














aesthetic creativity that goes into a commercial jingle, a
new car design, or a hollow summer blockbuster. If our
confusion suits the reigning political and economic
regime just fine, it is because it stands as proof that the
operation to supplant the dream-space of soul and
psyche with a fully controllable interface is going
according to plan.

Should we speak then of true art, and contrast it with
other aesthetic forces that are in full swing today? Is
there a “Way of Art” that we are in danger of losing in
our preoccupation with information, amusement, and
distraction? What do we gain by recognizing art’s
power and letting it act upon us? These are questions
that this short book touches on. My hope is that the
answers it proposes can contribute to a wider
discussion.

ONE

In his 1970 Nobel Prize lecture, Aleksandr

Solzhenitsyn proposed that if art has never revealed its
intrinsic “function” to us, it is because such a thing is
beyond our ken. For the Russian writer, we are
mistaken when we call art a human innovation; we
ought instead to see it as a gift, something that came to
us from beyond the bounds of our world. Solzhenitsyn
illustrates his point by comparing the work of art to a
technological marvel that a man from the proverbial
Stone Age comes across in the wilderness. Unable to
penetrate its secrets, the man can only turn the object
this way and that, looking for “some ordinary use to
which he can put it, without suspecting an

extraordinary one.” Solzhenitsyn goes on:

So also we, holding Art in our hands, confidently consider
ourselves to be its masters; boldly we direct it, we renew,






calculable end, does its peculiar nature become
difficult to ignore.

One way to demonstrate the inherent power of art is
to go back to its earliest beginnings. This is what
Werner Herzog does in Cave of Forgotten Dreams
(2010), his documentary about the paintings of the
Chauvet Cave in the Ardeche Valley of Southern
France. The Chauvet paintings include some of the
oldest known at the time of this writing, dating back
over thirty thousand years. Most are depictions of
animals—horses, ibex, lions, owls, and others, the only
human figurations being a series of handprints and the
partial figure of a woman. A bull is given eight legs to
create the illusion of movement, and a rhinoceros is
shown with a sequence of heads, giving the impression
that it is thrusting its horns into the air. The painters
deliberately placed these dynamic images in parts of
the cave untouched by the light of day, obliging their
audience to see them by firelight, in a play of billowing
shadows that brought them to life before their eyes.
These details lead Herzog to speculate that the cave

painters were engaged in a form of “proto-cinema.” Be
that as it may, there is certainly nothing crude or naive
about the images, which on the contrary exhibit a high
degree of technical skill, especially when we note the
uneven surfaces and primitive materials. They are
naturalistic yet highly stylized, strange yet beautiful.
The obvious question is why a Paleolithic society
primarily concerned with survival would bother to
descend into the bowels of the earth to make movies in
the dark. This is what the scientists in Cave of
Forgotten Dreams are trying to figure out, though they
do not seem quite convinced that they will succeed.
Through Herzog’s lens, we see them moving about the
cave like pilgrims in a Gothic cathedral or space
explorers in the ruins of an alien civilization, giving
every detail of the environment the same meticulous
scrutiny. To avoid disturbing even the dust on the
floor, they severely restrict their access to parts of the
cave, even to the point of impeding the very studies
these measures are meant to facilitate. It is as though
the most innocuous detail could solve the entire puzzle.


















of nature, we are forfeiting the one thing that can
bestow upon us the nobility we admire in other species.
Homo sapiens is the animal that means something, or
that desperately wants to mean something.
Undoubtedly our thirst for meaning has a lot to do with
our petrifying awareness of death, itself a side effect of
the imagination, and one that makes our unique
position as much a curse as it is a gift.

