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A NOTE ON THE TEXTS

The following editions of works by Walter Benjamin are referred to
throughout this volume:

Gesammelte Schriften, 7 vols., with supplements, ed. Rolf
Tiedemann, Hermann Schweppenhiuser, et al. (Frankfurt:
Suhrkamp, 1972-1989).

Selected Writings, 4 vols., ed. Michael W. Jennings et al, (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996-2003).

The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Filand and Kevin McLaughlin
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999).

The texts included in this volume are for the most part drawn from the
four volumes of Benjamin’s Selected Writings; we have modified a few of
the translations published there in the course of our work on the section
introductions.

The editors of the present volume are grateful not just to Benjamin’s
accomplished translators, but in particular to Howard Eiland for the ed-
iting work that went into the Selected Writings. Our research assistants
Annie Bourneuf and Ingrid Christian have made invaluable contributions
to the textual apparatus, and Charles Batcosk and Lisa Lee provided ex-
pert help with the acquisition of materials for the illustrations.
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EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

Although Walter Benjamin had written short texts on painting and the
graphic arts during his student years, it was not until the 1920s that he
became intensely engaged with a broad range of modern media. These in-
cluded new technologies that produced changes in, and served as virtual
or actual prostheses for, human perception; instruments of mass commu-
nication such as the newspaper and the radio; new techniques of display
related to urban commodity capitalism; and artistic media such as paint-
ing, photography, and film.

Born in Berlin in 1892, Benjamin had grown up in a city deeply
marked by the rampant growth of German industry in the last quarter
of the nineteenth century. Modern technologies were pervasive in the
German capital-—arguably more so there than in any other European
metropolis of the era. Germany had been united as a nation only in
1871, and the period that immediately followed (known in German as
the Griinderjabre, or foundational years) was characterized by a remark-
able economic boom that reshaped the face of Berlin. The early years
of Benjamin’s career as a writer, which began while he was still in high
school, were given over not to an exploration of the experience of the
modern city, but to a reevaluation of the philosophy and literature of
German Romanticism and to the development of a theory of criticism
rooted in that very Romanticism. In studies of Friedrich Schlegel’s criti-
cism, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s prose, and Baroque mourning
plays, Benjamin developed a highly original theory of literature based on
concepts and practices derived from the works themselves.

The rhythms of Benjamin’s practice and theory of criticism in the
years 1912-1924 interweave two movements. On the one hand, his
criticism calls for the demolition or demystification of the unified, auton-
omous work of art. In a typically striking formulation, Benjamin calls
this process of demolition or demystification the “mortification of the
work?”;! scholars today, using a term from a seminal 1918 speech by the
German sociologist Max Weber, might speak of its “disenchantment.”?
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Benjaminian criticism attempts to reduce the seemingly coherent, inte-
grally meaningful work to the status of “ruin,” “torso,” or “mask,” to
name but a few key figures of his criticism. On the other hand, his theory
also strives for a productive moment: the isolation and redemption of
shards of an “immanent state of perfection” that had been shattered and
denatured—made meaningless—in the course of history.? In an impor-
tant essay on Goethe’s novel Elective Affinities, Benjamin defines the ob-
ject of criticism as the discovery of the “truth content™ of the work of art.
The dense intertwining of brilliant immanent criticism and broad-gauged
cultural theory in these works has ensured them a special status in the
history of literary theory.

In the course of the 1920s, Benjamin turned his gaze from the German
literary and philosophical tradition to a series of problems in contem-
porary culture. A key stage in this process was his involvement with art-
ists of the Furopean and Soviet avant-gardes who had gathered in Berlin
in the early part of the decade. Crucially, this involvement with avant-
garde artists, architects, and filmmakers overlapped with Benjamin’s
brief affiliation with the university in Frankfurt as he unsuccessfully at-
tempted to have his study of the Baroque mourning play accepted as a
Habilitationsschrift that would qualify him for a teaching position in a
German university, Also during this period, in 1923 he was forming
friendships with the architect, cultural critic, and film theorist Siegfried
Kracauer (1889-1966), the philosopher Theodor Adorno (1903-1969),
and the chemist Gretel Karplus (1902-1993, later Gretel Adorno); and
in 1924 he began a long relationship with the Latvian journalist and
theater director Asja Lacis (1891-1979), who encouraged Benjamin to
undertake a serious study of Marxism and to whom his epochal 1928
book One-Way Street was dedicated. In late 1922 and early 1923 a new
group of international avant-garde artists came together in Berlin and
launched the publication of a journal called G, an abbreviation of the
German word Gestaltung, meaning “formation” or “construction.” The
artists of the “G-group” included a number of figures who would go
on to shape important aspects of twentieth-century culture: the archi-
tect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886-1969), the painter and photogra-
pher Liszl6 Moholy-Nagy (1895-1946), the international constructivist
El Lissitzky (1890-1941), and the former Dadaists Raoul Hausmann
(1886-1971) and Hans Richter (1888-1976), the latter the group’s dom-
inant personality and the driving force behind the journal. Benjamin,
along with his wife, the journalist Dora Sophie Pollak (1890-1964), and
his friend Ernst Schoen (1894-1960), a composer and music theorist
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who would go on to direct one of Germany’s national radio stations,
all began to move at the fringes of this community. The group as a whole
focused on the possibilities that new technologies and industrial prac-
tices were opening up for cultural production, and Benjamin took part
in the debates that were regularly held in artists’ ateliers across Berlin.
For Benjamin, Moholy-Nagy’s theorization of the variously reciprocal
relationships among technological change, the production of new media
torms, and the development of the human sensorium was particularly im-
portant. Many of the writings included in this volume, foremost among
them Benjamin’s magisterial essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Its
Technological Reproducibllity,” constitute often radical explorations and
theoretical extensions of the reconsiderations of relationships among
technology, media, and the human sensory apparatus—explorations that
emerged as central to the contributions of the G-group and indeed to
German culture at large, especially in the context of the economic stabili-
zation that brought an end to the period of inflation and hyperinflation
of the earlier 1920s.

