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The Simulacrum 

According to Jean Baudrillard in Simulacra and Simulation there has been such a 

saturation of symbols and signs in American culture that original meaning has been lost, he 

called this the “precession of simulacra.”  This happens in 4 stages:  the copy, the counterfeit, the 

absence of reality and finally simulation. In the essay Sherlockian Simulacra the author Ashley 

Polak outlines the process of simulacra in this way: 

Representation as a process is self-aware; it understands and accepts the 
coexistence of sign and signifier. A map that has a scale of one inch to one 
mile is not in danger of being mistaken for the territory it represents. 
Simulation is a process that claims authenticity for the signifier over the 
sign; a map with a one-to-one ratio to the territory could be mistaken for 
the territory, depriving the territory itself of meaning. (Polak, 195) 

The Copy 

Martha Buskirk, author of “Commodification As Censor” writes that, “when artists use 

techniques that are similar to the reproductive techniques employed in the mass media, then the 

owners of copyrighted imagery are much more likely to feel that their interests are threatened by 

the artistic appropriation. And to the extent that twentieth-century artists have used these 

techniques to raise questions about the distinction between art and mass culture, the owners of 

the mass-market imagery will be able to find a close resemblance between their copyrighted 

property and the work of art in which it has been incorporated.” Possibly the most recent and 

sensationalized example of this has been the Hope poster by street artist Shepherd Fairey. In 

2008, Fairey created a series of prints promoting President Obama’s campaign. Although the 

Obama campaign never officially supported him, the mass production of the poster and sticker 

images helped raise support and he was formally thanked. Fairey went on to modify the image in 
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honor of the Occupy Wallstreet Movement, replacing Obama’s portrait with the Guy Fawkes 

mask. Guy Fawkes was part of the “Gunpowder Plot” in 1604 to assassinate the king of England. 

In present times, the “Guy Fawkes Mask” represents anarchy, opposition and protest. The 

“Occupy” movement of 2011 even embraced the mask as its representation of the hacker group 

Anonymous. 

In 2009, the poster was added to the National Portrait Gallery. However, Fairey faced 

legal ramifications when it was called to attention that his reference image for the poster may 

have been copyrighted to Reuters. In October 2009 Fairey confessed that the photo he referenced 

was actually copyrighted to Associated Press. The original case was settled outside of court. 

However in February 2012, Fairey was found guilty of evidence tampering because he initially 

lied about exactly which image he used for the reference, which was equal to tampering with 

evidence. Ironically, Fairey threatened to sue graphic designer Baxter Orr in 2010 for 

appropriating the Hope poster image and has done the same to others who try to appropriate and 

sell the image. French art critic Nicolas Bourriaud compares artists to DJs in his book 

Postproduction, saying that they “travel through different worlds of meaning” gathering cutting 

appropriating and remixing objects and symbols from contemporary culture saying artists' 

intuitive relationship with art history is now going beyond what we call “the art of 

appropriation,” which naturally infers an ideology of ownership, and moving toward a culture of 

the use of forms, a culture of constant activity of signs based on a collective ideal: sharing. 

(Bourriaud, 3) Whether or not appropriation is ethical in all situations is up for debate, but it is 

clear to see the direct correlation to Baudrillard’s theory of simulation. It is quite possible that 

this particular form of simulation is the most widely used in postmodern art simply because there 

is a feast of available material for artists to either use or draw from. 
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Drawing from cultural icons is not always a negative or questionable. Guillermo Bert is a 

mixed media artist who explores the connection between barcodes and the objects and 

institutions they actually represent here in the United States and globally, as well as the encoding 

of identity. His latest work has incorporated indigenous textiles of the Mapuche community of 

southern Chile and QR codes calling the series “Encoded Textiles.” The Mapuche are the only 

indigenous group in the Americas to have not been invaded or defeated by the Spanish. He 

believes that through the digitalization of consumerism worldwide, cultural identity is either 

stolen or lost. The language and traditions of the Mapuche tribe is almost gone because of the 

invasion of modernization. Strangely enough, the traditional textiles from the Mapuche bear 

some resemblance to QR codes. Bert took notice of this and began copying the traditional 

patterns and converting them to actual QR codes. He encoded traditional stories and language 

into barcode format and then the barcodes were traditionally woven into tapestries. The encoded 

textiles now actually contain original folk stories from the Mapuche people. By using the 

barcode technology to copy the textiles, some of the most potent and emotional aspects of the 

Mapuche culture are being preserved. Bourriaud also noted “when artists find material in objects 

that are already in circulation on the cultural market, the work of art takes on a script-like value” 

(Bourriaud, 3). 

