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‘War can never break free from the magical spectacle because its very purpose is to produce that spectacle; to fell the enemy is not so much to capture as to ‘captivate’ him, to instill the fear of death before he actually dies’. Virilio, P. (1989)
Introduction
Paul Virilio was a French Philosopher, Urbanist, and Cultural Theorist who had many works with a heavy focus on the Second World War, as well as the impact technology has on human society. This essay will be considering the following quote from his book War and Cinema:
‘War can never break free from the magical spectacle because its very purpose is to produce that spectacle; to fell the enemy is not so much to capture as to ‘captivate’ him, to instill the fear of death before he actually dies’.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Paul Virilio, War and Cinema, (New York: Verso, 1989) p.8.] 

This quote means to say that war is not just about the ability to destroy an enemy, but to also psychologically affect them as well. Virilio is making the observation that the reason that war is so often perceived as ‘magical’ or glorious is because by design war is a display, a performance to an extent. By extension, this means that the psychological aspects of war are ultimately why it is so frequently used for entertainment purposes in cinema, television, and various other art forms.
Are War Films and War Simulations Realistic?
Although certain films attempt to depict the events of war as ‘realistic’, these films still sometimes become overly dramatic, or even glorify the events unintentionally. The events of real conflict can never be fully replicated in a film, you cannot replicate the fear that so many soldiers are forced to experience. Though some come close such as Saving Private Ryan (1998),[footnoteRef:2] where real veterans and even some civilians felt overwhelmed by the film due to its realism, to the point where it was said in a 1998 article for The New York Times that some viewers ‘could not initially talk’ after seeing the film.[footnoteRef:3] However, some who were present for the Second World War, including the cousins of Fritz Niland, the man the story for the film is inspired by, have stated that the film definitely exaggerated the events.[footnoteRef:4] From this, it is clear that even in cases which are believed to be some of the most realistic depictions of the events, these might still portray some inaccuracies for the sake of keeping viewers invested through use of the ‘magical spectacle’. Despite this, an important point to note in this particular case is that the story of Fritz Niland is only partially the inspiration for Saving Private Ryan. Steven Spielberg took inspiration from various other stories too, including those told to him by his own father, who was a Veteran of the Second World War.[footnoteRef:5] It must be said that different people have different stories from wars. Whilst to some, the depictions may be exaggerated, and intended purely to produce that magical spectacle, for others the events could well be a reality. Though in the case of these films, singular people experience all of these events in order to convey a story, that does not take away from the real-life stories behind them. In this vein, it could well be argued that although for entertainment purposes, some creative liberties are taken to create a magical spectacle, it could be argued that the events that unfold themselves have that spectacle to begin with, just from the perspective of multiple people’s individual experiences. [2:  Steven Spielberg (dir.), Saving Private Ryan, [Film], (United States, Amblin Entertainment, 1998).]  [3:  Bernard Weinraub ‘'Ryan' Lands With Impact In Theaters Across U.S.’, The New York Times, 27th July, 1998,  https://www.nytimes.com/1998/07/27/movies/ryan-lands-with-impact-in-theaters-across-us.html [Accessed 09/01/2024].]  [4:  BBC News, Saving Private Ryan Inspiration, 1998, [Video]. 1998 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/archive/the-niland-brothers-1998/zb3pb7h> [Accessed 09/01/2024].]  [5:  Steven Jay Rubin, ‘’Saving Private Ryan’ at 20: How Spielberg’s vivid D-Day story changed war movies forever’, LA Times, 24th July, 2018 <https://www.latimes.com/entertainment/movies/la-ca-mn-saving-private-ryan-20-story.html> [Accessed 09/01/2024].] 