By now, it should be clear that we are using the terms “media” and
“medium” in a broadly inclusive manner. A central aspect of Benjamin’s
work is the attempt to rethink the complex processes through which our
sensory and cognitive apparatuses engage the world around us. In his
writings on Romanticism, Benjamin had already offered a highly origi-
nal reconceptualization of relationships among persons, works of art,
and the larger world. Benjamin’s early theoretical emphasis, developed
largely in relation to the history of German literature and philosophy,
broadened and intensified as he turned to the consideration of works of
art produced by means of new technologies, and indeed to the devices
and appurtenances of those technologies themselves. Virtually every es-
say in this volume examines some aspect of the manner in which individ-
ual works, genres, media, or technological apparatuses mediate the com-
plex processes by which we perceive, act upon, and function within that
world. This volume, then, gocs beyond considerations of modern media
such as the newspaper and radio, artistic media such as painting, photog-
raphy, and film, and the techniques of display and advertisement that
have had such a profound effect on human consciousness and the nature
of human embodiment under the conditions of modernity. The texts as-

2

sembled here also explore individual devices and entities such as the still
camera and movie camera, the various forms of the panorama, engineer-
ing diagrams, the telephone, and such architectural forms as the train sta-
tion, underground sewer systems, and, crucially, the arcade.
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Benjamin’s work in this field in the 1920s is astonishing for its range
and depth. We should remember that there was no general theory of me-
dia on which Benjamin could build—only theoretical meditations on
older individual forms such as painting and photography, or local re-
flections on new forms such as radio, film, and the illustrated press.
Partly as a professional strategy (he sought in this period to establish
himself as a journalist and indeed as a leading critic of culture), partly
as a practical matter {he saw in radio a potentially lucrative outlet for
his writings), but mainly driven by new aesthetic and political commit-
ments, Benjamin atmed to establish himself as a principal commentator
on new literary directions and new media forms then emerging in Ger-
many, France, and the Soviet Union.

In the course of the 1920s, then, Benjamin increasingly combined
criticism of specific media forms with an effort to construct a more com-
prehensive theory of media—much as he had done in the case of litera-
ture and philosophy up until 1924. Yet if 1924 represents a watershed
year in Benjamin’s intellectual life, the year 1933 marks a traumatic
rupture in his personal life. Although the signs of Hitler’s accession to
power in Germany had been impossible to ignore since 1932, the burning
of the Reichstag on February 27, 1933, made it clear to even the most
stubbornly hopetul German intellectuals on the political left that their
native land would no longer tolerate them or their ideas. Benjamin, as
a German Jew, was under no illusions regarding the implications not
just for his work, but for his very life. A number of his closest friends and
colleagues, including Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956), Ernst Bloch (1885-
1977), and Siegfried Kracauer opted immediately to go into self-imposed
exile; Benjamin himself left Berlin for Paris in mid-March. He would
spend the remainder of the decade, and indeed the rest of his life, moving
between Paris and a series of temporary refuges that included Brecht’s
house in Skovsbostrand, Denmark, his former wife’s pensione in San
Remo, Italy, and, a favored place, the Spanish island of Ibiza. The impact
of exile on Benjamin’s thought in general—and on his writings on media
in particular—was pervasive and fundamental. The famous remarks on
the relationship between aesthetics and politics with which “The Work of
Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” concludes make
plain the political urgency of Benjamin’s atternpt to develop something
like a “media theory” in the 1930s. If fascism could aestheticize politics
and even war, communism, Benjamin asserted, was bound to respond by
politicizing art.

Tellingly, however, the politicized theory of media Benjamin devel-
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oped in the course of the 1930s did not develop exclusively out of an
engagement with contemporary media forms. With increasing intensity
Benjamin’s thoughts turned instead to history: to the period of the emer-
gence of urban, and specifically metropolitan, commodity capitalism. For
Benjamin, the construction of a massive sociocultural history of Paris in
the years after 1850 was nothing less than a study of the emergence of
modernity as such. This project bore the working title “Arcades Project”
and, had Benjamin been able to complete it, might finally have been
called “Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century.” The project took its
working title from the proliferation of mercantile galleries, or arcades (in
German, Passagen) in mid-nineteenth-century Paris. “These arcades, a
new invention of industrial luxury, are glass-roofed, marble-paneled cor-
ridors extending through whole blocks of buildings, whose owners have
joined together for such enterprises. Lining both sides of these corridors,
which get their light from above, are the most elegant shops, so that the
passage is a city, a world in miniature.” Benjamin focuses on these struc-
tures as the organizing metaphor for his study for a number of reasons:
they are a historically specific artifact of the period in question, a particu-
larly concentrated figure for the public presence and particular visnal
character of nineteenth-century commodity capitalism; and the arcades
were themselves a preeminent site of, and apparatus for, the organization
of vast realms of perception for the denizens of the modern metropolis.
The organization and reconfiguration of human perception would indeed
have emerged as a central theme of the great work that Benjamin never
finished. The materials from the Arcades Project that did find their way
into finished works, most prominently a series of essays on the French
poet Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867), included innovative reconsider-
ations of key modernist problems: the role of the urban crowd as an
optical device for the strolling flaneur; the significance of actual optical
devices such as panoramas, peep shows, and magic lanterns in the habit-
uation of city dwellers to the new conditions of metropolitan experi-
ence; and especially the modern practices of display and advertising that
emerged in Paris and would come to shape the perception of the world in
such a pervasive manner.