As the prime fruit of the imagination, art is the
incontrovertible sign of humanity’s presence on earth.
But what constitutes the human itself? The prehistoric
paintings at Chauvet confront us with a dimension of
ourselves that, though familiar in ways, remains in
many respects unknown and may ultimately be
unknowable. Human consciousness has access to a
powerful otherworld, the place of dreams and myth,
poetry and lunacy. I will refer to it in this book as the
“imaginal,” the name Henry Corbin gave to the
intermediate realm, central to the cosmology of the
Sufi mystics, between the rational mind of Man and the
inscrutable mind of God. As a concrete manifestation

of this imaginal realm in the public sphere, art calls us
back to the source as a matter of course.

We do not know why we make art, and yet we cannot
subtract it from our self-image as a species without
losing the thing that makes us what we are. When it
comes to human nature, the Sphinx may have said it
best with her riddle about the creature that walks first
on four legs, then on two, and then on three. Oedipus’s
answer, according to the story, was Man, who begins
life crawling, then walks upright, and ends his days
leaning on a crutch. On the surface, the riddle amounts
to a clever joke, but at the level of dream and symbol it
shows us the human being as a protean entity, a shape-
shifter whose nature must remain elusive given its
capacity to become all things through the imagination
—the human being as a human becoming. If
Solzhenitsyn was right to compare art to an
extraterrestrial artifact, then we are the aliens in the
story. Art discloses our own mystery even as it lays
bare the mystery of consciousness and the mystery of
the world. It is paranormal, an anomaly casting doubt



upon our most cherished certainties about the nature
of reality. We must therefore approach it as we would
any other anomaly that simultaneously demands and
defies an explanation, even if our faith in explanations
is precisely the thing it asks us to abandon in the end.
The painters of the Chauvet Cave may have worked by
firelight, and their modern counterparts may work in
the glow of spotlights or LED screens, but at the
deepest level artists have always worked by the light of
stars yet unborn.

WO

In 1917 the ballet impresario Sergei Diaghilev

commissioned a new libretto from Jean Cocteau. When
the young poet asked for advice on how to proceed,
Diaghilev replied with a simple directive: “Astonish
me.” The phrase would serve Cocteau as a mantra
throughout his career, resurfacing, for instance, at the
beginning of his classic film Orpheus. Not surprising,
as few statements could better encapsulate the impetus
that has driven artistic creation since the beginning.
Astonishment is the litmus test of art, the sign by
which we know we have been magicked out of practical
and utilitarian enterprises to confront the bottomless
dream of life in sensible form. Art astonishes and is
born of astonishment. There is only one thing that it
can be said to “communicate” more effectively than
other mediums can, and that is the weirdness of the



Real.

This does not mean that art can’t accurately
represent actual things and situations, only that such
representations are secondary to the overarching goal
of capturing a shard of pure reality with such force and
immediacy as to rid it of all that does not conform to
direct experience. A naturalist painter in nineteenth-
century Paris and an abstract expressionist in
twentieth-century Manhattan could scarcely differ
more in terms of their style and interests; nevertheless,
they are united in their drive to capture the raw stuff of
immediate experience with arrangements of lines and
colors. The particular attributes of their respective
bodies of work are varying means for achieving a
common end. Both are realists in the real sense of the
word. Regardless of personal convictions or
professional concerns, an artist’s power comes down to
two things: her sensitivity to the radical mystery of
existence, and the artistry and craft with which she can
channel that mystery into an object or performance.
Neither existential awe nor a given metaphysical

outlook need to serve as an explicit motivation. Simply,
the emergence of artistic vision—and the need to
express this vision without distorting or
conceptualizing it—is contingent upon an underlying
wonderment at being itself, a wonderment without
which there would be no art.

To be astonished is to be caught unawares by the
revelation of realities denied or repressed in the
everyday. Astonishment has an intellectual as well as
an emotional component—in it, the brain and the heart
come together. Far from distracting us from the
strange and the uncanny in life, the astonishment
evoked by great artistic works puts them square in our
sights. The work demands that we feel and think the
mystery of our passage through this body, on this
earth, in this universe. We realize afterward that the
world is not what we thought it was: something hidden,
impossible to communicate though clearly expressed in
the work has risen into the light of awareness, and the
share of the Real to which we are privy is
proportionately expanded.