Furthermore, James Chapman, a British Media Historian argues in his book War and Film, that Saving Private Ryan is a ‘sensory simulation’[footnoteRef:6] of war, and that in reality the film is ‘no more realistic than a video or computer game’.[footnoteRef:7] Whilst this can be argued to be true to an extent, one must question as to whether or not the realities of War could ever be fully replicated without actually being present in the war itself. Even modern technology such as Virtual Reality which attempts to fully submerge the user into the events, could never fully capture the true fear experienced by soldiers in real conflict, nor could these headsets, at least in their current state, replicate the smells of conflict, such as the smoke of gunpowder, or the scent of decay. Whilst visually events can be replicated through use of these devices, there are certain senses which cannot yet be replicated in this context, and even if this were possible, would this actually entice people to wish to use them, or would technology of this design instead be deemed ‘too realistic’ for the user to bear? The reality of such a matter is that even through the use of this technology, be it films, TV shows, video games, or Virtual Realities is this; the user has the freedom to turn off the simulation, they are able to relieve their mind of all of these sensory feelings. In real war, for real soldiers, there is no such escape. Even if they wanted to free themselves from the experience of the conflict they are trapped in, they could not. This is something which could never be replicated entirely. The feeling of being trapped in these events, the real sensation of should someone so much as move in the wrong direction, they could well lose their lives, and every decision counts, film or any other current form of simulation, could never fully captivate this feeling. Due to this, it could be argued that whilst war can be simulated, the reality of the war also can never be fully replicated by means available to humanity, at the very least in the current state of technology. This maintains Virilio’s argument that war is unable to break free from the magical spectacle. This is because although it is a very real situation, it is beyond real human comprehension for those who have not experienced the events and the impact of war firsthand.  [6:  James Chapman, War and Film, (London: Reaktion, 2008) p.26.]  [7:  Chapman, War and Film p.26.] 

The Intentional Magical Spectacle of War
[image: A group of people riding horses

Description automatically generated]Modern technology and film aside, one could agree with Virilio that war itself creates that very magical spectacle. This can be done both intentionally, and in some cases even unintentionally simply due to the nature of war. Intentionally, there are cases wherein certain aspects, such as armor, were often designed not only to protect the wearer, but to also present a strong visual image upon others in the battlefield. For their allies, wherein the face of overwhelming odds, this armor could appear as a shining beacon of hope. Such is the case with the Polish Winged Hussars at the Siege of Vienna in 1683, who in the darkest hour of the battle for the defending forces of the Holy Roman Empire, the Hussars came to their aid. Augusta Theodosia Drane, a Roman Catholic Nun, in her 1858 book, The Knights of St. John: with the Battle of Lepanto and Siege of Vienna, describes the events as ‘The morning sun sparkled on a bristling forest of lances and the pennons of the Polish hussars’.[footnoteRef:8] This, compared with the large wings worn by the Hussars, as well as their overbearing height upon being atop a mountain on horseback, makes them sound almost angelic in their description as they appear on the mountain to attack the opposing Ottoman forces. In this context, it is clear that this magical spectacle was likely intended by the design of the armor worn by the Hussars. The wings were not a practical choice, but a stylistic one to present this image on the battlefield. The morning sun which Augusta Drane speaks of, only amplifies the majestic and glorious design of the armor, and makes it appear to shine in the lighting. Thus, supporting Virilio’s point that not only is this magical spectacle present in war, but in many cases, it is even intentional within the purpose of war, this then naturally becomes the inspiration for works of art such as paintings, movies, songs, etc. Consequently, continuing the ‘magical’ presentation which war can never break free from. [8:  Augusta Theodosia Drane, The Knights of St. John: with the Battle of Lepanto and Siege of Vienna, (London: Burns & Oates, 1858) p.265.] 
Fig 1: Artwork depicting a Polish Hussar charge down a mountainside, not dissimilar to the events at Vienna, in 1863.

The Unintentional Magical Spectacle of War
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Description automatically generated]In other cases, though this is less likely to be by design, the magical spectacle can also be perceived unintentionally. This is because due to the dramatic nature of war, events can unfold in seemingly unnatural methods due to factors such as the design of a weapon, for example. One such instance where this is the case was the Battle of Osoweic Fortress in 1915.[footnoteRef:9] This saw a battalion of Russian soldiers in the First World War, seemingly resurrect after being exposed to chlorine gas, which was used against them by the opposing German forces.[footnoteRef:10] This spectacle of the Russian men appearing to return from the dead allowed them to repel the attack from the advancing Landwehr troops, due to the shock and fear they instilled upon their enemy as the effects from the gas gave the soldiers an undead appearance.[footnoteRef:11] Once again this supports Virilio’s claim that the very purpose of war itself is why it will never be able to break free from this magical spectacle; dramatic events such as this can happen, even unintentionally, one circumstance can quickly lead to the next and these events inspire stories, in this particular instance, this battle became known to many as the ‘Attack of the Dead Men’.[footnoteRef:12] This name in itself sounds like a fictional horror story, a work of fiction, though the events themselves and the story are both more than real. [9:  Alexander A. Cherkasov, Alexander A. Ryabtsev and Vyacheslav I. Menjkovsky, ‘«Dead Men Attack» (Osovets, 1915): Archive Sources Approach’, European researcher. 2011. № 12 (15), 12.15 (2011), (p. 1578) <http://www.erjournal.ru/journals_n/1324195868.pdf> [Accessed 14th October 2022].]  [10:  Cherkasov, Ryabtsev and Menjkovsky, (p. 1580).]  [11:  Ibid. (p.1581.)]  [12:  Jack Beckett, War History Online, Attack of the Dead Men! This WW1 Battle was like Something out of a Horror Movie, (January 13th 2021) <https://www.warhistoryonline.com/war-articles/dead.html> [Accessed 12/01/2024].] 

