
The Opera Ball, a glamorous societal event, is Vienna´s most prestigious ball which 
-

rapher Jules Spinatsch introduced an unconventional way of recording the annual 
Opera Ball. He installed two interactive digital network cameras on the premises 
of the Vienna Opera. They were programmed to map the entire space from ceil-

photographs in total. During the designated time, the rotating cameras completed 

-

a chronological grid allowing the Viennese public to encircle the installation and 
-

the single, blown-up images in a series of thematic grids in the context of a gallery 

 consists 

 of the publication provides a theoretical background and material for reading.  

-
ranged the images in the chronological order in which they were taken and fed 
them into the disciplinary order of a grid system. The result is an almost cine-

. Still, 
despite all the rational parameters at play, the staccato of these images poses a 

-
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tury panoramas can be linked to the emergence of a newly empowered bour-

-
thing falls to bits and pieces and a cognitive model of the space is hard to attain, 
especially since any predetermined spectator position is automatically abolished. 
One is confronted with the minutiae of things that one usually tries to eclipse be-
cause they form the background noise of any meaningful act of perception. (Fig. 1)

The panoramic project delegated to the network cameras has little in common 
with the emancipatory project of the rising bourgeoisie and the central position 

-
oramic view of the digital machinery looks like mere visual overkill. The rotat-
ing cameras practice a type of all-seeing which is not based on human parameters 

-

 project generates such a vast landscape of pho-
tographic input of an event that it cannot be totalized in any way. While Witt-

-

what is visually available and as it turns out, the mass of potential data awaiting 
their visualization is huge. The impartial cameras record irrespective of any picto-
rial traditions and codes. They know nothing of compositional rules, good form, 
or powerful framing. They simply follow their programmed logic and chron-
icle whatever appears within their reach. They picture cracks in the Historicist 
decoration, a dusty corner, a crumpled tissue behind a stately column, mended 
parquet, wires, metal grills, metal chains, ropes, cutting through the space, drap-
ery, ventilation shafts, and many other details that are not necessarily compat-

assume the same visual presence as the more glamorous aspects of the specta-
cle. Most disturbing, though, is the fact that the viewer cannot accurately pic-
ture where the shots were taken from. The opera curtain, for instance, sweeps 
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across several pages without giving any clue about its spatial position in regard 
to the cameras. Most of these disintegrated particles of the ball reality cannot be 
localized, and with many of the images a mapping of the space is impossible. 
The rotating cameras seem to have seized the space and twisted and turned it. 

-

into account and calls to mind the dizziness and vertigo feelings that are men-
-

The paradox is that although `Spinatsch´s images´ are hard to verify in terms of 
their spatial coordinates, they are perceived as unquestionably authentic. This 
authenticity results from the absence of any human interference. As writers like 

undeniable touch of authenticity because they seem to restore a reference to the 
real which is increasingly lost in times of digital manipulations. Network camera 
technology can pass as disinterested in the real sense of the word. The resulting 
images owe their production to cameras that have no pact with those segments 

-
thetic imperfection of the photos seems to be a plus and provide additional proof of 

generally viewed with suspicion can come to bear the signs of trustworthiness. 

Viewing and Being Viewed 
The Opera Ball as an Arena of Visual Presence 
 

, David Campany describes the Vienna Opera as a 
perfect arena of societal visibility.

Unedited Glamor 79

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839429549-006 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839429549-006
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


At Face Value & Beyond. Photographic Constructions of Reality80

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839429549-006 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839429549-006
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Jules Spinatsch, 

© Spinatsch

5

Unedited Glamor 81

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839429549-006 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839429549-006
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


-
structed to guarantee a maximum of sight. The opera goers should not just have 
a good view of the stage and what was going on there, but should also be able to 

with the aristocracy, and demonstrate their cultural standing and sophistication of 
appearance. To be viewed at such places meant to belong to the cultural elite of 

before it was torn down to give way to the new building on the Ring. He chose to 
-

able personalities of the Viennese society. As the story goes, many representatives 

desirable it was to prove one´s regular presence at the theater as a highly contested 
battle ground of enhanced societal visibility. Speaking of the presence again, for the 
annual Opera Ball the whole space is remodeled to guarantee an even larger arena 
of societal performance. Since on this occasion all the seats in the stalls are covered 

 

As a matter of fact, Spinatsch´s network camera images show the Vienna op-

to be watching, observing, and monitoring each other. What actually demands 
their attention, one mostly cannot tell or see because the corresponding scenes 

the act of observing others. Their elevated position seems to predestine them to 
check out others. At the same time, all of them appear highly alert about being 
viewed themselves. The space seems to resonate with scopic desire. On closer 
inspection, one realizes that there are cameras everywhere, TV cameras, pro-

mobile phones, which are either standing by or randomly directed towards oth-

 
probably holding the highest position in space, seem to condone these modest 
photographic attempts to turn the ball into a memorable event. By photograph-
ing the countless other recording devices, they seem to ridicule the limited reach 
and capacity of their underprivileged peers. The cameras installed by Spinatsch 
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well prepared to meet the eyes of the cameras. They have nothing to fear. Big 

the females´ cleavages are impressive, their jewelry is shining, and their dresses 

as a type of chic that takes the omnipresence of observation cameras into account 