Every great work of art constitutes a complete image
of life, conveying in a palpable way the image maker’s
awe at the way things are. At the literal level, Edgar
Allan Poe’s “The Raven” (1845) features a bleak
November night, a black bird, and a dead woman—only
this and nothing more. But taken as a whole it
embraces the fullness of life and death. Even in the
case of less overtly mystical works, such as Edgar
Degas’s seemingly benign pictures of ballerinas, an
attentive look can trigger effects capable of launching
us out of the ordinary and into the Weird. (“Why this
moment? That hand? That shadow?”) Art calls to the
surface of things their real and immanent strangeness.

Virtually everyone has been astonished by at least
one work of art in the past, even if for some it could
only have happened in youth, before the world had
strapped on the dream-stifling armature of responsible
adulthood. Wherever or whenever the experience
occurs, it seems to enjoy a kind of absolute reality in
the minds of those who have it. Caught in the throes of
astonishment, we feel as though we were experiencing

something that transcends personal opinion and
relative viewpoints, and that does so with such force
that it would seem absurd, after the fact, to entertain
the possibility that it was all just in our heads. As
Immanuel Kant explained, aesthetic rapture is a
peculiar kind of subjective phenomenon, since it
presents itself as anything but subjective. It asks to be
shared with others in hopes that they too might
experience this thing that has had such a profound
effect upon us. Naturally, the desire to share our
astonishment is bound to be frustrated as we meet
people who respond to our beloved work with
indifference or even repulsion. We then remember that
the affective power of works of art varies from person
to person, and even from moment to moment within
the same person’s life, a fact we usually put down to
personal taste, though little consideration is given to
what that term might mean. People have their own
inclinations, and given that the aesthetic is held, not
just by Kant but also by common wisdom, to be a
private affair, its variability across the broad spectrum



of human personalities can only seem inevitable.
Consequently many people, from the Socrates of
Plato’s Republic onward, have warned us of the
dangers of art, claiming that ultimately it comes down
to emotional manipulation and sensorial trickery. In
their view, which courts the status quo in a culture
such as our own that judges art primarily on the basis
of entertainment value, artistic works are inexorably
“psychological,” having no substance outside the brains
they impact. After all (we are told), artistic artifacts
exist in specific cultural and historical milieus, and
their perceived aesthetic quality is inseparable from the
established sign systems in which they were formed.
Inuit throat singing and Japanese Noh theater may be
celebrated as high achievements in their respective
cultures, but the typical Westerner is likely to find
them inaccessible, if not repellent, on first encounter.
The existence of profound cultural variants in the
aesthetic realm has led to the widespread belief that art
isn’t only subjective but utterly relative, the whole
show boiling down to cultural conditioning. Most

educated people in the West subscribe implicitly to this
theory, which might dictate, for instance, that the
attachment Irish people feel to their folk songs has
nothing to do with objective quality and everything to
do with how the Irish have been taught to respond to
certain tunes in a certain manner. While this may be
true in some cases (it would be wrong, I think, to see
popularity as proof that a thing is an artistic
masterpiece—think of the latest stock pop on the
radio), it wasn’t until the mid-twentieth century that
the theory began to be applied categorically and across
the spectrum. Today, aesthetic relativism has become
something of a dogma even in artistic circles. As a
result, the term art has become a floating signifier,
applicable to anything and nothing, while art itself has
come to be perceived as a malleable concept shaped
under specific circumstances between the Renaissance
and the Enlightenment and destined to change—if not
disappear—in the course of time.

From this point of view, to speak of art as a universal
aspect of the human ethos could only be construed as






been raised than we leave the world of determinate
things to travel in a far stranger country. Rather than
solving the riddle, art frames the riddle in such a way
that its insolubility becomes splendidly evident. In the
aesthetic dimension of vision and dream, the question
in itself is an answer. Art as manifested in myth is a
way for human beings to share and celebrate their
unknowing.