Further emphasizing this point, it is clear that war opens doors to events which would otherwise never be deemed possible. For example, the mushroom cloud caused by the bombing of Nagasaki in Japan by the U.S. B-29 bomber, ‘Bockscar’, in 1945.[footnoteRef:13] Whilst this explosion had devastating effects, wiping out approximately 2.6 square miles of land and killing approximately 40,000 people in the initial blast alone.[footnoteRef:14] Despite this, there is a powerful sense about the mushroom cloud which emitted from the explosion, in that only in war is something so devastating able to appear so captivating to those who observe it. Even with the power of just an image depicting the effects of the explosion; though this mushroom cloud is merely the byproduct of the destruction caused by the nuclear blast. One can see how this could, to an extent, be percieved as ‘magical’. This furthers Virilio’s point because not only is the image of this explosion so tragic, but so astronomically impressive to the human mind that it could well be considered magical. In the modern day, the events leading up to, and those which ultimately caused by this destruction would later inspire and be portrayed throughout the media. For example, in films, some of which claim to be historically accurate, such as Oppenheimer (2023),[footnoteRef:15] and others, purely a work of fiction such as The Wolverine (2013).[footnoteRef:16] This supports Virilio’s point since the real events which transpired, become a core inspiration for the magical, artificial world seen on a cinema screen. [13:  History.com., Bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki - Causes, Impact & Lives Lost. (November 18th, 2009). <https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/bombing-of-hiroshima-and-nagasaki> [Accessed 10/01/2024].]  [14:  History.com., Bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (2009).]  [15:  Christopher Nolan (dir), Oppenheimer, [Film] (United States: Universal Pictures, 2023).]  [16:  James Mangold (dir), The Wolverine, [Film] (United States: 20th Century Fox, 2013).] 
Fig 2: The mushroom cloud of the atomic bomb, ‘Fatman’ which hit the Japanese City Nagasaki on August 9th 1945.

The Magical Spectacle is Practicle 
[bookmark: _Hlk155954557]John Armitage, a Professor at the University of Southampton, in his journal article; Paul Virilio as Twentieth-Century Military Strategist: War, Cinema and the Logistics of Perception, states that the design of weapons and the effects the have are in themselves evidence that warfare is a spectacle of ‘lethal visual technology’.[footnoteRef:17] Not only is this apparent in the case of the afformentioned mushroom cloud, but even in earlier cases of warfare it becomes clear that visual manipulation is an imperitive strategy in more conventional battles. One such example of this is how muskets and various black powder weapons were used throughout wars to create thick clouds of smoke on the battlefield.[footnoteRef:18] These clouds, though purely the effect caused by the black powder weapons and cannons being used on the battlefield, would also be incredibly effective for a military force to mask their lines from an opposing foe. This would make it much harder for the enemy to attack as they would be unable to see through the thick fog of war created by the black powder. This smoke could get even darker in certain weather conditions such as rain. This is important when considering Virilio’s statement as there are many factors which play a role in the spectacle produced on a battlefield. Not only does warfare create certain weapons which take on different effects which can be used to deter the opposition from making key decisions in battle, but these effects can also be amplified or reduced in various circumstances. Whilst in cinema, this can be used to create an impressive spectacle, it can also have the opposing effect. For example, with the black clouds, this can be used to visually create the fog of war in a film, from an opponent’s perspective, though if attempting to get visual dipictions from inside the thick smoke, it could be too dark and foggy for the camera to even see anything. Ultimately, in cinematography it can not always be fully natural; often in films the decision will be made to replicate the effects of black smoke, or other similar effects, further into production of the film through the use of Computer Generated Images (CGI). One such example of this is Gettysburg (1993)[footnoteRef:19] which depicts a key battle of the American Civil War. Although some practical effects such as [image: A group of people walking on a hill

