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“In Gothic cathedrals, their architectural technique 
was aimed at unconscious perceptual manipulation. The 
faithful no longer participated in the ritual, but rather 
submitted to its enchantment.”36 The faithful, upon 
crossing its doors and being dazzled by the majesty of its 
columns rising toward the sky, by the presence of God 
glimpsed through a high stained glass window, became 
prisoners of the illusion that this space opened onto 
another reality that need not answer to the world beyond 
its walls. That world could neither intrude upon nor influ-
ence the spiritual transformations that anyone might 
have the satisfaction of experiencing within the sacred 
space. And it was precisely this illusion that prevented 
anyone from realizing that the world outside the cathe-
dral walls—the lives, relationships, and the images peo-
ple construct of themselves, their desires—was deeply 
marked by those spiritual transformations imparted by 
Gothic architecture.

As we discovered earlier, as the secularization of Euro-
pean modernity progresses, this function of the cathedral 
is gradually transferred to the museum, which “manages 
to mask its forms of exploitation under the veil of the uni-
versal.”37 The museum plunders the cultural forms of a 

36	 Andrea Colamedici ( Jianwei Xun), Hypnocracy: Trump, Musk 
& The New Architecture of Reality. Toronto, Sutherland House, 
2025.

37	 Françoise Vergès, A Programme of Absolute Disorder: Decolo-
nizing the Museum. London, Pluto Press, 2024.
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territory and, once established as a temple in that very 
place, presents them in relation to other forms of rep-
resentation on the grounds of a supposed shared aesthetic 
or poetic potential. Through this operation, the object is 
forever re-signified, along with our gaze toward it and 
toward its original place.

This operation of aestheticizing technique, through 
which it activates all its effects of illusion, actually has 
a parallel history to that of European modernity. It is 
throughout its deployment that its colonial, extractiv-
ist, heteropatriarchal, and bourgeois ideology has settled 
within us. And it has not done so through an explicit form 
of power before which we had to kneel, but precisely as 
the effect of an enchantment that, of course, is not neu-
tral. Let us not forget: “the fantastic world is always sub-
ject to the law that produces it.”38

The video installation Sleight of Hand by Ilê Sartuzi 
brings to the surface a critical question about the colo-
nial substrate of the collections that materially sustain 
these narratives. In it, the artist himself enters the Brit-
ish Museum to steal an ancient coin through an elabo-
rate sleight of hand. The video is accompanied by the 
theft complaint letters that the museum sent to the art-
ist, as well as by the responses the artist himself wrote, 
and it reflects on the legitimacy of private property 

38	 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Screen, 
Autumn 1975, vol. 16, no. 3, pp. 618.
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that underpins the heritage and collections of national 
museums.

Perhaps the greatest novelty we must confront today 
is that these places have intensified, become omnipres-
ent and permanent, as metaphorically shown in the pho-
tographs of Víctor Enrich, in which a museum like the 
Guggenheim in New York is strangely inserted into Rafael 
Uribe Uribe, a suburb of Bogotá, architecturally para-
sitizing other urban contexts. It is no longer necessary to 
actively travel to the temple, the theatre, or the museum 
to be at the mercy of the beauty and poetry that whisper to 

Ilê Sartuzi, Sleight of Hand
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us, with illusion, that they have nothing to do with reality. 
Today, these places replicate themselves in our homes and 
follow us in our pockets. Today, power is more than ever 
everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Foucault already 
informed us of this long ago when he wrote that “every-
where there is power, power is exercised. No one, speaking 
properly, holds it, and yet it is exercised in a certain direc-
tion, with some on one side and others on the other. We do 
not know exactly who has it, but we know who does not.”39

But, as if that were not enough—if the multiplication 
and omnipresence of these spaces of apparent and illu-
sory suspension of reality, which paradoxically have the 
greatest impact on our reconfiguration of it, were not suf-
ficient—another remarkable phenomenon also explains 
why today we are collectively throwing in the towel, cyn-
ically allowing ourselves to be assaulted by illusion. It is 
not only that this illusion is now everywhere. Moreover, 
its technical mechanisms, whose birth and development 
we have already seen are laden with certain intentions and 
specific applications, gradually become blurred, trans-
forming into a grammar of our culture through its media. 
Over time, “what begins as a trick ceases to be one, sta-
bilizes, and becomes a convention.”40 In all forms of rep-
resentation throughout their development—in literature, 

39	 Michel Foucault & Gilles Deleuze, “Intellectuals and Power: A 
Conversation.” In Language, CounterMemory, Practice: Selected 
Essays and Interviews. Ithaca, NY, Cornell University Press, 1977.