Benjamin’s interest in this era, then, is anything but antiquarian. He
was convinced of a profound synchronicity between the dramatic changes
that took place in Europe around 1850 and the convulsive political up-
heavals marking the Europe in and about which he was writing during
the 1930s. At the center of the theory of history Benjamin developed as
part of the Arcades Project stands the notion that certain historical mo-
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ments and forms become legible only at a later moment—one that corre-
sponds to them and only to them. Certain forms analyzed in the Arcades
Project (for example, the panoramas, and the “panoramic” literature
that arose in their wake) are moments in the prehistory of a later form
such as film. “I have found,” Benjamin wrote to Gretel Karplus in 1935,
“that aspect of the art of the nineteenth century which only ‘now’ be-
comes recognizable—it had not been so before and it will never be so
again.”¥ It seems, then, that Benjamin hoped that readers of his essay
on the work of art would become aware not only of the political and
epistemological potentialities of forms of art made possible by means
of new technologies of production and reproduction, but also of their
correspondence to the artifacts and modes of perception inhabiting other
historical moments, and thus of the particular—and particularly endan-
gered—character of our own embeddedness in history. The essays in-
cluded in this volume are thus not merely indispensable contributions to
the theory of various forms of media that emerged in Benjamin’s lifetime;
they are also invested with Benjamin’s sense that those forms bore within
them a recognition of the “fate of art in the nineteenth century because it
is contained in the ticking of a clockwork whose hourly chiming has first
penetrated into our ears.”s

In what follows, we have eschewed the chronological organization of
Benjamin’s Selected Writings as well as the generic ordering of the Ger-
man edition of his collected works, opting instead to group the essays un-
der what we hope are suggestive conceptual rubrics. The first section,
“The Production, Reproduction, and Reception of the Work of Art,” in-
cludes some of Benjamin’s best-known essays on the nature and status of
the work of art. These texts pose provocative questions regarding the
place of art in modern society, the perceptual and more broadly cognitive
conditions under which art is produced, and the implications of the re-
ception of art for human agency, indeed for the experiences of the human

subject as such. The section that follows, “Script, Image, Script-Image,”
explores relationships between the graphic element of all writing and
modern technologies of representation as they interact with human sen-
sory and cognitive capacities. These essays are united in their documenta-
tion of Benjamin’s conviction that meaning takes shape and resides in the
world of urban commaodity capitalism not only in discursive, systematic
form, but perhaps even more significantly in flashes that leap out from
the graphic forms of writing’s “new eccentric figurativeness”” as that
writing was bodied forth in props on a stage, an engineering diagram, or
an advertisement. These first two sections are intended to serve as the in-
troduction to broad issues that cut across media, genres, and individual
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works. The sections that follow—on painting and graphics, photogra-
phy, film, and the publishing industry and radio—offer concentrated in-
troductions to Benjamin’s most important essays on these forms.

A word is certainly in order regarding the principle of inclusion that
informed this selection of Benjamin’s essays on modern media. In an
important sense, Benjamin’s work does not lend itself to anthologization,
segmentation, or conceptual ordering. In a marvelous 1925 essay on
Naples that he coauthored with Asja Lacis, Benjamin emphasized the po-
rosity of the city’s architecture as a figure for a more general porosity
in the conduct of life: “Building and action interpenetrate in the court-
yards, arcades, and stairways. In everything is preserved the potential
space of play [Spielraum) that would make it possible to become a site
[Sehauplatz] of new, unforeseen constellations. The definitive, the char-
acteristic are avoided. No situation appears just as it is, intended as
such forever; no form asserts its own ‘just so, and not otherwise.””*
The generic and conceptual “walls” between the various aspects of Ben-
jamin’s production are, if anything, even more porous than those of the
Naples courtyard. The meditations on perception included in this volume
threaten to bleed into a number of essays on the concept of experience
written in the early 1930s, essays such as “Experience and Poverty”;’ re-
flections on graphicness and display are imbricated in the great series of
essays on the theory of language; the theorization of a politics of media
suggests relays to many essays on politics and culture; and, as we have
suggested above, nearly everything Benjamin wrote after 1934 is gener-
ated by or related to the great torso of the Arcades Project. Had we pur-
sued each of these filiations and constellations, we would soon have had
a multivolume edition rather than a single volume intended for the gen-
eral reader and classroom use.

The most vexing questions surrounding any principle of selection
spring from the status of the Arcades Project. Debates on the textual
status of this body of material, which remained unfinished and unpub-
lished during Benjamin’s lifetime, continue to rage. To what extent is
the volume that was published as Das Passagen-Werk in Germany and
The Arcades Project in the United States a finished text? According to
some of Benjamin’s editors, this material is simply a compilation of re-
search notes, citations, and more or less polished reflections on those
notes and citations: a vast, endlessly fascinating quarry. According to
others, extensive sections of the volume are conceptually ordered, rhetor-
ically finished arguments on specific aspects of nineteenth-century Pari-
sian life and the modernity it epitomized. With a very few exceptions, we
have selected only finished essays for this volume, and have reluctantly



8 EDITORS' INTRODUGTION

refrained from including any of the fascinating series of fragments that
make up the Arcades Project. We urge the reader, though, to follow the
various complexes of ideas sketched here into the labyrinth of the ar-
cades, and to pursue Benjamin’s thoughts on film, photography, radio,
newspapers, the graphic arts, painting, and architecture in that less or-
dered but perhaps even more suggestive text.

