In principle 2 work of art has always been reproducible, Man-made arti-
facts could always be imitated by men. Replicas were made by pupils in
practice of their craft, by masters for diffusing their works, and, finaily, by
third parties in the pursuit of gain. Mechanical repreduction of a work of
art, however, represents something new. Historically, it advanced inter-
mittently and in leaps ar long intervals, but with accelerated intensity. The
Greeks knew only two procedures of technically reproducing works of art:
founding and stamping. Bronzes, terra cottas, and coins were the only art
works which they could produce in quantity. All others were unique and
could not be mechanically reproduced. With the woodcut graphic art
became mechanically reproducible for the first time, long before script
became reproducible by print. The enormous changes which printing, the
mechanical reproduction of writing, has brought abour in literature are a
familiar story, However, within the phenomenon which we are here
examining from the perspective of world history, print is merely a special,
though particularly important, case. During the Middle Ages engraving
and etching were added to the woodcut; at the beginning of the nineteenth
century lithography made its appearance.

With lithography the technique of reproduction reached an essentially
new stage. This much more direct process was distinguished by the tracing of
the design on a stone rather than its incision on a block of wood or ics
etching on a copperplate and permitted graphic art for the first time to put its
products on the market, not only in large numbers as hitherto, but also in

daily changing forms. Lithography enabled graphic art to illustrate everyday
life, and it began to keep pace with printing. But only a few decades after its
invention, lithography was surpassed by photography. For the first time in
the process of pictorial reproduction, photography freed the hand of the
most important artistic functions which henceforth devolved only upon the
eye looking into a lens. Since the eye perceives more swiftly than the hand
can draw, the process of pictorial reproduction was accelerated so enor-
mously that it could keep pace with speech. A film operator shooting a scene
in the studio captures the images at the speed of an actor’s speech. Just as
lithography virtually implied the illustrated newspaper, so did photography
foreshadow the sound film. The technical reproduction of sound was tackled
at the end of the last century. These convergent endeavors made predicrable
a situation which Paul Valéry pointed up in this sentence: ‘Just as water, gas,
and electricity are brought into our houses from far off to satisfy our needs in
response to a minimal effort, so we shall be supplied with visual or auditory
images, which will appear and disappear at a simple movement of the hand,
hardly more than a sign.’* Around 1900 technical reproduction had reached
a standard that not only permitted it to reproduce all transmitted works of
art and thus to cause the most profound change in their impact upon the
public; it also had captured a place of its own among the artistic processes.
For the study of this standard nothing is more revealing than the nature of the
repercussions that these two different manifestations — the reproduction of
works of art and the art of the film ~ have had on art in its traditional form.

Even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one
element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place
where it happens to be. This unique existence of the work of art determined
the history to which it was subject throughout the time of its éxistence. This
includes the changes which it may have suffered in physical condition over
the years as well as the various changes in its ownership. The traces of the
first can be revealed only by chemical or physical analyses which it is
impossible to perform on a reproduction; changes of ownership are subject
to a tradition which must be traced from the situation of the original.

The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of auth-
enticity. Chemical analyses of the patina of a bronze can help to establish
this, as does the proof that a given manuscript of the Middle Ages stems
from an archive of the fifteenth century. The whole sphere of authenticity is
outside technical — and, of course, not only technical — reproducibility.?
Confronted with its manual reproduction, which was usually branded as a
forgery, the original preserved all its authority; not so vis 4 vis rechnical
reproduction. The reason is twofold. First, process reproduction is
more independent of the original than manual reproduction. For example,
in photography, process reproduction can bring out those aspects of
the original that are unattainable to the naked eye yet accessible o the
lens, which is adjustable and chooses its angle at will. And phorographic
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reproducrion, with the aid of certain processes, such as enlargement or slow
motion, can capture images which escape natural vision. Secondly, technical
reproduction can put the copy of the original into situations which would be
out of reach for the original itself. Above all, it enables the original to meet
the beholder halfway, be it in the form of a photograph or a phonograph
record. The cathedral leaves its locale to be received in the studio of a lover
of art; the choral production, performed in an auditorium or in the open air,
resounds in the drawing room. _

The situations into which the product of mechanical reproduction
can be brought may not touch the actual work of art, vet the quality of its
presence is always depreciated. This holds not only for the art work but
also, for instance, for a landscape which passes in review before the
spectator in a movie. In the case of the art object, a more sensitive nucleus
— namely, its authenticity — is interfered with whereas no natural object is
vulnerable on that score. The authenticity of a thing is the essence of all
that is transmissible from its beginning, ranging from its substantive dura-
tion to its testimony to the history which it has experienced. Since the
historical testimony rests on the authenticity, the former, too, is jeopard-
ized by reproduction when substantive duration ceases to matter. And
what is really jeopardized when the historical testimony is affected is the
authority of the object.