40	 Juan Elvira, op cit.
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painting, architecture, and cinema throughout history—
what begins as an effect, named and identified as such, 
becomes neutralized within the medium and by the audi-
ence. It then transforms into a common rule of the lan-
guage that both use to understand each other.

Víctor Enrich, R.U.U.E. 5 - Las Lomas
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Today, the spaces that generate illusion are every-
where, but moreover, their technical substrates have 
become so common that they have merged as ingredi-
ents and rules of a single, unified grammar. For this rea-
son, even though in recent years we are more informed 
than ever about the mechanisms and their origins, about 
their effects and functioning, and even though we could 
produce an exhaustive catalogue of illusion techniques 
and their elaborate methods of assault, something pre-
vents us from identifying them. Their perfect camouflage 
within a language we already use so familiarly to navigate 
the world makes it truly complex to pinpoint the exact 
moments when illusion assaults us, the precise marks it 
inscribes on our skin.

To be fair to our actions, despite the cynicism in which 
we gradually install ourselves day after day, which carries 
a certain sense of surrender and resignation, we must rec-
ognize that it originates in part from the great difficulty 
today of identifying the camouflaged artillery that stands 
before our bodies, just a few steps away but confused 
within the landscape. Perhaps we are capable of looking 
around and realizing that we are on a battlefield, in a sit-
uation of permanent conflict where our subjectivity and 
desire, our autonomy, and our mental health are at stake. 
But the enemy is already so ubiquitous that identifying it 
becomes almost impossible. It is in our homes and in our 
families, it is in our streets and in our prostheses. It is in 
our language. It flows freely through our bloodstream.
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Leandro Erlich, Changing Rooms

The installation Changing Rooms by Leandro Erlich 
takes us through a small door into a changing room that 
reveals itself to us as a complex labyrinth of mirrors that do 
not reflect what they should and imprison us in a sense of 
strangeness. The installation introduces the fragmentation 
of the contemporary subject: our reality, our desire and our 
subjectivity have been genealogically built on an illusion, 
and this illusion requires specific techniques constructed 



by those who had the resources to do so. Our identity’s 
configuration is inherently subject to power biases. Real-
ising this necessarily entails a strong fragmentation of the 
subjectivity that defines the world we inhabit, in which we 
are reluctant to leave the space of illusion and seek the 
comfort of deception.



Emancipation

Illusion has historically been treated as the reverse of 
truth, as a deception, a lie. And yet, as we have intuited 
throughout these pages, the way we have constructed the 
world seems to respond more to the effects of illusion than 
to whatever truth could offer us. This has always been the 
unconfessed secret of culture.

We know that, in our lives, in our decision-making, 
the illusory terrain of fantasy and desire takes up more 
space than the truth provided by our attention and judg-
ment. If it were otherwise, we would not choose partners 
who attract us even knowing they unbalance us, instead 
of others who offer care and stability; we would not com-
pulsively consume objects and brands that we know are 
unnecessary or even ethically questionable; we would not 
risk our health to fit unattainable aesthetic ideals; we would 
not vote for politicians based on charisma even knowing 
that their agendas harm us; we would not accept jobs that 
exhaust us in exchange for symbolic prestige; we would 
not spend hours on social media presenting a distorted 
version of our lives that produces more anxiety than con-
tact; we would not cling to irrational beliefs or rituals.
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It is for all these reasons that illusion, when viewed 
closely, should not be conceived so cheerfully as the oppo-
site of truth. On the contrary, it is perhaps another kind 
of truth, culturally shaped and often against ourselves. 
Understanding how that illusion is constructed is today 
a fundamental and urgent matter, not only for reasons of 
aesthetics but also of politics.