Notes

1. See Walter Benjamin, “The Ruin,” Chapter 15 in this volume.

2. Max Weber, “Science as a Vocation,” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociol-
ogy, ed. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1946), p. 155.

3. Walter Benjamin, “The Life of Students,” in Selected Writings, Volume 1:
1913-1926 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996), p. 37.
Benjamin’s understanding of these scattered shards may be derived from
the Jewish mystical concept of “Tikkun,” or the shattering of the vessels.
On Benjamin’s relationship to Jewish messianism, see especially Anson
Rabinbach, “Between Enlightenment and Apocalypse: Benjamin, Bloch and
Modern German Jewish Messianism,” New German Critique, 34 (Win-
ter 1985); and Irving Wohlfarth, “On the Messianic Structure of Walter
Benjamin’s Last Reflections,” Glyph, 3 (1978). On the conception of Tikkun
itself, see Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York:
Schocken, 1954), pp. 245-248. Much of what Benjamin knew of Jewish
messianism was derived from conversations with his close friend Scholem,
who rediscovered the Kabbalah for modern scholarship.

4, Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Floward Eiland and Kevin
McLaughlin (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 31.
Benjamin quotes here, in the first fragment of The Arcades Project, from the
Guide illustré de Paris (1852) and uses the French term passage. The quota-
tion also appears on the first page of the 1935 exposé of the project, “Paris,
the Capital of the Nineteenth Century” (Arcades Project, p. 3).

5. Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte Briefe, vol. 5 {Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag,
1999), p. 171.

6. The Correspondence of Walter Benjamin, trans. Manfred R. Jacobson and
Evelyn M. Jacobson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), p. 509
{translation modified).

7. Walter Benjamin, “One-Way Street,” in Selected Writings, vol. 1, p. 456.

8. Walter Benjamin and Asja Lacis, “Naples,” in Selected Writings, vol. 1,
p- 416 (translation modified).

9. See Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, Volume 2: 1927-1934 (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), pp. 731-736.
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THE PRODUCTION, REPRODUCTION, AND

RECEPTION OF THE WORK OF ART

“Just as the entire mode of existence of human collectives changes over
long historical periods, so too does their mode of perception.” In this line
from section IV of the famous essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Its
Technological Reproducibility,” written in exile in Paris in the mid-1930s,
Benjamin defines programmatically the field in which his work on mod-
ern media moves.! Within that field—of historical change in the human
sensorium—DBenjamin concentrates on two questions: the capacity of the
artwork to encode information about its historical period (and, in so
doing, potentially to reveal to readers and viewers otherwise inapprehen-
sible aspects of the nature of their own era),? and the way in which mod-
ern media—as genres and as individual works—affect the changing hu-
man sensory apparatus. We can best approach these guestions through a
brief introduction to two writers, Alois Riegl and Liszl6 Moholy-Nagy,
whose work was in constant dialogue with Benjamin’s.

Alois Riegl was perhaps the most important theoretician of art his-
tory in Europe in the period around 1900; his work exerted a decisive in-
fluence on subsequent generations of art historians, notably Wilhelm
Worringer, Erwin Panofsky, the scholars associated with the Warburg In-
stitute, and the “second Viennese school” which Benjamin discusses in
his essay “The Rigorous Study of Art” (Chapter 5 in this volume). Al-
though Riegl’s rethinking of the bistoriography of art provided important
impetuses to Benjamin,? his theory of the production and reception of art
under changing historical conditions was equally important—and it is
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this aspect of Riegl’s work that has the most important implications for a
theory of media.

Riegl strove, over the course of his career, to develop a model of his-
torical causality that could help explain changes in style. At the heart of a
complex answer to this question is his theory of the Kunstiwollen—ithe
manner in which a specific culture seeks to give form, color, and line to its
art. With the concept of “artistic volition,” Riegl sought to show how art
tracked major shifts in the structure and attitudes of collectives: societies,
races, ethnic groups, and so on. Kunstwollen is the artistic projection of a
collective intention. “All human volition,” Riegl wrote in his most influ-
ential work, Late Roman Art Industry, “is directed toward the satisfac-
tory shaping of [man’s] relationship to the world. . . . The formative
Kunstwollen regulates the relation of man to things as they appeat to the
senses: the manner in which man wishes to see each thing shaped or col-
ored thereby comes to expression. . . . Man is, however, not solely a being
who takes in impressions through the senses—he is not only passive—but
also a desiring—that is, an active—being, who will interpret the world as
it reveals itself to his desire (which changes according to race, place, and
time).”® Works of art—or rather details within the work of art—are thus
the clearest source of a very particular kind of historical information.
They encode not just the character of the artistic production of the age,
but the character of parallel features of the society: its religion, philoso-
phy, ethical structure, and institutions. When, in an essay such as “The
Author as Producer,” Benjamin addresses the question of the political
uses of art, he does so not so much from a foundation in Marxist theory
as from his reading of Riegl. He can thus claim that the “political ten-
dency” of a work of art depends not so much on its political tendentious-
ness as upon its literary quality—that is, upon its form. Because only its
literary quality can reveal its position in “the relations of production of
its time.” In many of the essays included in this volume, we see Benjamin
developing historical and political interpretation on the basis of aesthetic
commentary. We witness how Benjamin teases out the structure and sig-
nificance of a historical era on the basis of the relationship established
between the stylistic detail and the Kunstwollen. It is just this capacity
to extrapolate from the individual, concrete detail to the culture at large
that is the mark of the researcher able “to trace the curve of the heart-
beat [of a historical era] as the line of its forms. The only such master
has been Riegl, . . . in whom the deep insight into the material will
[Wollez] of an era expresses itself conceptually as the analysis of its for-
mal canon.” Focused less on the direct political efficacy of a work, and
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not at all on its agitational potential, Benjamin’s interest in all works of
art remains rooted in what they can reveal to us about the relationship
between the historical era under study and our own historical position.