Yet the question remains: Why does art elicit such
divergent reactions from us? How can a work that
bowls one person over leave another cold? Doesn’t the
variability of the aesthetic feeling support the view that
art is culturally determined and relative? Maybe not, if
we consider the possibility that the artistic experience
depends not on some subjective mood but on an
individually acquired (hence variable) power to be
affected by art, a capacity developed through one’s
culture in tandem with one’s unique character. For
evidence of this we can point to works that seem to
ignore cultural boundaries altogether, affecting people
of different backgrounds in comparable ways even

though the specific articulation of their personal
responses continues to vary. Consider the plays of
William Shakespeare, or Greek theater, or the fairy
tales that have sprung up in similar forms on every
continent. We could not be farther removed from the
people who painted in the Chauvet Cave, nor could we
be more oblivious as to the significance they ascribed
to their pictures. Yet their work affects us across the
millennia. Everyone responds to them differently, of
course, and the spirit in which people are likely to
receive them now probably differs significantly from
how it was at the beginning. But these permutations
revolve around a solid core, something present in the
images themselves.

If the basic power of a given artistic work is
objective, then it exists whether or not there are people
there to experience it. The Rothko Chapel in Houston,
Texas, may be empty as you read these words, but the
dark paintings are hanging there even now, as
hauntingly present in your absence as they would be if
you were sitting in front of them. Incidentally, Mark



Rothko is a painter who has been described by some as
an artist of universal appeal and by others as
pretentious or inaccessible. Speaking personally, it was
only after several exposures that I finally got Rothko.
When that happened I felt that I was finally seeing
something that had been there all along, only I had
been blind to it until then. Similarly there are many
people who, while initially perplexed by Inuit throat
singing, have since come to appreciate its strange and
sensual beauty. Is it not possible that these people
aren’t fooling themselves and have in fact learned to
apprehend new forms of beauty that are potentially
accessible to anyone? We tend to see our “personal
tastes” as positive personality traits, whereas they
could just as well indicate limitations that we might
overcome given the right opportunity, the appropriate
context, and a little courage. Each person’s unique take
on reality will no doubt favor certain aesthetic
experiences over others, but it may be that the world is
filled with potential aesthetic experiences that our
“tastes” prevent us from having for no good reason.

What I mean by the “power to be affected” has
nothing to do with enjoyment. Ultimately, whether we
judge an artistic work to be enjoyable or not may be
immaterial when we consider the effect it has on us. A
film might affect us in profound ways even though we
found it difficult to watch or failed to grasp the point, if
any, that the filmmakers were trying to get across.
Most people have experienced artistic works that,
although their own egos may have found them lacking
in certain respects, continued to work on them long
afterward, subtly altering them whether they wished it
to or not. The crucial factor isn’t whether we have been
amused or delighted by a work but whether we have let
the forces within it penetrate the closed perimeter of
our lives and expand our horizons. True sensibility,
real good taste, involves the ability to recognize when
such forces are present, and to distinguish between
superficial reactions and the deeper affects these forces
elicit.

Today, the propensity to be affected by anything is
often perceived as a weakness. Given that we are



constantly besieged by aesthetic objects looking to
manipulate us (advertising, rhetoric, and all the rest),
our reservations may be understandable. But
unfortunately the guardedness that is so essential to
our mental wellbeing in this media-saturated world
also contributes to the rampant apathy that is frosting
over the globe like the beginnings of an unprecedented
psychic ice age. Wherever apathy reigns supreme, the
“strong” are those who can boast that nothing affects
them. Numbness and dumbness become positive
qualities, and any passionate engagement with life
becomes a cause for embarrassment. How many
hipsters out there consider passionate commitment of
any kind to be a sign that one has been duped?
Fortunately this attitude can only go so far, because
everything in actual experience suggests to the contrary
that passion and sensibility are necessary for anything
meaningful to happen to anyone. They are the vital
signs that make the difference between an existence
that is truly lived out and one that is merely observed
from the stifling security of a castellated self that

falsely imagines that it can remain detached from the
rest of the universe.

