography's aesthetics. 
These are easier solutions. 
 
One may dream of a heroic age of photography when it still was a black box (a camera obscura) and 
not the transparent and interactive space that it has become. Remember those 1940s farmers from 
Arkansas whom Mike Disfarmer shot. They were all humble, conscientiously and ceremonially 
standing in front of the camera. The camera did not try to understand them or even catch them by 
surprise. There was no desire to capture what's "natural" about them or "what they look like as 
photographed."10 They are what they are. They do not smile. They do not complain. The image does 
not complain. They are, so to speak, caught in their simplest attire (dans leur plus simple appareil), for 
a fleeting moment, that of photography. They are absent from their lives and their miseries. They are 
elevated from their miseries to the tragic, impersonal figuration of their destiny. The image is revealed 
for what it is: it exalts what it sees as pure evidence, without interference, consensus, and adornment. 
It reveals what is neither moral nor "objective," but instead remains unintelligible about us. It exposes 
what is not up to reality but is, rather, reality's evil share (malin genie) (whether it is a fortunate one or 
not). It displays what is inhuman in us and does not signify. 
 



In any case, the object is never anything more than an imaginary line. The world is an object that is 
both imminent and ungraspable. How far is the world? How does one obtain a clearer focus point? Is 
photography a mirror which briefly captures this imaginary line of the world? Or is it man who, blinded 
by the enlarged reflection of his own consciousness, falsifies visual perspectives and blurs the 
accuracy of the world? Is it like the rearview mirrors of American cars which distort visual perspectives 
but give you a nice warning 
- -"objects in this mirror may be closer than they appear"? 11 But, in fact, aren't these objects farther 
than they appear? Does the photographic image bring us closer to a so-called "real world" which is in 
fact infinitely distant? Or does this image keep the world at a distance by creating an artificial depth 
perception which protects us from the imminent presence of the objects and from their virtual danger? 
 
What is at stake (at play, en jeu) is the place of reality, the question of its degree. It is perhaps not a 
surprise that photography developed as a technological medium in the industrial age, when reality 
started to disappear. It is even perhaps the disappearance of reality that triggered this technical form. 
Reality found a way to mutate into an image. This puts into question our simplistic explanations about 
the birth of technology and the advent of the modern world. It is perhaps not technologies and media 
which have caused our now famous disappearance of reality. On the contrary, it is probable that all 
our technologies (fatal offsprings that they are) arise from the gradual extinction of reality. 
 
Notes 
 
1. A Translation of Jean Baudrillard, "La Photographie ou l'Ecriture de la Lumiere: Litteralite de 
l'Image," in L'Echange Impossible (The Impossible Exchange). Paris: Galilee, 1999: pp. 175-184. 
2. There is here a play on the French word "objectif." "Objectif" means objective (adj.) and visual lens 
(subs.) at the same time. 
3. This term is in English in the original French version. 
4. An unsatisfactory translation of "la photo 'passe a l'acte du monde' et le monde 'passe a l'acte 
photographique'." 
5. Capitalized by Baudrillard in the French text. 
6. "L'Aventure d'un photographe," in Italo Calvino, Aventures [Adventures]. Paris: Le Seuil, 1990. 
Calvino's Adventures (I Racconti in Italian) have been published in several different books in English. 
For example, "The Adventure of a Photographer" was published as part of Calvino's novel Difficult 
Loves (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1984), pp. 220-235. 
7. Translation borrowed from Italo Calvino, Difficult Loves, trans. W. Weaver, p. 233. 
8. I use the term "real" (in quotation marks) in front of victims, dead people and destitute to render 
Baudrillard's term "en tant que tels" (which literally means "as such"). 
9. Possibly Clement Rosset, author of La Realite et Son Double (Reality and Its Double), Paris: 
Gallimard, 1996; and of Joyful Cruelty: Toward a Philosophy of the Real. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1993. 
10. In English in the French text. 
11. In English in the French text. 

Château Shatto
...an object imposes itself - suddenly, one sees it, because of certain effects of light, of contrasts, 
and things like that, it isolates itself and creates a sense of emptiness.  Everything around it seems 
to disappear, and nothing exists but this particular thing, which you then capture technologically, objectively.
-The Ecstasy of Photograph: Interview with Nicholas Zurbrugg.  Art and Artefact, 1997




Jean Baudrillard
Simulacra and Simulations
The following is an excerpt from Jean Baudrillard, Selected Writings, ed. Mark Poster
(Stanford; Stanford University Press, 1988), pp.166-184.

“The simulacrum is never that which conceals the truth--it is the truth which conceals that
there is none.