Just as works of art express collective positions (often in highly medi-
ated form), they also, for Benjamin, play an important role in shaping the
human sensory capacity. Underlying all of Benjamin’s thought is the con-
viction that the seemingly most obvious things—who we are, the charac-
ter of the physical environment in which we move, and the character of
the historical moment in which we live—are in fact denied to us. The
world in which we live in fact has, for us, the character of an optical me-
dia device: his most frequent description of our world is in terms of
“phantasmagoria.” Originally an eighteenth-century illusionistic optical
apparatus, involving shadows of moving figures projected past an audi-
ence and onto a wall or screen, phantasmagoria as redefined by Benjamin
becomes a figural image of the world of urban commodity capitalism: an
environment so suggestively “real” that we move through it as if it were
given and natural, when in fact it is a socioeconomic construct. For
Benjamin, the term “phantasmagoria® captures both the powerful and
the deeply illusory quality of this environment, a characteristic that has a
debilitating effect upon the human ability to come to rational decisions—
and in fact to perceive and understand its own world.

In 1922, in the essay “Production-Reproduction,” Moholy-Nagy had
proposed a necessary relationship between technology, media, and the
development of the human sensorium. He assigned the leading role in
this process to art produced by means of new technologies, which is “in-
strumental in this development . . . for art attempts to create new rela-
tionships between familiar and as yet unfamiliar data, optical, acoustic,
or whatever, and forces us to take it all in through our sensory equip-
ment.”$ This essay’s principle contribution to our understanding of the
role of new media lies in its distinction between what Moholy calls “re-
production” and “production.” Reproduction is the mimetic replication
of an extant external reality: this “reiteration of relationships that al-
ready exist” can have little effect on the development of new perceptual
capacities, since such practice merely reproduces relationships already
accessible to the senses, “Production,” however, names those types of art
practices that employ technology to actively create new relationships. For
Moholy, the automatism of the camera lens is a crucial prosthesis, an ex-
tension of the range and power of the human visual apparatus that alone
can reveal to human cognition new relationships between elements of the
perceptual world. Benjamin would later call these elements new “image-
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worlds.” What Moholy is interested in here is not so much the represen-
tation of things as they are, not the “true nature” of the modern world,
but instead a harnessing of new media’s potential for cognitive and per-
ceptual transformation. Moholy’s theories on photography as a techno-
logical prosthesis are inseparable from his anthropology; they remain
rooted in a call for a continuous recasting of the human cognitive appa-
ratus and the values and behaviors that are based upon it.

Many of the essays in this volume thus examine modern technological
apparatuses in terms of their effects—both real and potential—upon the
human sensory capacities. The earliest such analysis, in the section “To
the Planetarium” from One-Way Street, makes the planetarium a virtual
theatrum mundi: in the modern planetarium, with its “optical connection
to the universe,” ancient forms of communion with the cosmos {domi-
nated, in Benjamin’s view, by Rausch or the ecstatic trance) give way to
new forms of human relation to the universe. “In technology a physis is
being organized through which mankind’s contact with the cosmos takes
a new and different form.” From the planetarium, then—that consum-
mate figure of the technological organization of perception—two possi-
ble paths lead forward. One is the path of violence that leads, for the col-
lective, to “the nights of annihilation” of World War I. And the violence
wreaked by technology is not merely martial and collective; it inheres in
every individual encounter as well. Benjamin never lets the reader forget
the overwhelming, indeed annihilating effect of new apparatuses upon
the human body and its senses. As he puts it in “The Telephone” section
of Berlin Childhood around 1900, “1 tore off the two receivers . . . thrust
my head between them, and was inexorably delivered over to the voice
that now sounded. There was nothing to allay the violence that now
pierced me. Powerless, 1 suffered, seeing that it obliterated my conscious-
ness of time, my firm resolve, my sense of duty.””

Yet it is precisely from such violence that Benjamin imagines the emer-
gence of a new modern subject and a new modern collective. The second
path leads, then, to a new collective body, which Benjamin understands
as the proletariat that took shape in the revolts following the abdication
of the kaiser in November 1918. Indeed, it is only the paroxysm pro-
duced by the new, technologized “conditions of life” that can allow
“mankind to bring the new body under its control.” While in Moholy-
Nagy’s work the potential of political agency is implied but never named,
Benjamin’s understanding of the new forms of perception that arise in in-
teraction with modern technology never loses sight of Marx’s maxim that
our task is not to understand the world but to change it.
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Benjamin has in fact often been accused of a technological utopian-
ism: the broad conviction that certain properties of technological media
as such hold within them the potential for social change. It is clear
enough today that while the impact of a medium such as film has been
massive, it has not been entirely of the sort that Benjamin envisioned. Yet
that charge is too simple. First of all, Benjamin very clearly recognized
that the qualities he detected in the new media are necessary but in no
way sufficient conditions, always requiring an actualization through spe-
cific works (the focus of some of the other essays on cinema in this vol-
ume) and always threatened by appropriation through the interests of
big capital. Second, any generalized valorization of the forms of modern
media such as photography, film, the newspaper, and radio, to say noth-
ing of painting and writing, must be understood as a heuristic horizon
against which the social uses of art can be measured. The social poten-
tials of art certainly seemed one of the few positive aspects of a Europe
on the verge of war and threatened by a seemingly triumphant fascism.

