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The industrial cinematic image is now the global visual culture. 

 

We live in a world mediated by the cinema screen and its children. 

 

The spectacle of the screen drives capitalist consumption. 

 

We labour in the image.1 

                                                

1 Beller, J. (2002) Kino-I, Kino-World. In Mirzoeff, N. (2002), The Visual culture reader, 2nd ed. London:  
Routledge. p.61 
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Figure 1   Toto -- I've a feeling we're not in Kansas anymore.  We 

must be over the rainbow! 

The screen is the filter through which we see the world, the rose-tinted glasses that 

colour and shape our visual perception in a world of capitalist global trade enabled 

by digital technology. Adorno and Horkheimer2 writing in 1944 were brilliantly 

prescient of our twenty-first century screen-centred society when they wrote “the 

whole world is made to pass through the filter of the culture industry” and asserted 

that “real life is becoming indistinguishable from the movies”. William Raban writes 3 

“the means used to create this [cinematic] picture of the world are deliberately 

concealed from the audience to heighten the illusion”. 

Do we dare to peak behind the screen? 

What will we find there? 

                                                

2 Adorno, T., Horkheimer, M. (1944) The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception  

3 Rees, A.L. ed (2011) Expanded cinema: art, performance, film. London: Tate. p. 20 
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The spectacle of the screen is seductive, so seductive that it has become impossible 

to imagine an alternative4; Mark Fisher says5, citing a phrase attributed to Fredric 

Jameson and Slavoj Žižek, “it is easier to imagine the end of the world than an end 

to capitalism”. 

The cinematic image is the siren of the consumer society; it creates an unfulfillable 

dream of happiness through perpetual consumption of the industrial product. This is 

now a world where ubiquitous commercial imagery seduces a compliant consumer to 

accumulate products, only to find the status and the pleasure from the acquisition 

quickly fades, and leads to indigestion, dissonance and disappointment. The 

products themselves merely incremental versions of things that were all available in 

the middle of the last century: better cars, better planes, better phones.  

                                                

4 Debord describes the spectacle, conceived as news, propaganda, advertising and the consumption of 

entertainment, as ‘capital accumulated to the point where it becomes image’ (2009,p24). Our 

relationship to this reality is said to be one of compliance and conformity. Debord (1988), observing the 

spectacle as more powerful than ever before, said, 

The vague feeling that there has been a rapid invasion which has forced people to lead their lives in 

an entirely different way is now widespread; but this is experienced rather like some inexplicable 

change in the climate, or in some other natural equilibrium, a change faced with which ignorance 

knows only that it has nothing to say. 

5 Fisher, M. (2009) Capitalist realism: is there no alternative? Ropley, UK: Zero Books. 
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Figure 2   “Please, sir.  We've done what you told us. [...] So we'd like you to keep your 

promise to us, if you please, sir.” 

 

Are we not all disappointed by the mundanity of modernity?  

Nothing new; just versions. 

Simulacra without originals. 

Pale copies of the spectacle that seduced us.  

Where are the jetpacks we were promised? 

 

We live in a world of individual self-interest, where collective interest is dead or at 

best perceived as belonging to a nostalgic sepia-tinted past, in the world of me, of 

instant gratification and Amazon Prime, of self-publication, and habitual 

documentation of the self to show, to prove, one is still here. Yet, these trappings are 

not fulfilling and only serve to reinforce a sense of lack leading to more and greater 

consumption, feeding the cycle of growth upon which capitalism is founded.  
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Jameson6 says “the emergence of postmodernism is closely related to the 

emergence of ... late consumer or multinational capitalism”. He writes that a major 

theme of postmodernism as a social system is the “disappearance of a sense of 

history” characterised by a society that has begun to lose its capacity to retain its 

own past’, and has begun to live in a perpetual present and in a perpetual change 

that obliterates traditions. For Jameson the transformation of reality into images is a 

feature of postmodernity, “the fragmentation of time into a series of perpetual 

presents”. In a world of the perpetual present, where “capitalism subsumes and 

consumes all of previous history”7, where the today’s revolt becomes tomorrow’s tee-

shirt slogan in a world of fast fashion, can the artist effect change? 