If the majority of aesthetic works fails to astonish us,
then, it may have something to do with the ingrained
insensitivity that is part and parcel of contemporary
life. It may also have something to do with the fact that
art, as Solzhenitsyn said so eloquently, is constantly
being put to uses that are at odds with its essence.
Indeed, the moment a work of art appears, all kinds of
other factors come into play. Cultural institutions,
social pressures, laws, customs, fashions, and trends
pull it in every direction. Fame, money, conformism,
attention-seeking, and knee-jerk rebellion can lure
artists to abandon their own vision in order to emulate
those of others, to adhere to formulas and paint by
numbers, or to value external convention over inner
vision. The inevitable result is a lot of bad art that
couldn’t truly astonish anyone. It should come as no
surprise, when looking over the glut of aesthetic objects
that proliferates around us, if we feel the need to
distinguish between authentic and inauthentic art—






in every instance. It is therefore naturally implicated in
the creation of Consensus, a term I am using to
describe the cloud of received opinions and ideas in
which we all live and that claims authority over our
own direct, immediate experience of the world.
Consensus is the statistical world of useful knowledge,
generalization, habit, custom, and ideology. Works of
artifice reinforce Consensus (or doxa, as Plato called it)
by representing reality as though everything had
already been mapped out. They bolster up the opinions
that float in the air, the stuff “everybody knows.” There
is no room for genuine conception in Consensus, but
only preconception, pre-thought, all things having
been packaged prior to delivery.

As an example, consider Avatar (2009), James
Cameron’s blockbuster about a race of aliens fighting
off a human invasion. Every element of that film, from
script, sets, and performances to animation, direction,
and editing, is geared to prevent the slightest whiff of
ambiguity to enter the picture. The motives of the
villains, the virtues of the good guys, and the

appropriate objects of our sympathy and animosity—all
is crystal clear. The audience knows from start to finish
what the right and wrong answers are: not in a single
frame of Avatar is the prearrangement of moral forces
to be questioned or doubted. The film has done all the
thinking for us, and we are presented with an opinion:
humans = bad, nature = good. If this opinion took the
form of an academic lecture instead of a 3-D
extravaganza, most members of the audience would be
put off by its facile analysis. Yet because Avatar is an
aesthetic spectacle, it surreptitiously converts our
emotions into vectors for its ideas. In the resulting
state of passive receptivity, we perceive these ideas as
given when they are really oversimplifications of highly
complex truths—as many realize when the spell
eventually fizzles out. A great film might present us
with a feeling for the uncertain in all situations.
Generic blockbusters like Avatar, however, furnish us
readymade opinions, judgments, and conclusions. The
viewer’s sensibility, her distinctiveness as a singular
consciousness, is brushed aside to make way for the






emotions provoked by works of artifice manifest at the
sensory-motor level of twitch, reflex, and blind drive.
Attraction and repulsion are natural biological
reactions, essential to the survival of any organism. As
riots, witch hunts, or fascist rallies make terribly clear,
however, they can come on with enough force to
override other faculties. When this happens, blind
instinct overtakes the mind, resulting in a
semiconscious state that reduces those affected to a
mere quantity proportionate to the force of the
stimulation. Once I am completely caught in the pull of
purely physiological attraction, for example, the object
of my desire becomes all that exists for me. The value
of the object, even if it is a person, is degraded to the
uses I can make of it, and all else matters only to the
extent that it aids or hinders my ability to satisfy my
desire. At their most potent, kinetic emotions can strip
other people of their humanness, turning them into
things to be exploited and then thrown aside. Sexual
pornography uses the aesthetic to turn people, usually
women, into playthings that exist solely to please the

viewer. Paradoxically, the more a pornographic work
succeeds in turning the people it depicts into things,
the more the viewer himself is objectified in turn. This
is because the kinetic power of artifice inheres precisely
in replacing concrete individuality with an abstraction.
Artifice compels us to judge all things solely against the
needs and wants it imparts. As we are led to judge, so
we ourselves are judged, because we have made the
universe itself a grand tribunal where the significance
of all beings, ourselves included, is reducible to
instrumental value.