The simulacrum is true.”1

Ecclesiastes

If we were able to take as the finest allegory of simulation the Borges tale where the
cartographers of the Empire draw up a map so detailed that it ends up exactly covering
the territory (but where, with the decline of the Empire this map becomes frayed and
finally ruined, a few shreds still discernible in the deserts - the metaphysical beauty of
this ruined abstraction, bearing witness to an imperial pride and rotting like a carcass,
returning to the substance of the soil, rather as an aging double ends up being confused
with the real thing), this fable would then have come full circle for us, and now has
nothing but the discrete charm of second-order simulacra.

Abstraction today is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror or the concept.
Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being or a substance. It is the
generation by models of a real without origin or reality: a hyperreal. The territory no
longer precedes the map, nor survives it. Henceforth, it is the map that precedes the
territory - precession of simulacra - it is the map that engenders the territory and if we
were to revive the fable today, it would be the territory whose shreds are slowly rotting
across the map. It is the real, and not the map, whose vestiges subsist here and there, in
the deserts which are no longer those of the Empire, but our own. The desert of the real
itself.

In fact, even inverted, the fable is useless. Perhaps only the allegory of the Empire
remains. For it is with the same imperialism that present-day simulators try to make the
real, all the real, coincide with their simulation models. But it is no longer a question of
either maps or territory. Something has disappeared: the sovereign difference between
them that was the abstraction's charm. For it is the difference which forms the poetry of
the map and the charm of the territory, the magic of the concept and the charm of the real.
This representational imaginary, which both culminates in and is engulfed by the
cartographer's mad project of an ideal coextensivity between the map and the territory,
disappears with simulation, whose operation is nuclear and genetic, and no longer
specular and discursive. With it goes all of metaphysics. No more mirror of being and
appearances, of the real and its concept; no more imaginary coextensivity: rather, genetic
miniaturization is the dimension of simulation. The real is produced from miniaturized
units, from matrices, memory banks and command models - and with these it can be
reproduced an indefinite number of times. It no longer has to be rational, since it is no
longer measured against some ideal or negative instance. It is nothing more than
operational. In fact, since it is no longer enveloped by an imaginary, it is no longer real at



all. It is a hyperreal: the product of an irradiating synthesis of combinatory models in a
hyperspace without atmosphere.

In this passage to a space whose curvature is no longer that of the real, nor of truth, the
age of simulation thus begins with a liquidation of all referentials - worse: by their
artificial resurrection in systems of signs, which are a more ductile material than
meaning, in that they lend themselves to all systems of equivalence, all binary
oppositions and all combinatory algebra. It is no longer a question of imitation, nor of
reduplication, nor even of parody. It is rather a question of substituting signs of the real
for the real itself; that is, an operation to deter every real process by its operational
double, a metastable, programmatic, perfect descriptive machine which provides all the
signs of the real and short-circuits all its vicissitudes. Never again will the real have to be
produced: this is the vital function of the model in a system of death, or rather of
anticipated resurrection which no longer leaves any chance even in the event of death. A
hyperreal henceforth sheltered from the imaginary, and from any distinction between the
real and the imaginary, leaving room only for the orbital recurrence of models and the
simulated generation of difference.

The divine irreference of images

To dissimulate is to feign not to have what one has. To simulate is to feign to have what
one hasn't. One implies a presence, the other an absence. But the matter is more
complicated, since to simulate is not simply to feign: "Someone who feigns an illness can
simply go to bed and pretend he is ill. Someone who simulates an illness produces in
himself some of the symptoms" (Littre). Thus, feigning or dissimulating leaves the reality
principle intact: the difference is always clear, it is only masked; whereas simulation
threatens the difference between "true" and "false", between "real" and "imaginary".
Since the simulator produces "true" symptoms, is he or she ill or not? The simulator
cannot be treated objectively either as ill, or as not ill. Psychology and medicine stop at
this point, before a thereafter undiscoverable truth of the illness. For if any symptom can
be "produced," and can no longer be accepted as a fact of nature, then every illness may
be considered as simulatable and simulated, and medicine loses its meaning since it only
knows how to treat "true" illnesses by their objective causes. Psychosomatics evolves in a
dubious way on the edge of the illness principle. As for psychoanalysis, it transfers the
symptom from the organic to the unconscious order: once again, the latter is held to be
real, more real than the former; but why should simulation stop at the portals of the
unconscious? Why couldn't the "work" of the unconscious be "produced" in the same
way as any other symptom in classical medicine? Dreams already are.