This intensive reciprocity between technology and the human sen-
sory capacities provides the artwork essay with its conceptual spine.
New technologies provide “polytechnic training” in the “organizing and
regulating” of responses to the lived environment.t Benjamin’s emphasis
on “training” here is anything but an isolated instance. As detailed
in the introduction to Part [II of this volume, many of Benjamin’s texts
from the 1920s made reference to an approach to pedagogy called
Anschanungsunterricht, which might be rather awkwardly translated as
“instruction in perception and intuition.” In an August 1929 radio
broadcast entitled “Children’s Literature,” Benjamin emphasizes the con-
temporary relevance of Anschanungsunterricht as pedagogy rooted in the
use of concrete things and visual media with important consequences for
a new perceptual literacy. “Children’s Literature” announces:

The extraordinary relevance to the current situation that all experiments
in Anschauungsunterricht possess stems from the fact that a new, stan-
dardized, and wordless sign-system seems to be emerging in the most var-
ied fields of present-day life—in transportation, art, statistics. At precisely
this point, a pedagogical problem touches on a comprehensive cultural one
that can be summed up in the slogan: “Up with the sign and down with the
word!” Perhaps we shall soon see picture books that introduce children to
the new sign language of transport or even statistics.’

And the important essay “Little History of Photography” emphasizes the
role of photography as a “training manual” for modern life.
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Film, on this reading, trains its viewers through the use of a technolog-
ical apparatus (camera, editing, projection) to deal with the “vast appa-
ratus” in which we live, the apparatus of phantasmagoria. Some part of
this capacity is inherent in the particular manner in which forms of mod-
ern media engage with the world. Yet Benjamin’s central concern in the
artwork essay is less with the specific qualities of modern media than
with a particular “ability”™ commen to all art under modern conditions:
its reproducibility. The simple fact that any work of art from whatever
period is today susceptible to technological reproducibility has enormous
consequences not just for its mass reception but for its inmost qualities as
well. Perhaps the most famous pages of the essay concern Benjamin’s at-
tack on those very qualities that have defined the privileged status of the
individual work of art in the Western tradition: its uniqueness, authentic-
ity, and authority.

Benjamin’s idea is of course a scandal and a provocation: he offers a
frontal attack on the very notion of the iconic work of culture, the prod-
uct of a great genius that by its very nature shifts our understanding of
human nature and human history. Yet this attack is the precondition for
any liberation of art from the cultural tradition—and its rootedness in
cult and ritual. For Benjamin, the “present crisis and renewal of human-
ity”—and one must recall that this text was written under the very real
threat of fascisn—can come to be only on the ground produced by a
“shattering of tradition.”!?

The key move in Benjamin’s essay, the move that alone names this
shattering of tradition, is the distinction between auratic and nonauratic
art forms. The term “aura,” which first appears in the 1929 essay “Little
History of Photography,” is then fully developed in the artwork essay:
“What, then, is the aura? A strange tissue of space and time: the unique
apparition of a distance, however near it may be. To follow with the
eye—while resting on a summer afternoon—a mountain range on the
horizon or a branch that casts is shadow on the beholder is to breathe
the aura of those mountains, of that branch.”!! A work of art may be
said to have an aura if it claims a unique status based less on quality,
use value, or worth per se than on its figurative distance from the be-
holder. Figurative, since, as the definition intimates, this distance is not
primarily a space between painting and spectator or between text and
reader but the creation of a psychological inapproachability—an author-
ity—claimed for the work on the basis of its position within a tradition.
The distance that intrudes between work and viewer is most often, then,
a temporal distance; auratic texts are sanctioned by their inclusion in a
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time-tested canon. For Benjamin, integration into the Western tradition is
coterminous with an integration into cultic practices: “Originally, the
embeddedness of an artwork in the context of tradition found expression
in a cult. As we know, the carliest artworks originated in the service of
rituals. . . . In other words: the unique value of the ‘authentic’ work of art
always has its basis in ritual. ™12

This is in effect a description of the inevitable fetishization of the worlk
of art, less through the process of its creation than through the process
of its transmission. If the work of art remains a fetish, a distanced and
distancing object that exerts an irrational and incontrovertible power,
it attains a cultural position that lends it a sacrosanct inviolability. It also
remains in the hands of a privileged few. The auratic work exerts claims
to power that parallel and reinforce the larger claims to political power
of the class for whom such objects are most meaningful: the ruling class.
The theoretical defense of auratic art was and is central to the mainte-
nance of their power, It is not just that auratic art, with its ritually
certified representational strategies, poses no threat to the dominant class,
but that the sense of authenticity, authority, and permanence projected by
the auratic work of art represents an important cultural substantiation of
the claims to power of the dominant class.

Reproducibility is thus finally a political capacity of the work of art;
its very reproducibility shatters its aura and enables a reception of a very
different kind in a very different spectatorial space: it is precisely the
shattering of the aura that enables the construction, in the cinema, of a
political body through “simultaneous collective reception” of its object.

As we have noted in the general introduction to this volume, Benjamin
was convinced of a profound synchronicity between the period of the
emergence of urban industrial capitalism around the middle of the nine-
teenth century and the Europe of the 1930s so marked by convulsive
political upheavals, and thus of a synchronicity between the technologi-
cal and artistic forms that they produced. Benjamin expressly hoped
that readers of the artwork essay would become aware not just of the po-
litical and epistemological potentialities of new media forms, but also
of the way that these potentialities are derived from their particular his-
torical situation—that relationship that Benjamin was convinced ob-
tained between every present day and a period or periods that preceded
it. For Benjamin, the kind of knowledge of history that could produce so-
cial change became available only in the recognition of aspects of this
synchronicity. As the remarkable fragments contained in Convolute N of
The Arcades Project suggest, the images produced in particular historical
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moments are related to images of prior epochs through a “historical in-
dex.” “For the historical index of the images not only says that they be-
long to a particular time; it says, above all, that they attain to legibility
only at a particular time. . . . Every present day is determined by the im-
ages that are synchronic with it; each ‘now’ is the now of a particular
recognizability.”!3 The great study of the Parisian arcades and indeed the
entirety of the reflection on media that grew out of it are thus driven by a
historical interest that is anything other than antiquarian: it seeks to pro-
duce a “dangerous critical moment” that alone can reveal the conditions
obtaining all around us."