 

 
Figure 3   “If you were really great and powerful, you'd keep your promises!” 

                                                

6Jameson, F. (1998) The cultural turn: selected writings on the postmodern, 1983-1998. London: Verso. 
p.20 

7 Fisher, M. (2009) 
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Personal fulfillment is sought from acquiring products designed by the creative other; 

the social status of fashion-driven consumption is privileged over actual creation.8 Is 

this an echo of the practice of eating the vanquished in order to acquire their strength 

and valour? Winnicott9 asserts that compliance creates a sense of futility and that 

many people experience just enough of “creative living” for them to become aware of 

their own uncreativity and a perception of being ‘caught up in the creativity of 

someone else or of a machine’. Precisely that; the machinery of consumer 

consumption. This lack, this need, is the space for the artist to work, not in the 

creation of valuable objects of desire, but by the process of catalysing debate, 

enquiry and challenging the dominant visual culture. 

In the face of this dominant “cinematic mode of production”10, what is the artist to do? 

Art that does not challenge cultural perception is merely decoration, part of the status 

quo; it has no role other than pacification and conformity, creating signifiers of status 

and working to support the economy of the privileged. 

Can we compete with the spectacle on its own terms? Can we resist the hegemony 

of the industrial cinematic image by being loud and brash producing ironic works of 

excess and kitsch like that made by Jeff Koons or Paul McCarthy? Capitalism has 

the ability to embrace our protest and turn it to its own purpose. As Fisher11 notes, 

gestural anticapitalism actually reinforces it, our horror of the excesses of the 

spectacle, our protest is commodified and sold back to us. Koons and McCarthy 

perform an idea of anti-capitalism for us, yet allowing us to continue to consume with 

impunity whilst their artworks languish as investments property of the super-wealthy 

in the humidity controlled oblivion of tax-free international freeport storage cubes. 

Surely art has something more to offer? 

                                                

8 So much stuff! The head of Ikea’s sustainability unit (sic), declared (Hutton, 2016): ‘In the west, we 

have probably hit peak stuff. We talk about peak oil. I’d say we’ve hit peak red meat, peak sugar, peak 

stuff… peak home furnishings.’ What price happiness now? Yet, the capitalist machine must grow to 

survive and we are expected to demand: “Feed me more stuff and let the yellow storage facilities on the 

by-pass blossom and grow fatter. 

9 Winnicott, D.W. (2005) Playing and reality. London:Routledge. 

10 Beller, J. (2006) The cinematic mode of production: attention economy and the society of the 
spectacle. University Press of New England, Lebanon, NH 

11 Fisher, M. (2009) 
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Yet without access to the vast industry of production how can an artist make work 

that challenges the norm? Ellis-Petersen12 writes that every generation of artists has 

defined itself by rebellion and questions but where is the rebellious spirit today? 

Previous symbols of art revolt have been absorbed by the marketeers in order to sell 

more products – everything is commodified and enrolled in the palette of comfortable 

life-style choices. This is the capitalist system of equivalence that “can assign all 

cultural objects, whether they are religious iconography, pornography, or Das 

Kapital, a monetary value”13.  

Can the artist step into this vacuum to excite a critical approach to looking, to visual 

perception, a challenge to the established visual order, undermining the power 

politics of the visual image? Can the artist’s voice be heard? 

In the 1939, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s movie The Wizard of Oz, was praised in the 

United States for its deployment of technology to “lift the nation from the dire reality 

of the Depression to imagined realms of wonder and plenty”14. Today we may also 

read the Technicolor land of Oz as an allegory for the perpetually postponed 

fulfillment of the promise of the consumer spectacle. Towards the end of the film, 

Dorothy and her companions, having done what they were asked and defeated the 

Wicked Witch of the West, visit the Wizard to ask to be rewarded by being granted 

their heart’s desire.  