Of course, no one has ever needed artifice for such
leveling to occur. It is just an extremely efficient way of
bringing it about. It would be perfectly possible to
persuade, say, a group of men that women are
subhuman using rational arguments rather than
aesthetic illusion. The medieval theological belief that
women do not have souls, just like the Victorian
scientific belief that women are incapable of thinking
straight, were rational ideas even though they were
rooted in irrational emotions. Those who advanced









Conceptualism, to cite just one example, is art that
gives the concept—that is, the intellectual idea—
primacy over the affect. While it can produce works
that make important political points, often in clever
and ingenious ways (think of Banksy or the early
Damien Hirst), it seems to achieve the aesthetic
emotion that Joyce ascribes to proper art only in very
rare cases. That is, it tends not to astound us with the
ineradicable mysteriousness of things (in fact, many
conceptual pieces come with a written explanation that
spells out the meaning of the work). Invariably, all
forms of didacticism place art in the service of moral
judgment. Their purpose is to teach us how to act, tell
us what to think, and show us how to feel, all by giving
us something to judge.

Again, my intention is not to claim that artifice,
didactic or pornographic, is invariably “wrong,” only
that it falls short of the effect that art alone can
achieve. It fails because it subordinates the aesthetic to
interests that are foreign to it. Considering the
fallibility of human beings, it is probably true that
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artifice is necessary for maintaining the social order.
Certainly political rulers have always resorted to it: the
examples range from the national anthems blared at
sporting events to the rows of severed heads
proclaiming a military victory. And if an oil company
can put out a slick ad full of blue skies and lush forests
in an effort to convince us that it is a paragon of
ecological responsibility, it seems only fair that an
environmental group might respond with an equally
compelling video revealing the truth in the form of tar-
covered sea birds, lunar landscapes, and chemical
rivers. Likewise, the fables of an Aesop, a La Fontaine,
or a Disney may not rival Shakespeare in
transformative effect, but they are certainly useful tools
for preserving a cohesive moral code (regardless of
what one might think of that code). But all of that is the
stuff of history, the ebb and flow of rival forces vying
for dominance in the world. Suffice it to say that
aesthetic power diminishes to the degree that a work is
placed in the service of an opinion, a judgment, or a
notion—that is, to the degree that it gets mixed up in












of form, flawless aesthetic products whose every detail
is exquisitely rendered at the technical level. This type
of art never fails to impress us as a feat of human
achievement, yet it rarely blows our horizons open as
classics do. The oil paintings of Jean-Auguste-
Dominique Ingres, for instance, are near-photographic
executions that pushed the technique of his day to new
heights. Those of Eugene Delacroix may not be quite as
sophisticated from a technical standpoint, but they
hold a monstrous power that is absent from those of
his rival Ingres. One explanation is that Delacroix
made classics while Ingres made masterworks. This is
not to say that Ingres was not an artist: masterworks
are obviously works of art. Their impact, however, is
easier to assimilate. The symbols they contain do not
impose themselves on us with the same violence, and
that makes it easier for us to keep a safe distance from
them. To see the imaginal weirdness that lurks in a
masterwork, it is necessary first to break through its
formal shell, breaking up the outward seamlessness to
get to the chaos underneath. Since relatively few people

are prepared to do this and publicize their
interpretations, and since those who are prepared to do
so usually work with a view to professional consensus
with their fellow critics, masterworks have a tendency
to be reduced to one or two “official” interpretations.
Consequently they often end up being regarded as
allegories. Given that masterworks include the most
technically sophisticated pieces, it is a short step from
there to misconstruing art itself as primarily
allegorical.