The alienist, of course, claims that "for each form of the mental alienation there is a
particular order in the succession of symptoms, of which the simulator is unaware and in
the absence of which the alienist is unlikely to be deceived." This (which dates from
1865) in order to save at all cost the truth principle, and to escape the specter raised by
simulation: namely that truth, reference and objective caues have ceased to exist. What
can medicine do with something which floats on either side of illness, on either side of
health, or with the reduplication of illness in a discourse that is no longer true or false?
What can psychoanalysis do with the reduplication of the discourse of the unconscious in
a discourse of simulation that can never be unmasked, since it isn't false either?2



What can the army do with simulators? Traditionally, following a direct principle of
identification, it unmasks and punishes them. Today, it can reform an excellent simulator
as though he were equivalent to a "real" homosexual, heart-case or lunatic. Even military
psychology retreats from the Cartesian clarifies and hesitates to draw the distinction
between true and false, between the "produced" symptom and the authentic symptom. "If
he acts crazy so well, then he must be mad." Nor is it mistaken: in the sense that all
lunatics are simulators, and this lack of distinction is the worst form of subversion.
Against it, classical reason armed itself with all its categories. But it is this today which
again outflanks them, submerging the truth principle.

Outside of medicine and the army, favored terrains of simulation, the affair goes back to
religion and the simulacrum of divinity: "l forbade any simulacrum in the temples
because the divinity that breathes life into nature cannot be represented." Indeed it can.
But what becomes of the divinity when it reveals itself in icons, when it is multiplied in
simulacra? Does it remain the supreme authority, simply incarnated in images as a visible
theology? Or is it volatilized into simulacra which alone deploy their pomp and power of
fascination - the visible machinery of icons being substituted for the pure and intelligible
Idea of God? This is precisely what was feared by the Iconoclasts, whose millennial
quarrel is still with us today.3 Their rage to destroy images rose precisely because they
sensed this omnipotence of simulacra, this facility they have of erasing God from the
consciousnesses of people, and the overwhelming, destructive truth which they suggest:
that ultimately there has never been any God; that only simulacra exist; indeed that God
himself has only ever been his own simulacrum. Had they been able to believe that
images only occulted or masked the Platonic idea of God, there would have been no
reason to destroy them. One can live with the idea of a distorted truth. But their
metaphysical despair came from the idea that the images concealed nothing at all, and
that in fact they were not images, such as the original model would have made them, but
actually perfect simulacra forever radiant with their own fascination. But this death of the
divine referential has to be exorcised at all cost.

It can be seen that the iconoclasts, who are often accused of despising and denying
images, were in fact the ones who accorded them their actual worth, unlike the
iconolaters, who saw in them only reflections and were content to venerate God at one
remove. But the converse can also be said, namely that the iconolaters possessed the most
modern and adventurous minds, since, underneath the idea of the apparition of God in the
mirror of images, they already enacted his death and his disappearance in the epiphany of
his representations (which they perhaps knew no longer represented anything, and that
they were purely a game, but that this was precisely the greatest game - knowing also that
it is dangerous to unmask images, since they dissimulate the fact that there is nothing
behind them).

This was the approach of the Jesuits, who based their politics on the virtual disappearance
of God and on the worldly and spectacular manipulation of consciences - the evanescence



of God in the epiphany of power - the end of transcendence, which no longer serves as
alibi for a strategy completely free of influences and signs. Behind the baroque of images
hides the grey eminence of politics.

Thus perhaps at stake has always been the murderous capacity of images: murderers of
the real; murderers of their own model as the Byzantine icons could murder the divine
identity. To this murderous capacity is opposed the dialectical capacity of representations
as a visible and intelligible mediation of the real. All of Western faith and good faith was
engaged in this wager on representation: that a sign could refer to the depth of meaning,
that a sign could exchange for meamng and that something could guarantee this
exchangeGod, of course. But what if God himself can be simulated, that is to say,
reduced to the signs which attest his existence? Then the whole system becomes
weightless; it is no longer anything but a gigantic simulacrum: not unreal, but a
simulacrum, never again exchanging for what is real, but exchanging in itself, in an
umnterrupted circuit without reference or circumferenc

So it is with simulation, insofar as it is opposed to representation. Representation starts
from the principle that the sign and the real are equivalent (even if this equivalence is
Utopian, it is a fundamental ax~om). Conversely, simulation starts from the Utopia of
this principle of equivalence, from the radical negation of the sign as value, from the sign
as reversion and death sentence of every reference. Whereas representation tries to absorb
simulation by interpreting it as false representation, simulation envelops the whole edifice
of representation as itself a simulacrum.

These would be the successive phases of the image:

1 It is the reflection of a basic reality.

2 It masks and perverts a basic reality.

3 It masks the absence of a basic reality.

4 It bears no relation to any reality whatever: it is its own pure simulacrum.

In the first case, the image is a good appearance: the representation is of the order of
sacrament. In the second, it is an evil appearance: of the order of malefice. In the third, it
plays at being an appearance: it is of the order of sorcery. In the fourth, it is no longer in
the order of appearance at all, but of simulation.