One might subsume the eliminated element in the term ‘aura’ and go

on to say: that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is

the aura of the work of art. This is a symptomatic process whose signifi-
cance points beyond the realm of art. One mighe generalize by saying: the
technique of reproduction detaches the reproduced object from the domain
of tradition. By making many reproductions it substitutes a plurality of
copies for a unigue existence. And in permitting the reproduction to meet
the beholder or listener in his own particular situation, it reactivates the
object reproduced. These two processes lead to a tremendous shattering of
tradition which is the obverse of the contemporary crisis and renewal of
mankind. Both processes are intimately connected with the contemporary
mass movements. Their most powerful agent is the film. Its social sig-
nificance, particularly in its most positive form, is inconceivable without its
destructive, cathartic aspect, that is, the liquidation of the traditional value
of the cultural heritage. This phenomenon is most palpable in the great
historical films. It extends to ever new positions. In 1927 Abel Gance
exclaimed enthusiastically: *Shakespeare, Rembrandt, Beethoven will make
films . . . all legends, all mythologies and all myths, all founders of religion,
and the very religions . . . await their exposed resurrection, and the heroes
crowd each other at the gate.”* Presumably without intending it, he issued
an invitation to a far-reaching liquidation.

During long periods of history, the mode of human sense perception
changes with humanity’s entire mode of existence. The manner in which

THE WORK OF ART IN THE AGE OF MECHANICAL REPRODUCTION

human sense perception is organized, the medium in which it is accom-
plished, is determined not only by nature but by historical circumstances as
well. The fifth century, with its great shifts of population, saw the birth of
the late Roman art industry and the Vienna Genesis, and there developed
not only an art different from that of antiquity but also a new kind of
perception. The scholars of the Viennese school, Riegl and Wickhoff, who~
resisted the weight of classical tradition under which these later art forms-
had been buried, were the first to draw conclusions from them concerning
the organization of perception at the time. However far-reaching their
insight, these scholars limited themselves to showing the significant, formal
hallmark which characterized perception in late Roman times. They did
not attempt — and, perhaps, saw no way - to show the social transforma-
tions expressed by these changes of perception. The conditions for an
analogous insight are more favourable in the present. And if changes in the
medium of contemporary perception can be comprehended as decay of the
aura, it is possible to show its social causes. .
The concept of aura which was proposed above with reference to
historical objects may usefully be illustrated with reference to the aura of
natural ones. We define the aura of the latter as the unique phenomenon of a
distance, however close it may be. If, while resting ‘on a suammer afternoon,
you follow with your eyes a mountain range on the horizon or a branch
which casts its shadow over you, you experience the aura of those moun-
tains, of that branch. This image makes it easy to comprehend the social
bases of the contemporary decay of the aura. It rests on two circumstances,
both of which are related to the increasing significance of the masses in
contemporary life. Namely, the desire of contemporary masses to bring
things ‘closer’ spatially and humanly, which is just as ardent as their bent
toward overcoming the uniqueness of every reality by accepting its repro-
duction. Every day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at very
close range by way of its likeness, its reproduction. Unmistakably, repro-
duction as offered by picture magazines and newsreels differs from the
image seen by the unarmed eye. Uniqueness and permanence are as closely
linked in the latter as are transitoriness and reproducibility in the former. To
pry an object from its shell, to destroy its aura, is the mark of a perception
whose “sense of the universal equality of things’ has increased to such a
degree that it extracts it even from a unique object by means of repro-
duction. Thus is manifested in the field of perception what in the theoretical
sphere is noticeable in the increasing importance of statistics. The adjust-
ment of reality to the masses and of the masses to reality is a process of
unlimited scope, as much for thinking as for perception. '