The counterfeit 

Baudrillard calls the second stage a perversion of reality and “evil” because it is 

essentially a fake sense of reality. This is the counterfeit. I don’t believe that this stage is 

necessarily as malevolent or sinister as Baudrillard claims; however, it is misleading in many 

cases. In our postmodern culture the lines between authentic and counterfeit have been 

irreversibly blurred. Thanks to the Internet and various other devices that keep us constantly 
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connected, ideas can be shared and exchanged at lightning speed. Symbols that take on 

completely new meanings in our culture are becoming more and more prevalent with each 

passing year. Internet memes are another example of simulacra. A meme is a concept that 

spreads via the Internet. The signifier is removed, so the final product now means something 

different; “objects already informed by other objects” (Bourriaud, 4). The viewer may or may not 

know the origins of a meme, but that is not important to the overall concept. The phrase, “all 

your base are belong to us” was originally a translation error in the 1991 Sega video game Zero 

Wing. To gaming veterans, the phrase is quite common, but it has been gaining momentum over 

time in popular culture and has been changed in various ways to highlight different things. The 

altered phrase juxtaposed with the well-known “Uncle Sam” symbol has taken on a new 

meaning. The phrase “all your data belong to U.S” is referencing the fact that US customs can 

confiscate or search traveler’s laptops without any given reason. In this instance both the phrase 

and the symbol of Uncle Sam have been far removed from their original context. The current 

“trend toward rebooting sources that are often so constricted by their baggage that original 

interpretation becomes a virtual impossibility” (Polask, 196). 

Another popular meme includes an image of Gene Wilder in his role as Willy Wonka 

from the film Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory along with the text “tell me more.” Most 

times this meme is used in a sarcastic way (for example: “So you like salads from McDonald’s? 

Tell me more about your diet”). The film screenshot that is the original image has been taken out 

of context to an extreme. If we were to look into that specific meme even further we could say 

that the original film is a counterfeit of its own original, the book Charlie and the Chocolate 

Factory by Roald Dahl, simply because it is an unfaithful adaptation of the literary work. This 

form of simulation is most likely the most prevalent version we can see on a daily basis because 

of social media and cultural phenomenons such as memes. Even with that said a simpler way to 
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explain and understand this second stage of simulation is to imagine a group of people playing 

the game “telephone.” Once the message reaches the last person it usually has nothing to do with 

its original content or context, if anything, it is very loosely based.  

Absence of Reality 

The third stage in the procession “masks the absence of profound reality” this means, that 

the version of reality you are seeing is in fact fictional. Printmaker John P. Morrisey’s highlights 

a fictional view of reality. Homeownership, settling down, and family building are key concepts 

in his work, however he focuses on the symbols we associate with those things. Specific color 

swatches, textures and shapes that in reality would never call to mind anything close to home 

décor are part of his subject matter. He uses silhouettes of contemporary architecture in 

homebuilding. The color swatches he uses are from popular companies such as Martha Stewart, 

Glidden, and Sherwin Williams.  Part of the irony of the ideal of a perfect home is that the 

specific architectural styles he references are in fact poorly built. 

Most of the grand detailing in the homes a cheap façade; the perfectly manicured lawns 

are actually not even real grass, and a lot of the interior paint colors are in truth very depressing. 

For example, the Martha Stewart swatch "cloudless day" is actually a very dull and gray shade of 

blue, almost ashen; yet people are painting their children's bedrooms with it.  He directly 

observed homes and neighborhoods while in Lincoln, Nebraska and the quirky nuances of all 

that goes into buying a contemporary home. It is interesting that the way we live (that is the way 

most of our houses are designed and the design choices of interior decorating) is not really 

determined by us. Pre-prescribed color swatches, floor plans, and décor are laid out in a short 

order menu, and yet because of the marketing of these things, everyone naturally assumes that 
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they are making an individualized decision when they go to Sherwin-Williams to pick up paint 

for the kitchen when they are actually being sold a false sense of reality.  

Simulation 

The final stage of true simulation occurs when “neither subject can be quantified or 

defined as ‘real’ because the anchor, or signifier, can no longer be identified. (Perras)” In the 

final stage, there is a confusion of what can be perceived as “real” or a simulated reality. 

Umberto Eco calls this stage, the “authentic fake.” Disneyland has been used as the ultimate 

example of hyperreality. Baudrillard also spends a bit of time outlining Disneyland as a 

simulated world in Simulacra and Simulation. However, in the medium of painting, a new school 

has emerged from “photorealistic” representations to what is now called “hyperreal painting.” If 

you were to Google “hyperreal art” most of the image hits you would end up with would appear 

to be average photographs, when really, they are paintings or drawings. Artists such as Chuck 

Close have been called hypperrealists but he does not truly fit into that category. A hyperrealist 

painter is not concerned with simply imitating the photo reference, but instead creating a 

complete simulation of the original. This would include flaws in the mechanics of the photo 

print, poor lighting, depth of field and so on. This is where the difference between hyperreal and 

photorealistic paintings becomes apparent. Photorealistic painters will accentuate, de-emphasize, 

or tweak an image to make it more aesthetically pleasing. In doing so, the image is no longer a 

pure simulation, but a copy of its original. There is in most cases no wondering if the image is a 

painting, however with a hyperreal work, the final result leaves the viewer questioning whether 

or not the image is in fact “real.”  