104). The Vienna Opera has always been a place of spectacle and glamour. The 

-
-

vation technology as intricately linked with new modes of self-perception. Other 
than mirrors, this technology allows people to see themselves as others view them. 

subject status, individuals will increasingly rely on camera recordings that attest to 

psychological model of establishing one´s subjecthood via the other and in inter-
personal exchange with the other will become more and more obsolete. Thomas 

-
lance technology with its automatized recording can provide existential proof be-

viewing an image that is separated from oneself and the physical experience of per-
-

are guaranteed equal treatment as the non-animated parts of the Opera Ball setting. 
They are all photographed from a particular angle from above, which gives the im-
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pression of them being subjected to some privileged view traditionally associated 
with a divine perspective. But, as this impersonal recording machinery above them 
has no clue of the intricate link between subjecthood and proper framing, it cannot 

-

contrast to the usual conviviality of such an event, the network cameras seem to 
picture tristesse. The camera recordings turn the ball-goers into a confused and 
disintegrated crowd looking, glancing, craving an image of themselves. They are 
registered, but in the careless and inconsiderate manner of a disinterested party 
that is unable to provide them with the consolation of an acknowledged indi-
vidual visibility. The visual agent, which could supply them with images of them-
selves, is hidden from them. No one told them that for the duration of the ball 
night their existence would be guaranteed by an almighty surveillance technol-
ogy watching over them. By mischance, the recording system monitoring them 
lacks the mercy of the conventional all-seeing authority. Many of the people are 
depicted half way in the process of forming fully integrated and photogenic sub-
jects. There is an abundance of upper bodies, lower bodies, shoulders, legs, etc. 
No wonder that their half-obliterated and misshaped representations give them a 

point, the gaze is independent of human vision. Lacan compares it to an omni-
present observation camera. There is a tremendous amount of authority on the 
part of the gaze. Spinatsch´s network camera photographs seem to reveal the in-
tricate link between power and vision and the anxiety that resides at the heart 

do not necessarily guarantee an empowered version of those depicted. The Vi-
enna Opera Ball recordings display a type of choreography that is most of the 
time detrimental for those who temporarily appear within their shifting frames.   

Photographesomenon

The images assembled in  of 
-

tics of this type of representation are, among others, cold colors, graininess, and 
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-
veillance photographs. At the same time, they seem to fall into the category of a 

are programmed to create a digital duplicate of a particular scenario at a particular 
-
-

tually serve as evidence one day. As Pauleit puts it, these pictorial units are recorded 
in the present in order to be retrieved as images in the future. Various interests, a 
suspicion, and investigations of all sorts may legitimize their re-emergence as single 

-

the purpose of their selection remains unclear. Freed from the burden of providing 
insight in hindsight, they speak of a visual universe uncontaminated by semantics. 
With their anarchic wit they are capable of subverting a long tradition of purposive 

alternate with fully abstract pictures of the ball reality.  As a matter of fact, the depicted 
human protagonists are in a lot of cases quite literally pushed to the margins of the 
images and have to compete with a mass of details that would never make it into a 
classical picture frame. There seems to be an arguable alliance between digital record-
ing technology and, so far, visually under-represented parts of reality. (Fig. 11/12)

At the same time – and the text by the neurophysiologist Wolf Singer (2014) 
in  seems to suggest that – the random data bits of  could be 
viewed as a commentary on the activities of our brain. As Singer (2014) points 
out, in order to come to probable solutions, the brain as a highly complex and 
self-referential system has to compare all incoming sensory data with already in-

seem to draw the attention to the constructivist nature of the perceptual process. 
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The random visuals presented there appear like raw data with their neurobiologi-
cal processing still pending. There is also a sense of failure. With these scraps of 
visual input a successful completion of the process may not be possible, the neu-

surrogate of the panorama, the new scopic regime of early industrialization with 
its political and social implications could be tested, internalized, and trained. Jules 
Spinatsch´s project may provide the same training for his contemporaries. He famil-
iarizes them with a type of all-seeing that largely happens independently of the human 
eye. This can be legitimately called a panoramic project of unknown dimensions. 

 makes a type of machine-seeing tangible that usually happens be-
-

ferent from the ones we issue. By revealing the visual register of network cameras, 
Spinatsch provides us with an impression of how these images feel, function, and 
which impact they may have on the depiction of people and their social reali-
ties. On the other hand, Spinatsch makes his viewers aware of a type of aesthet-
ics that has become an indispensable part of the pictorial language of our time. 
Surveillance camera aesthetic has been widely appropriated by, for instance, 

-
peal and anarchic qualities of these images and try to emulate or fake what de-

and as the constructivist charm of the Opera Ball images suggest, the view-
-

less in its production while being immune to connoisseurship and expertise.

There is also a nostalgic aspect to this idea of training network cameras on an 
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over any other form of evidence and the splendid arena of the Vienna Opera as one 
of the bastions of a collective, real-time celebration of sight and societal visibility 
do form a good match. 
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