v

"The uniqueness of a work of art is inseparable from its being imbedded in the

fabric of tradition. This tradition itself is thoroughly alive and extremely
changeable. An ancient statue of Venus, for example, stood in a different
traditional context with the Greeks, who made it an object of veneration
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than with the clerics of the Middle Ages, who viewed it as an ominous idol.
Both of them, however, were equally confronted with ics unigueness, that is,
its aura. Originally the contextual integration of art in tradition found its
expression in the cult. We know that the earliest art works originated in the
service of a ritual — first the magical, then the religious kind. It is significant
that the existence of the work of art with reference to its aura is never
entirely separated from its ritual function.” In other words, the unique value
of the ‘authentic’ work of art has its basis in ritual, the location of its original
use value. This ritualistic basis, however remote, is still recognizable as
secularized ritual even in the most profane forms of the cult of beauty.” The
secular cult of beauty, developed during the Renaissance and prevailing for
three centuries, clearly showed that ritualistic basis in its decline and the first
deep crisis which befell it. With the advent of the first truly revolutionary
means of reproduction, photography, simultaneously with the rise of
socialism, art sensed the approaching crisis which has become evident a
century later. At the time, art reacted with the doctrine of I"art pour Iart,
that is, with a theology of art. This gave rise to what might be called a
negative theology in the form of the idea of ‘pure” art, which not only denied
any social function of art but also any categorizing by subject matter. {In
poetry, Mallarmé was the first to take this position.)

An analysis of art in the age of mechanical reproduction must do
justice to these relationships, for they lead us to an all-important insight:
for the first time in world history, mechanical reproduction emancipates the
work of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual. To an ever greater
degree the work of art reproduced becomes the work of art designed for
reproducibility.’ From a photographic negative, for example, one can make
any number of prints; to ask for the ‘authentic’ print makes no sense. But
the instant the criterion of authenticity ceases to be applicable to artistic
production, the total function of art is reversed. Instead of being based on
ritual, it begins to be based on another practice — politics. '

\'

Works of art are received and valued on different planes. Two polar types
stand out: with one, the accent is on the cult value; with the other, on the
exhibition value of the work. Artistic production begins with ceremonial
objects destined to serve in a cult. One may assume that what mattered

was their existence, not their being on view. The elk portrayed by the man

of the Stone Age on the walls of his cave was an instrument of magic. He
“did expose it to his fellow men, but in the main it was meant for the
spirits. Today the cult value would seem to demand that the work of art
remain hidden. Certain statues of gods are accessible only to the priest in
the cella; certain Madonnas remain covered nearly all year round; certain
sculptures on medieval cathedrals are invisible to the spectator on ground
level. With the emancipation of the various art practices from ritual go
increasing opportunities for the exhibition of their products. It is easier to
exhibit a portrait bust that can be sent here and there than to exhibit the
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statue of a divinity that has its fixed place in the interior of a remple. The
same holds for the painting as against the mosaic or fresco that preceded
it. And even though the public presentability of a mass originally may
have been just as great as that of a symphony, the latter originated at the
moment when its public presentability promised to surpass that of the
mass.

With the different methods of technical reproduction of a work of
art, its fieness for exhibition increased to such an extent that the quanti-
tative shift between its two poles turned into a qualitative transformation
of its nature. This is comparable to the situation of the work of art in
prehistoric times when, by the absolute emphasis on its cult value, it was,
first and foremost, an instrument of magic. Only later did it come to be
recognized as a work of art. In the same way today, by the absolute
emphasis on its exhibition value the work of art becomes a creation with
entirely new functions, among which the one we are conscious of, the
artistic function, later may be recognized as incidental. This much i
certain: today photography and the film are the most serviceable exempli-
fications of this new function, :

.1

Xui

The characteristics of the film lie not only in the manner in which ma
presents himself to mechanical equipment but also in the manner in which
by means of this apparatus, man can represent his environment. A glanc
at occupational psychology illustrates the testing capacity of the equip :
ment. Psychoanalysis illustrates it in a different perspective. The film ha
enriched our field of perception with methods which can be illustrated b
those of Freudian theory. Fifty years ago, a slip of the tongue passed mor
or less unnoticed. Only exceptionally may such a ‘slip have reveale
dimensions of depth in a conversation which had seemed to be taking it
course on the surface. Since the Psychopathology of Everyday Life thing
have changed. This book isolated and made analyzable things which ha
heretofore floated along unnoticed in the broad stream of perception. Fc
the entire spectrum of optical, and now also acoustical, perception the filr
has brought about a similar deepening of apperception. It is only a
obverse of this fact that behavior items shown in a movie can be analyze
‘much more precisely and from more points of view than those presente
on paintings or on the stage. As compared with painting, filmed behavic
lends itself more readily to analysis because of its incomparably mo
precise statements of the situation. In comparison with the stage scene, t}
filmed behavior item lends itself more readily to analysis because it can t
isolated more easily, This circumstange derives its chief importance fro:
its tendency to promote the mutual penetration of art and scienc
Actually, of a screéned behavior item which is neatly brought out in

certain situation, like a muscle of a body, it is difficult to say which is mo

fascinating, its artistic value or its value for science. To demonstrate th
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identity of the artistic and scientific uses of photography which heretofore
usually were separated will be one of the revolutionary functions of the
film. :