Painters Denis Peterson and Pedro Campos are among the growing number of 

photorealist painters to identify as hyperreal artists. Both artists work leaves the viewer 
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wondering if the images are truly paintings. Campos paints objects that are particularly hard to 

capture in oil such as glass and translucent plastic bags. Peterson’s goal is to simulate reality 

with his paintings by breaking apart the viewer’s idea of what they see. Campos’ work lends 

more seduction to the viewer because his paintings are staged still life’s with presumably 

immaculate original photography and good lighting. Peterson’s paintings, primarily of crowded 

street scenes lend slightly more to the idea of pure simulation simply because they depict a more 

relatable and average view of reality. 

While the goal is admirable, it can be questioned, because in many ways, it can be argued 

that photography does a similar, if not the same thing, and with much less forced effort on the 

effect of looking “real.” Although it can be debated, hyperreality is achieved in this line of work. 

This realization fits well with Baudrillard’s claim that once simulation has been achieved, there 

is no more room for any kind of anticipation on the part of the person experiencing the 

simulation. (Baudrillard, 122)  

Performing artist Tiffany Trenda takes a darker approach in describing the hyperreal 

within the context of human interaction and technology. Her performances deal heavily with the 

idea of humanity and whether or not it is being lost or forgotten. The main premise of her work is 

that true humanity, specifically human interaction is being changed and simulated by technology. 

She says about her work, “As we pursue technological advancement, we must not forget to live 

as humans, lest we shall all be forever simulated. (Perras)” In the performance piece “Urban 

Devotion” Trenda wore a LCD screen on her head that displayed an animated face making 

different expressions. Her goal was to represent how human interaction is filtered through the 

use of technology, specifically social media. “Reproduction of a Reflection” was a more 

elaborate performance, which also relied more heavily on viewer interaction. Trenda performed 

inside of a replica of a brownie box camera dressed like a doll. The viewer must look through a 
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lens to view Trenda. However, instead of seeing her face, they would be met with their own 

gaze. Trenda wore an LCD screen on her head that essentially reflected the viewer’s face. The 

piece ultimately questions which glimpse of reality is true. 

Conclusion 

Baudrillard maintained a very pessimistic outlook in his theories of hyperreality and 

simulation, and offered no solution to the abyss of simulation that modern society is enveloped 

in. In the realm of art however, I believe that there is no reason to feel that simulation is negative 

or sinister. Appropriation has perhaps become one of the most often used forms of simulation in 

post-modern artwork. Not all is as successful as it possibly could be, but it is obvious that there 

are simply too many symbols inundating the world to exclude from art. Bourriaud best describes 

this explosion in Postproduction by likening artists to Dj’s, remixing images from the culture 

around them and granting them an altered or new context. Bourriaud links Dj’s, artists, and 

Internet users together in Postproduction, under the premise that all three groups of people are 

“semionauts, producing original pathways through signs” (Bourriaud, 7). Pre-existing music 

tracks are sampled, looped, cut-and-pasted, and re-mixed by Dj’s in the same way cultural icons 

and symbols are repurposed through memes by Internet users. Shepard Fairey’s work is a perfect 

example of this not only with the Hope poster, but also with his Obey and Andre the Giant 

images as well. John Morrissey’s prints include the exact swatches and sometimes products of 

Martha Stewart and Sherwin Williams. 

Tiffany Trenda’s performance piece Death of an Icon in 2008 is the best example of 

Bourriaud’s idea of a “post-production artist.” The premise of Death of an Icon is how 

contemporary American culture creates icons, and then in turn destroys them. Most are less 

interested in how someone lived and more intrigued with how that person eventually dies. 
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Trenda used the music video of Madonna’s Express Yourself and performed all of the original 

choreography. At the end, a recording of gunshots rang out and Trenda “died” on the dance 

floor, remaining there for the remainder of the reception. Trenda not only referenced a real 

cultural icon, she directly used audio and video from the same source. “Art tends to give shape 

and weight to the most invisible processes…it seems highly logical that artists might seek to 

rematerialize these functions and processes, to give shape to what is disappearing… not as 

objects, which would be to fall into the trap of reification, but as mediums of experience: by 

striving to shatter the logic of the spectacle, art restores the world to us as an experience to be 

lived” (Bourriaud, 32). 
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