                                                

12 Ellis-Petersen, H. (2016) Where are the rebels? The Guardian. g2, p. 16. 

13 Fisher, M. (2009) 

14 Bellin, J.D. (2004) “I Don't Know How It Works": The Wizard of Oz and the Technology of Alienation. 
Arizona Quarterly: A Journal of American Literature, Culture, and Theory, vol. 60, no. 4, pp. 65-97. 
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Figure 4   "Do not arouse the wrath of the Great and Powerful Oz!  I 

said come back tomorrow!” 

 

They stand in awe before the spectacle of the Wizard represented on a vast screen, 

and are ordered by the commanding voice of Oz to “Come back tomorrow”. Toto, 

Dorothy's dog, scampers forward and pulls back a velvet curtain that hangs near the 

screen to reveal a man pulling levers and speaking into a microphone as he controls 

the apparatus that is behind the illusion that is the Wizard of Oz. 

 

DOROTHY 

Who are you? 

OZ'S VOICE 

Well, I -- I -- I am the Great and Powerful  -- 

Wizard of Oz. 

DOROTHY 

You are? 

WIZARD 

Uhhhh -- yes... 
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DOROTHY 

I don't believe you! 

WIZARD 

No, I'm afraid it's true. There's no other Wizard except 

me. 

SCARECROW 

You humbug! 

LION 

Yeah! 

 

WIZARD 

Yes-s-s – that ... that's exactly so.  I'm a humbug! 

DOROTHY 

Oh ... you're a very bad man! 

 

The artist can be like Toto; the artist can point at the spectacle to challenge the 

dominant visual culture of commercial imagery, and to do it by mockery, undermining 

it with playfulness and humour, subverting the production of the image and revealing 

the apparatus of the illusion. 

Capitalist realism15 can only be threatened if it is shown to be in some way 

inconsistent or untenable; if, that is to say, capitalism's ostensible 'realism' 

turns out to be nothing of the sort.16 

The Wizard of Oz was made at the end of the 1930’s Depression and Bellin17 asks if 

Dorothy and her chums can be likened to a dissatified and impoverished proletariat 

“storming the citadels of technological and cinematic power to demand their share.” 

If this critique is valid then, Bellin asks what threat can ‘small and meek’ Dorothy 

                                                

15 Capitalist realism in this context is a socio-economic term, not to be confused with the 
send-up of socialist realism launched in 1963 by Gerhard Richter, Sigmar Polke, and 
Konrad Lueg. 

16 Fisher, M. (2009) 

17 Bellin, J. D. (2004, p.88) 
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pose to the wealthy elite. He suggests that it is the power of exposure and that 

exposure is a greater threat than acts of violent revolution.  

The artist can become like Toto drawing aside the curtain to reveal the cynical 

manipulations of the spectacle and inviting the active involvement of the spectator in 

the physical and intellectual interrogation of the artwork; engaging the audience as 

active participants in the production of meaning. 

 

 
Figure 5   ”Do you presume to criticize the Great Oz? You ungrateful 

creatures!” Toto pulls back the curtain to reveal the Wizard at the 

controls of the throne apparatus. 

 

Winicott18 says that play is cultural experience; the artist-as-Toto invites play. “It is 

creative apperception more than anything else that makes the individual feel that life 

is worth living”. Contrasted with this is a relationship to external reality that is one of 

                                                

18 Winnicott, D.W. (2005) 
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compliance, the world and its details being recognised but only as something to be 

fitted in with or demanding adaptation19.  

Svenungsson20 wrote an artist can have the ambition to inspire curiosity, to help 

others to see thinks differently, “to criticize and to analyse life and society”. The artist 

can be a subversive element in society, inviting challenge and change. In the post-

modern, post-industrial age, what more pertinent, relevant project can an artist 

embrace than to undermine the seamless detailed illusion of the digital image and 

the cinematic apparatus. 