By close-ups of the things around us, by focusing on hidden details of
familiar objects, by exploring commonplace milieu under the ingenious
guidance of the camera, the film, on the one hand, extends our compre-
hension of the necessities which rule our lives; on the other hand, it manages
1o assure us of an immense and unexpected field of action. Qur taverns and
our metropolitan streets, our offices and furnished rooms, our railroad
stations and our factories appeared to have us locked up hopelessly. Then
came the film and burst this prison-world asunder by the dynamite of
the tenth of a second, so. that now, in the midst of its far-flung ruins and
debris, we calmly and adventurously go traveling. With the close-up, space
expands; with slow motion, movement is extended. The enlargement of a
stiap-shor does not simply render more precise what in any case was visible,
though unclear: it reveals entirely new structural formations of the subject.
So, too, slow motion not only presents familiar qualities of movement
but reveals in them entirely unknown ones ‘which, far from looking like
retarded rapid movements, give the effect of singularly gliding, floating,
supernatural motions’.” Evidently a different nature opens itself to the
camera than opens to the naked eye — if only because an unconsciously
penetrated space is substituted for a space consciously explored by man.
Even if one has a general knowledge of the way people walk, one knows
nothing of a person’s posture during the fractional second of a stride. The
act of reaching for a lighter or a spoon is familiar routine, yet we hardly

" know what really goes on between hand and metal, not to mention how this
fluctuates with our moods, Fere the camera intervenes with the resources of
its lowerings and liftings, its interruptions and isolations, its extensions and
accelerations, its enlargements and reductions, The camera introduces us to
unconscious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses, [. . .]

Notes

1 “Paal Valéry, “The conquest of nbiquity’, in Aesthetics, trans. Ralph Manheim (New
York, Pantheon, 1964), p. 226. .

2 Precisely becanse authenticity is not reproducible, the intensive penctration of certain
(mechanical} processes of reproduction was instrumental in differentiating and grading
authenticity. To develop such differentiations was an important function of the trade in
works of art.’ . . .] To be sure, ar.the time of its origin a medieval picture of the
Madonna could not yet be said to be ‘authentic’, It became “authentic’ only during the
succeeding cenruries and perhaps most strikingly so during the last one.

3 Abel Grace, ‘Le temps de 'image est venw’, L’Ar cinématographigue, 2 (1927), pp.
944f. .

4 The definition of the aura as a ‘unique phenomenon of a distance however close it may
be’ represents nothing but the formulation of the cult value of the work of art in
categories of space and time perception. Distance is the opposite of closeness, The
essentially distant object is the unapproachable one. Unapproachability is indeed a
major quality of the cult image, True to its nature, it remains ‘distant, kowever close it
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may be’. The closeness which one may gain from its subject marter does nor impair the
distance which it retains in its appearance.

3 To the extent to which the cult value of the painting is secularized the ideas of ics
fundamental uniqueness lose distinctness. In the imagination of the beholder the
uniqueness of the phenomena which hold sway in the cult image is more and more
displaced by the empirical uniqueness of the creator or of his creative achievement. To
be sure, never completely so; the concept of authenticity always. transcends mere
genuineness. (This is particularly apparent in the collector who always retains some
traces of the fetishist and who, by owning the work of art, shares in its ritual power.}
Nevertheless, the function of the concept of anthenticity remains determinate in the
evaluation of art; with the secularization of art, authenticity displaces the cult value of
the work.

6 In the case of films, mechanical reproducrion is not, as with literarure and painting, an
external condition for mass distribution, Mechanical reproduction is inherent in the
very technique of film production. This technique not only permits in the most direct
way but virtually causes mass distribution. It enforces distribution because the
production of a film is so expensive that an individual who, for instance, might afford
to buy a painting no longer can afford to buy a film, In 1927 it was calculated that a
major film, in order to pay its way, had to reach an audience of nine million.

7 Rudolf Arnheim, Filmals Kunst, Beclin, 1932, pp. 138.

WALTER BENJAMIN : { 79