Classics have nothing to do with aesthetic
sophistication. They use the aesthetic as a springboard
to something else. The creation of a classic will often
require the artist to deviate from prevailing standards
in order to push the originary vision through. If there is
one prerequisite for producing a classic, it is the
willingness to follow the vision wherever it leads, even
if it demands a breach of convention, technique, or
popular taste. (It may not even be a question of if but
when, for how can one produce a truly singular work
without reinventing the medium to some extent?) We









Classics consistently weave worlds where dream-life
and waking-life are shown to be one and the same.
These are synchronistic worlds where there is no such
thing as a mistake or chance occurrence. The idea of
synchronicity, an “acausal connecting principle” in
Jung’s original formulation, evokes a universe at odds
with conventional materialism, a place where meaning
rather than mechanical causality is at the helm.
Synchronicity implies a kind of panpsychism that views
consciousness as a dimension of the universe itself
rather than an isolable feature of the human brain. The
psyche becomes the dynamic field in which the
material universe itself acquires its form and
substance. In its embrace of synchronicity, the classic
work of art calls us to the animism that characterized
archaic societies and survives today in indigenous
cultures.

All artists are animists, shamans, while they work—
even those who might otherwise call themselves
atheists or secularists. Through the act of creation they
endorse the innate, “primitive” belief system that

William James and Sigmund Freud found lingering
beneath the rationalist veneer of the modern mind. In
art, meaning is as ubiquitous (and as independent of
humans) as the weather. The mere presence of plot in a
movie, of harmony in a piece of music, or of
composition in a pictorial image suggests a universe
where events conform to meaningful patterns. It
matters little what worldview prevails in the story or
the artist’s head: the fact that it is a story bespeaks the
work’s animistic underpinnings.

Creators who would consciously work against our
latent animism in order to push for some form of “hard
realism” compromise the creative process because their
denial does not allow meaning to transcend their
intellectual powers. The greatness of all great art lies in
its capacity to convey the Real in all its mysterious
richness, not in the communication of an opinion as to
what is true and false, right or wrong, possible or
impossible. For a filmmaker, conveying the Real may
well mean using the best take even though it contains a
camera jerk or a mysterious detail that does not fit the






marvels and bland existence to see the blood-covered
Victorian gentleman standing in their midst. The
moment is foreshadowed many scenes earlier when
Gull, in the immediate aftermath of another murder,
raises his bloodied fists in glory before the sudden
apparition of a modern skyscraper. The fact that Gull’s
accomplice loses sight of him for the duration of the
vision tells us that these are more than mere
hallucinations: Gull is actually being transported into
the future that his acts, for reasons elaborated
symbolically throughout the graphic novel, are helping
to bring about. These asynchronic intrusions of the
present upon the past that Moore is recounting open
the narrative onto its own symbolic depths, forcing the
attentive reader to reconsider everything else that
happens in the story in their light. Similarly, in E.T. the
Extraterrestrial (1982), there is that unforgettable
moment when the camera tilts down to reveal the
eponymous alien sprawled on the ground near a
drainpipe. The diffuse lighting, the sickly hue of E.T.’s
flesh, and the wide angle of the shot disrupt the misty

fairy-tale atmosphere, confronting us with an
unexpected flash of the Real. The scene seems at odds
with all that precedes and follows it because it
undermines the movie’s apparent optimism, allowing
Spielberg’s opus to stand alongside the Grimms’ fairy
tales as a romance haunted at every turn by the
unspeakable. In all of these cases, the rift wakes the
listener up to the symbol in the work like the strike of
the Zen master’s staff calling the meditator to the
clarity of the present moment.

In the companion book to his BBC documentary
Ways of Seeing, John Berger offers a beautiful example
of a rift from a portrait that Rubens made of his wife.
Although in many ways a typical nude, the portrait
distinguishes itself by its refusal to idealize the female
figure (as masterworks often do). The woman appears
standing against a dark background holding a fur
around her waist. “Her body confronts us, not as an
immediate sight, but as experience—the painter’s
experience,” Berger writes. The result is a fragile, tragic
beauty. We are seeing the woman not as she might
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