The eye is not naive; society shapes our perception of the world and conditions us to 

accept the precept of profit. The image is disingenuous, beguiling but with an agenda 

of entrapment. Artists Adam Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin examine the complex 

relationship between truth, fiction, power and control in documentary photography. 

Through installations, curatorial projects and publications, they explore the ways in 

which the camera is employed to transmit ideology. For them, ‘images function as 

the lowest common denominator ... The fact that they are so slippery, and that 

they’re aligned to nobody and don’t pronounce their political allegiances so easily, 

means that they’re dangerous in a way that words are not.’ 

English singer, composer, and visual artist Anohni (formerly as Antony Hegarty)  has 

coincidentally also used the artist-as-Toto metaphor in the launch of her latest, and 

highly politicised, album Hopelessness. In a recent interview for The Guardian21 she 

says “People for the first time in America were saying: ‘Oh, I always thought it was 

Demoncrats versus Republicans, but I suddenly realised that it’s 99% against 1%’. 

What a revelation, showing Oz behind the curtain, a little man with a megaphone and 

all this power.” 

 

                                                

19 Winnicott, D.W. (2005, p.87) 

20 Svenungsson, J. (2007) An Artists Text Book. Helsinki:Finnish Academy of Fine Arts. 

21 Beaumont-Thomas, B. (2016) Human Nature. The Guardian (guide). 9 April. 
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But can the artist-as-Toto have relevance when the work created is confined within 

the bourgeois playgrounds of the white cube art space. Steyerl22 questions whether 

the crowds who come there are ‘sick of media monopolies’ and looking for ‘answers 

to the obvious crisis of everything’; or  if instead the works displayed there are 

‘sanitised, sequestered, cut off from “reality”.  What is reality? Surely not the 

constructs depicted on the advertising billboard or the formulaic industrial products of 

the multiplex and the bland repetition of multi-channel television programming. 

Steyerl argues that today’s art space is yesterday’s factory; it is still a factory; a place 

for production, ... a space of physical meeting and sometimes even a common 

discussion. In these ‘factories’ spectators are transformed into workers. Beller 

argues that the cinema is a factory where we labour by looking. In the multiplex we 

labour for the industrial Hollywood model of cinema consuming the industrial product 

of mass consumption, of mass pacification. In the factory-as-museum there is a 

space for the artist to work and an audience to see it – an audience that is not 

subordinated to the dominant screen and shepherded into the passivity of deep 

upholstered seats and the oral soothing consumption of Coca-Cola and popcorn. 

The audience of the museum factory is dispersed, engaged, inquisitive and 

questioning.  

 

Debord’s23 original critque of the spectacle is rather condescending as he conceives 

the spectator in terms of the masses (itself a derogatory elitist term), as a passive, 

manipulable and undifferentiated unthinking lumpenproletariat in the face of the 

spectacle’s “seeming incontrovertibility”. However, the spectator is not necessarily a 

passive consumer of this spectacle, and it is not impossible to see beyond this 

assumed incontrovertibility’. If it were, then the role of the artist is debased and 

depoliticised. Ranciere (2007) challenged the idea that we are all caught passively in 

the headlights of the juggernaut of the spectacle. He claimed it is normal for the 

spectator to search for meaning, to translate and understand what they see in their 

own way. He proposed a new equality where the spectator becomes the performer in 

                                                

22 Steyerl, H. (2009) Is a Museum a Factory? e-flux journal [online], June, #7.  

23 Debord, G. (1967) The Society of the Spectacle. New York: Zone Books, 1995. 
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their own intellectual adventure as they translate and validate what they experience 

and make it their own. 

What is the role of the artist then in these personal adventures? It is to point, to 

reflect, obfuscate and subvert the spectacle and invite the audience to play the role 

of active interpreters. The artist-as-Toto dares to tear down the curtain to reveal the 

artificiality of the illusion that is presented to us as our reality. 
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