The essay “Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century” is a concise, if
highly elliptical catalog of the motifs and problems Benjamin hoped to
address in his study of the arcades. The essay (actually a full exposé of
the Arcades Project as Benjamin conceived it in 1935) offers a series of
remarkably suggestive insights not merely into a series of artistic, techno-
logical, and architectural forms—into the arcades themselves and into
the new possibilities of iron construction, into the panoramas and world
exhibitions, into lyric poetry and photography, and into the bourgeois in-
terior and the proletarian barricade—but also into the transformative
and generative relations that obtained among these forms themselves and
between them and the characteristic forms of Benjamin’s own era. Al-
though, in “Paris, the Capital of the Nineteenth Century,” these refations
are more often suggested than articulated, many fragments from The Ar-
cades Project draw explicit connections:

The fact chat film today articulates all problems of modern form-giving—
understood as questions of its own technical existence—and does so in the
most stringent, most concrete, most critical fashion, is important for the
following comparison of panoramas with this medium. “The vogue of
panoramas, among which the panorama of Boulogne was especially re-
markable, corresponds to the vogue for cinematographs today. The cov-
ered arcades, of the type of the Passage des Panoramas, were also begin-
ning their Parisian fortunes then.” Marcel Poéte, Une vie de cité Paris
(Paris, 1925), p. 326.5%

Benjamin’s verb here, quoted from Pogte, is crucial: the cinematograph
corresponds to the Parisian panorama—meaning that it does not develop
from it. Benjamin in fact described his project as the attempt to “root out
every trace of ‘development’ from the image of history.”!¢ The resolutely
historical nature of Benjamin’s project is driven thus not by any antiquar-
ian interest in the cultural forms of past epochs, but by the conviction
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that any meaningful apprehension of the present day is radically contin-
gent upon our ability to read the constellations that arise from elements
of a past that is synchronous with our own time and its representative
cultural forms.

10.
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The true is what he cang che false is what he wants.

—Mapame pDeE Duras!

The Work of Art in the Age of
Its Technological Reproducibility

SECOND VERSION

When Marx undertook his analysis of the capitalist mode of production,
that mode was in its infancy.2 Marx adopted an approach which gave his
investigations prognostic value. Going back to the basic conditions of
capitalist production, he presented them in a way which showed what
could be expected of capitalism in the future. What could be expected, it
emerged, was not only an increasingly harsh exploitation of the proletar-
iat but, ultimately, the creation of conditions which would make it possi-
ble for capitalism to abolish itself.

Since the transformation of the superstructure proceeds far more
slowly than that of the base, it has taken more than half a century for the
change in the conditions of production to be manifested in all areas of
culture. How this process has affected culture can only now be assessed,
and these assessments must meet certain prognostic requirements, They
do not, however, call for theses on the art of the proletariat after its sei-
zure of power, and still less far any on the art of the classless society. They
call for theses defining the tendencies of the development of art under the
present conditions of production. The dialectic of these conditions of
production is evident in the superstructure, no less than in the economy.
Theses defining the developmental tendencies of art can therefore con-
tribute to the political struggle in ways that it would be a mistake to un-

19
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derestimate. They neutralize a number of traditional concepts—such as
creativity and genius, eternal value and mystery—which, used in an un-
controlled way (and controlling them is difficult today), allow factual
material to be manipulated in the interests of fascism. In what follows,
the concepts which are introduced into the theory of art differ from those
now current in that they are completely useless for the purposes of fas-
cism. On the other hand, they are useful for the formulation of revolu-
tionary demands in the politics of art [Kunstpolitik].

In principle, the work of art has always been reproducible. Objects made
by humans could always be copied by humans. Replicas were made by
pupils in practicing for their craft, by masters in disseminating their
works, and, finally, by third parties in pursuit of profit. But the techno-
logical reproduction of artworks is something new. Having appeared in-
termittently in history, at widely spaced intervals, it is now being adopted
with ever-increasing intensity. Graphic art was first made technologically
reproducible by the woodcut, long before written language became re-
producible by movable type. The enormous changes brought about in
literature by movable type, the technological reproduction of writing,
are well known. But they are only a special case, though an important
one, of the phenomenon considered here from the perspective of world
history. In the course of the Middle Ages the woodcut was supplemented
by engraving and etching, and at the beginning of the nineteenth century
by lithography.

Lithography marked a fundamentally new stage in the technology of
reproduction. This much more direct process—distinguished by the fact
that the drawing is traced on a stone, rather than incised on a block of
wood or etched on a copper plate—first made it possible for graphic art
to market its products not only in large numbers, as previously, but in
daily changing variations. Lithography enabled graphic art to provide an
illustrated accompaniment to everyday life. It began to keep pace with
movable-type printing. But only a few decades after the invention of li-
thography, graphic art was surpassed by photography. For the first time,
photography freed the hand from the most important artistic tasks in the
process of pictorial reproduction—tasks that now devolved upon the eye
alone. And since the eye perceives more swiftly than the hand can draw,
the process of pictorial reproduction was enormously accelerated, so that
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it could now keep pace with speech. Just as the illustrated newspaper vir-
tually lay hidden within lichography, so the sound film was latent in pho-
tography. The technological reproduction of sound was tackled at the
end of the last century. Around 1900, technological reproduction not
only had reached a standard that permitted it to reproduce all known
works of art, profoundly modifying their effect, but it also had captrured
a place of its own among the artistic processes. In gauging this standard,
we would do well to study the impact which its two different manifesta-
tions—the reproduction of artworks and the art of film—are having on
art in its traditional form.