Historically, the left has operated pursuing the truth, 
seeking data, rational arguments, and precise denun-
ciations, and has faced enormous difficulties inhabit-
ing the terrain of illusion and desire. Its attachment to 
analytical rigor has caused, in many cases, the illusion 
of the dominant culture, as well as the repercussions it 
has on the social construction of reality and desire, to 
remain in the hands of a reactionary right. The latter 
has indeed understood, for many years and still today—
as is evident in the constant performativity of contem-
porary fascisms—that power is not conquered through 
truth but through the creation of effective illusions, 
mobilizing affect, and seductive scenographies. While 
the emancipation narratives of much of the left have 
been grey, ascetic, and guilt-inducing, they have been 
outdone by the colourful, simple, and exciting promises 
of reactionary illusion.

It is not a question of abandoning the truth, but of 
understanding that it is useless without illusion. This is 
why it has become essential today to deepen our compre-
hension of its modes of production.
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Artistic institutions have acted for centuries as spaces 
where the demand for the true is suspended, where it is 
accepted that what happens there need not answer to 
facts but to experience. And yet, it is precisely this sus-
pension that has allowed their images and narratives to 
penetrate more deeply into our guts. Their greatest illu-
sion has been to make us believe that nothing is at stake 
there—but it is when the curtain rises, when we enter the 
museum, when we navigate the stories of a social network, 
that everything is at stake.

From all this, we can draw the conclusion toward which 
these pages have been guiding us. Let us repeat it: illusion 
is not the opposite of truth, but the means through which 
truth becomes desirable. Considering this, even though 
we live in a world obsessed with truth, post-truth, and 
its limits, we should convince ourselves of the following: 
it is not a question of eradicating illusion, nor of return-
ing to some supposed essential truth—whatever that may 
have been. What matters is understanding the logics of 
illusion, its technical entrails, and intervening actively in 
its modes of production. It is about disputing who has the 
right and the means to produce the illusions that have gov-
erned the world until now and, whether we like it or not, 
will continue to do so.

Desire, even when expressed through individual bodies, 
is constructed within collective environments and contexts; 
it is built through the illusion to which society subjects 
us through culture and our means of representation. For 
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this reason, we must imagine emancipation in relation to 
the ways in which we read our culture. As long as we con-
tinue relating to cultural production as something merely 
offered to us, rather than something we actively compose 
with our attention, our desire, and our interpretations, 
we will remain at the mercy of the power structures that 
have prevailed until now. Democratizing illusion does not 
simply mean improving access to means of representation 
and diversifying them. Above all, it requires updating our 
role as spectators. It requires rethinking what it means to 
have agency, what our power of interpretation is, and our 

Núria Güell, Fantasy. An Application of Discourse. 
Image of the meeting in which the artist proposed 

to the director of Santa Mònica to apply, 
in a literal way, the ideology of the art center 

he directs as an artistic action
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right to suspect, reinterpret, and remake every illusion 
that has subjugated us.

Fantasy. An Application of Discourse, the artistic inter-
vention Núria Güell has imagined and produced for The 
Assault of Illusion, takes place within the institutional 
framework of Santa Mònica during the period in which 
this exhibition occupies its spaces. It questions precisely 
the dynamics of desire that inhabit the institution itself. 
To what extent is an art centre also subject to the illusions 
it produces and spreads? To what degree has its own real-
ity been assaulted by the fantasy contained within its own 
discourses? Through various artistic and legal actions, 
the artist investigates the desires of the institution and 
its inhabitants to provoke a critical distance from them.

Of course, there can be no emancipation of desire with-
out prior aesthetic and technical pedagogy. Society must 
understand how cultural forms are constructed, how their 
tricks, grammars, and rhetorical techniques operate. We 
need to know how to read the mechanisms that capture 
attention, produce affect, and generate recognition. This 
dimension has historically been monopolized by domi-
nant classes, who have controlled not only the material 
means to produce illusion but also the technical knowledge 
to shape it. They have made us feel, they have made us 
desire, through precise procedures that, while we ignored 
them, subjugated us.

In Canto XVIII: fabricación de armas, also produced 
for the exhibition, Antonio Gagliano and Verónica Lahitte 



102	 ENRIC PUIG PUNYET

show us, through technical diagrams that emulate the 
blueprints used for patenting inventions, the historical 
correspondence between techniques of cultural produc-
tion and techniques of war production. How and why 
did the centres of power finance many of the techniques 
that served artistic creation? Not only, as the exhibition 
argues, because there was a veiled, underground, or even 
invisible intention—even to the power structures them-
selves—in intervening in the configuration of reality, 
desire, and subjectivity. But also for a much more direct 

Antonio Gagliano and Verónica Lahitte, 
Canto XVIII: fabricación de armas
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correspondence: the very techniques that underpin cul-
ture have served to develop the great business of war.