The transition from signs which dissimulate something to signs which dissimulate that
there is nothing, marks the decisive turning pomt. The first implies a theology of truth
and secrecy (to which the notmn of ideology still belongs). The second inaugurates an
age of simulacra and simulation, in which there is no longer any God to recognize his
own, nor any last judgement to separate truth from false, the real from its art)ficial
resurrection, since everything is already dead and risen in advance.



When the real is no longer what it used to be, nostalgia assumes its full meaning. There is
a proliferation of myths of origin and signs of reality; of second-hand truth, objectivity
and authenticity. There is an escalation of the true, of the lived experience; a resurrection
of the figurative where the object and substance have disappeared. And there is a panic-
stricken production of the real and the referential, above and parallel to the panic of
material production. This is how simulation appears in the phase that concerns us: a
strategy of the real, neo-real and hyperreal, whose universal double is a strategy of
deterrence.

Hyperreal and imaginary

Disneyland is a perfect model of all the entangled orders of simulation. To begin with it
is a play of illusions and phantasms: pirates, the frontier, future world, etc. This
imaginary world is supposed to be what makes the operation successful. But, what draws
the crowds is undoubtedly much more the social microcosm, the miniaturized and
religious revelling in real America, in its delights and drawbacks. You park outside,
queue up inside, and are totally abandoned at the exit. In this imaginary world the only
phantasmagoria is in the inherent warmth and affection of the crowd, and in that
aufficiently excessive number of gadgets used there to specifically maintain the
multitudinous affect. The contrast with the absolute solitude of the parking lot - a
veritable concentration camp - is total. Or rather: inside, a whole range of gadgets
magnetize the crowd into direct flows; outside, solitude is directed onto a single gadget:
the automobile. By an extraordinary coincidence (one that undoubtedly belongs to the
peculiar enchantment of this universe), this deep-frozen infantile world happens to have
been conceived and realized by a man who is himself now cryogenized; Walt Disney,
who awaits his resurrection at minus 180 degrees centigrade.

The objective profile of the United States, then, may be traced throughout Disneyland,
even down to the morphology of individuals and the crowd. All its values are exalted
here, in miniature and comic-strip form. Embalmed and pactfied. Whence the possibility
of an ideological analysis of Disneyland (L. Marin does it well in Utopies, jeux
d'espaces): digest of the American way of life, panegyric to American values, idealized
transposition of a contradictory reality. To be sure. But this conceals something else, and
that "ideological" blanket exactly serves to cover over a third-order simulation:
Disneyland is there to conceal the fact that it is the "real" country, all of "real" America,
which is Disneyland (just as prisons are there to conceal the fact that it is the social in its
entirety, in its banal omnipresence, which is carceral). Disneyland is presented as
imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles
and the America surrounding it are no longer real, but of the order of the hyperreal and of
simulation. It is no longer a question of a false representation of reality (ideology), but of
concealing the fact that the real is no longer real, and thus of saving the reality principle.



The Disneyland imaginary is neither true nor false: it is a deterrence machine set up in
order to rejuvenate in reverse the fiction of the real. Whence the debility, the infantile
degeneration of this imaginary. It ~s meant to be an infantile world, in order to make us
believe that the adults are elsewhere, in the "real" world, and to conceal the fact that real
childishness is everywhere, particularly among those adults who go there to act the child
in order to foster illusions of their real childishness.

Moreover, Disneyland is not the only one. Enchanted Village, Magic Mountain, Marine
World: Los Angeles is encircled by these "imaginary stations" which feed reality, reality-
energy, to a town whose mystery is precisely that it is nothing more than a network of
endless, unreal circulation: a town of fabulous proportions, but without space or
dimensions. As much as electrical and nuclear power stations, as much as film studios,
this town, which is nothing more than an immense script and a perpetual motion picture,
needs this old imaginary made up of childhood signals and faked phantasms for its
sympathetic nervous system.

Château Shatto
 For the heavenly fire no longer strikes depraved cities, it is rather the lens which cuts 
through ordinary reality like a laser, putting it to death. 
-The Precession of Simulacra, Simulations, 1983
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Château Shatto
Then, on one of my trips to Japan, I was given a camera, and I began to try it out a bit, 
taking photographs from the plane on the return journey....
-The Ecstasy of Photograph: Interview with Nicholas Zurbrugg.  Art and Artefact, 1997
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Château Shatto
 The desire to take photographs may perhaps arise from the following observation: 
looked at in general, from the angle of meaning, the world is distinctly disappointing. 
In detail, taken unawares, it is always perfectly self-evident.
-Jean Baudrillard: Photographies 1985-1998
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