Description automatically generated]smoke machines, and even real muskets and cannons were used, this film also made use of CGI to amplify the effects throughout the film.[footnoteRef:20] Here, it could be argued that although warfare has once again inspired certain decisions in cinematography as the warfare itself has created these depictions, and the ever present spectacle is indeed still relevant, certain creative liberties are being made to ensure that the film remains entertaining for the viewer. [17:  John Armitage, ‘Paul Virilio as Twentieth-Century Military Strategist: War, Cinema and the Logistics of Perception’, The Edinburgh Companion to Twentieth-Century British and American War Literature, no. 41, (2012), 406-412, p.406. <https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Edinburgh_Companion_to_Twentieth_Century/-pdvAAAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=Paul+Virilio+as+Twentieth-Century+Military+Strategist:+War,+Cinema+and+the+Logistics+of+Perception&pg=PA406&printsec=frontcover> [Accessed 12/01/2024].]  [18:  David G. Chandler, The campaigns of napoleon, (London: the Macmillan company, 1966) p.186.]  [19:  Ron Maxwell (dir), Gettysburg, [Film] (United States: Tri Star Television, 1993).]  [20:  American Battlefield Trust, Filming the "Gettysburg" Little Round Top Scenes: 30th Anniversary, 2023 [Video] <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3NoQq1dM4xE> [Accessed 13/01/2024].] 
Fig 3: A screenshot taken of the film Gettysburg depicting the use of practical effects and CGI to replicate a cloud of black gunpowder smoke.

The Art of War and the Magical Spectacle
In a similar vain, Sun Tzu, a Chinese strategist and philosopher, in his book, The Art of War, emphasises heavily upon how ‘warfare is the art of deception’.[footnoteRef:21] This directly supports Virilio’s argument since deception is a psychological means of defeating an opposing force, the ability to confuse and disorient an enemy’s persepctive and keep them incorrectly guessing at one’s next move, or in some cases to leave them completely powerless to even make a prediction of what the next next move will be. Sun Tzu speaks of how flags, and pennants can also be used to communicate with one’s own men whilst on the battlefield, not leaving the plan known to any enemy, despite this, all of the commander’s own men are well versed in his plan, thus objects such as flags can give instruction to the commander’s troops whilst keeping the enemy unsure of his strategy. This plays a vital role in Virilio’s argument since this is clear evidence of the ‘magical specacle’ Virilio talks about, the sense of anticipation which believers in Sun Tzu’s philosophy intend to force into the heads of their enemies is a similar type of anticipation to which film makers intend to draw from their audience. In this sense, given that this is a book which is approximately 2500 years old, we can see that the magical spectacle, the need to manipulate, confuse and scare an opponent in warfare has always been present. These effects in warfare which can create a magical spectacle do not only appear in a visual form, but even sounds which occur in warfare can present this magical effect. Sun Tzu mentions how drums and gongs can also be used to convey a message to a commander’s troops whilst his enemy remains unsure of what these mean.[footnoteRef:22] This is just as, if not maybe, even more important as the visual aspects of the magical spectacle of war, since the loud sounds from these instruments can further confuse an enemy, these sounds can mask the sound of advancing troops if loud enough, leaving the enemy once more completely decieved and unsure as to when or where the next attack will be. This could also maintain that magical spectacle as the use of these musical instruments present war almost as if it were a dance. The soldiers advance in accordance with the beating of the drum, flags rise over the smoke, by the commander’s plan, everything occurrs in unison. This results in the movement of the army, as if the army itself were to be a magical force, something beyond comprehension to the untrained eye in combat, an overwhelming, majestic sight to behold. Therefore, the Art of War can be used to support Virilo’s point.  [21:  Michael Nylan, Sun Tzu The Art of War: A New Translation, (Oregon: Blackstone Publishing, 2020). P.26.]  [22:  Nylan, Tzu p.51.] 