Let us not forget that, despite everything, this long- 
standing subordination is what opens up the space for auton-
omy. It is only by inhabiting the illusion constructed by oth-
ers over time that we have been able to learn its codes and 
understand the grammars of illusion. The good news is, 
in Foucault’s words, that “where there is power, there is 
resistance.”41 Emancipation can only be achieved from this 
position: we must not reject illusion but rather reclaim its 
architecture. We must not destroy technique but decide upon 
it. High technology, by its very nature, due to the resources 
its production demands, will always remain beyond our 
reach—but that should not be an obstacle, because tech-
nique allows for detours: it permits abandoning the fet-
ishization of sophistication, of the latest invention, of the 
newest device, and reclaiming a situated, accessible, col-
lective technology that is low-cost and politically potent. 
Illusion also inhabits manual assembly, photocopies, poorly 
recorded sound, salvaged archives, and old projectors. We 
must strive to produce an illusion that does not rely on tech-
nical dazzle, but on its capacity to introduce deliberation and 
the distribution of agency throughout its production process.

Since illusion is inscribed in our bodies and forms part 
of our grammar, any operation that seeks to reconfigure it, 

41	 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 1: The Will to Knowl-
edge. London, Penguin Books, 1990.
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that attempts to intervene in its mechanisms, will require 
the audacity to confront and dissect our own desires. “To 
self-decipher in distrust of oneself and the world: this, 
and only this, will grant us access to true life.”42 This is 
the cultural revolution we must provoke: not only one that 
changes content, but one that modifies the way we stand 
before it, using the techniques we have at hand and with 
the conviction that no machine is innocent, that all of them 
began their journey on the side of power, yet each contains 
within its own configuration the potential to be sabotaged.

In a world that increasingly reveals that any solid 
ground on which to settle reality is crumbling, that all 
our surroundings have been constructed by the effect of 
a powerful illusion, we must not expect any redemption. 
We must not long for a definitive truth to come to our 
rescue, beyond the truth that there is no truth to cling 
to. Emancipation involves opening a deliberative, open, 
imperfect path in which we collectively experiment with 
desiring differently. If, for centuries, power has been exer-
cised not only through laws or weapons, but by shaping 
what we want, where we situate ourselves, and what we 
call reality, then the true political struggle is not only for 
the distribution of wealth, but for the distribution of illu-
sion. To emancipate ourselves means ceasing to consume 
others’ illusions and beginning to create our own—with 

42	 Michel Foucault, The Courage of Truth: The Government of Self 
and Others II; Lectures at the Collège de France, 1983-1984. 
Houndmills, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2011.
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our words, our gestures, our machines, our mistakes. It 
is necessary to organize in order to provoke new illusions 
that re-enchant the world, breaking spells from within.

Illusion should not be eliminated, but returned to the 
common field, where we can decide together what deserves 
to be dreamed and how we dream it, where we can decide 
together what we call reality, where we can decide together 
what our symbolic place in the world is. Technique, art, 
aesthetics, illusion: everything these pages have presented 
as spectacle or manipulation can once again become a ter-
ritory of encounter. We must not protect ourselves from 
illusion, but reclaim it, because it is our shared vital force. 
Because, after many centuries of subjugation to its effects, 
we have understood that illusion is not only what deceives 
us. It is also what mobilizes us.
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This book starts based on a suspicion: that the intention 
of what we call culture is, above all, illusion. Throughout 
history, the arts have been perfecting increasingly subtle 
techniques so that this illusion be relentlessly embedded 
in our depths. These pages propose a journey from the 
naïve illusion to which art subjects us to the critical eman-
cipation implied by understanding the mechanisms that 
produce it. Interspersed along the way is a brief analysis 
of some of the technical devices that inject fantasy into 
our bodies, as well as the modes of economic and politi-
cal power that are associated with them.

Although designed to be read independently, this text 
was originally conceived to accompany the exhibition The 
Assault of Illusion, held at the Santa Mònica in Barcelona 
and the Círculo de Bellas Artes in Madrid between 2026 
and 2027.