The Magical Spectacle of War is Found Everywhere in Wartime
An important thing to note is that it is not only events on the battlefield in which war could be considered a magical spectacle. There is also evidence of this in civilian and political aspects of war. For example, the use of propaganda during war time is evidence that warfare is psychological. Historian Professors, Anastasia Bakogianni and Valerie M. Hope in their book War As Spectacle: Ancient and Modern Perspectives on the Display of Armed Conflict; present the example of Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Germany and Benito Mussolini’s Italy to show how propaganda is used during wartime to glorify their own positions of power.[footnoteRef:23] They mention how these leaders used televised speeches and parades to manipulate their own people, and even people in other countries, such as Greece, into believing the war was a good thing, an essential path for their people.[footnoteRef:24] This is not too dissimilar to specific events occurring in the modern day, for example, North Korea’s attempts to spread propaganda glorifying Kim Jong Un’s dictatorial state through websites such as Youtube.[footnoteRef:25] Though Youtube is able to remove these videos from the website, and has done so in this particular instance, the easily accessible nature of the internet in the western world means that there are always methods to have posts such as these re-uploaded again. This, perhaps makes these online platforms an even bigger threat than television was during the time of the Second World War, due to how easily weaponised these websites can be. Though on the flip side of this, these platforms make information more easily accessible to the general public also, as such western governments can use these platforms to also convince their own people that these videos are nothing more than propaganda. This is once more conveying that magical spectacle of war to maintain the morale, and control of the people at home, whilst additionally attempting to manipulate the civilian populace in foreign countries also. Even when no physical war is being fought, the psychological war of manipulation continues.  [23:  Anastasia Bakogianni, Valerie M. Hope, War As Spectacle: Ancient and Modern Perspectives on the Display of Armed Conflict, (London: Bloomsbury, 2015). P.18.]  [24:  Bakogianni, Hope, War As Spectacle, (p.18).]  [25:   Jessie Yeung and Gawon Bae. ‘They eat ice cream and read ‘Harry Potter,’ but these North Korean YouTubers aren’t what they seem’, CNN, 5th February, 2023 <https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/04/asia/north-korea-youtuber-yumi-intl-hnk-dst/index.html> [Accessed 13/01/2023].] 

[image: Step into Your Place, 1915, artist unknown.]Broadcating on television and websites are not the only example of how propaganda is used in warfare to produce that magical spectacle either. Even before television, propaganda was utilised in encouraging civilians to support the war effort by any means, be it encouraging people to enlist to join and fight, to tell people to keep going in these hard times, etc. This was done through the means of posters, newspapers, and public speeches. One such example of this, is Britain during the First World War. Before 1916, wherein conscription became mandatory, posters such as the 1915 poster, ‘Step Into Your Place’ were commonly seen in an attempt to encourage the British people to enlist and serve in the war.[footnoteRef:26] This particular poster is just one example which captivates how war is glorified in propaganda, it shows your every-day British men walking forward as they change into soldiers, marching onwards. The bold text on the poster also helps to captivate the attention of the reader. The magical spectacle in this image is that all the men are headed towards a common goal, that being the battlefield. Though the battleground itself is not depicted here, which is important in this image as it allows the viewer at the time to wonder where these men in this image are headed. It provides the sense of adventure that war can give them, not the brutal reality they are actually walking into by signing up for the war. With this in mind, it can well be argued that not only is Virilio’s argument that the very purpose of war is to produce that magical spectacle valid. Not only on the battlefield itself, but in all aspects of life such as civillian life also. [26:  Unknown Artist, Step Into Your Place, 1915 <https://rarehistoricalphotos.com/propaganda-posters-ww1/> [Accessed 13/01/2023].] 
Fig 4: ‘Step into your place’ a British WWI poster depicting men turning into soldiers.

Conclusion
In conclusion, much like Virilio says, the very purpose of warfare is to produce a magical spectacle. This is for multiple reasons, not only is it to instill fear into the enemy, but for scientific and technical advances, such as the creation of nuclear weapons, which naturally have such devastating effects. It could even be said that war is the perfect embodiment of the magical spectacle; it inspires creativity, which is then put into films, photographs, artwork, and various other forms of media. Not only this, but the effects of war heavily impact how a show of force is seen by the enemy on the battlefield, both psychologically and literally. Weapons and tactics in warfare, though often practical, do not only get used for practical purposes. Additionally, the impact that war has, not only on the soldiers and leaders on the battlefield, but those away from the conflict at home also, especially since the creation of things such as radio and television, and even later, the creation of the internet. Very much, as Virilio argues, the spectacle which is produced in warfare is indeed also imperative in both strengthening oneself and defeating an opponent both physically, and psychologically. 
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