In even the most petfect reproduction, one thing is lacking: the here and
now of the work of art—its unique existence in a particular place. It is
this unique existence—and nothing else—that bears the mark of the his-
tory to which the work has been subject, This history includes changes to
the physical structure of the work over time, together with any changes
in ownership. Traces of the former can be detected only by chemical or
physical analyses {which cannot be performed on a reproduction), while
changes of ownership are part of a tradition which can be traced only
from the standpoint of the original in its present location.

The here and now of the original underlies the concept of its authen-
ticity, and on the latter in turn is founded the idea of a tradition which
has passed the object down as the same, identical thing to the pres-
ent day. The whole sphere of authenticity eludes technological—and of
course not only technological—reproduction. But whereas the authentic
work retains its full authority in the face of a reproduction made by
hand, which it generally brands a forgery, this is not the case with rechno-
logical reproduction. The reason is twofold. First, technological repro-
duction is more independent of the original than is manual reproduction.
For example, in photography it can bring out aspects of the original that
are accessible only to the lens (which is adjustable and can easily change
viewpoint) but not to the human eye; or it can use certain processes, such
as enlargement or slow motion, to record images which escape natural
optics altogether. This is the first reason. Second, technological reproduc-
tion can place the copy of the original in situations which the original it-
self cannot attain. Above all, it enables the original to meet the recipient
halfway, whether in the form of a photograph or in that of a gramophone
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record. The cathedral leaves its site to be received in the studio of an art
lover; the choral work performed in an auditorium or in the open air is
enjoyed in a private room.

These changed circumstances may leave the artwork’s other properties
untouched, but they certainly devalue the here and now of the artwork.
And although this can apply not only to art but (say) to a landscape
moving past the spectator in a film, in the work of art this process
touches on a highly sensitive core, more vulnerable than that of any natu-
ral object. That core is its authenticity. The authenticity of a thing is the
quintessence of all that is transmissible in it from its origin on, rang-
ing from its physical duration to the historical testimony relating to it.
Since the historical testimony is founded on the physical duration, the
former, too, is jeopardized by reproduction, in which the physical dura-
tion plays no part. And what is really jeopardized when the historical tes-
timony is affected is the authority of the object, the weight it derives from
tradition.

One might focus these aspects of the artwork in the concept of the
aura, and go on to say: what withers in the age of the technological
reproducibility of the work of art is the latter’s aura. This process is
symptomatic; its significance extends far beyond the realm of art. It
might be stated as a general formula that the technology of reproduction
detaches the reproduced object from the sphere of tradition. By replicat-
ing the work many times over, it substitutes a mass existence for a unique
existence. And in permitting the reproduction to reach the recipient in his
or her own situation, it actualizes that which is reproduced. These two
processes lead to a massive upheaval in the domain of objects handed
down from the past—a shattering of tradition which is the reverse side of
the present crisis and renewal of humanity. Both processes are intimately
related to the mass movements of our day. Their most powerful agent is
film. The social significance of film, even—and especially-—in its most
positive form, is inconceivable without its destructive, cathartic side: the
liquidation of the value of tradition in the cultural heritage. This phe-
nomenon is most apparent in the great historical films. It is assimilating
ever more advanced positions in its spread. When Abel Gance fervently
proclaimed in 1927, “Shakespeare, Rembrandt, Beethoven will make
films. . .. All legends, all mythologies, and all myths, all the founders of
religions, indeed, all religions, . . . await their celluloid resurrection, and
the heroes are pressing at the gates,” he was inviting the reader, no doubt
unawares, to witness a comprehensive liquidation.?
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Just as the entire mode of existence of human collectives changes over
long historical periods, so too does their mode of perception. The way in
which human perception is organized—the medium in which it occurs—
is conditioned not only by nature but by history. The era of the migra-
tion of peoples, an era which saw the rise of the late-Roman art industry
and the Vienna Genesis, developed not only an art different from that of
antiquity but also a different perception. The scholars of the Viennese
school Riegl and Wickhoff, resisting the weight of the classical tradition
beneath which this art had been buried, were the first to think of using
such art to draw conclusions about the organization of perception at the
time the art was produced.* However far-reaching their insight, it was
limited by the fact that these scholars were content to highlight the for-
mal signature which characterized perception in late-Roman times. They
did not attempt to show the social upheavals manifested in these changes
in perception—and perhaps could not have hoped to do so at that time.
Today, the conditions for an analogous insight are more favorable. And if
changes in the medium of present-day perception can be understood as a
decay of the aura, it is possible to demonstrate the social determinants of
that decay.

What, then, is the aura? A strange tissue of space and time: the unique
apparition of a distance, however near it may be.’ To follow with the
eye—while resting on a summer afternoon—a mountain range on the ho-
rizon or a branch that casts its shadow on the beholder is to breathe the
aura of those mountains, of that branch. In the light of this description,
we can readily grasp the social basis of the aura’s present decay. It rests
on two circumstances, both linked to the increasing emergence of the
masses and the growing intensity of their movements. Namely: the desire
of the present-day masses to “get closer” to things, and their equally pas-
sionate concern for overcoming each thing’s uniqueness |Uberwindung
des Einmaligen jeder Gegebenbeit) by assimilating it as a reproduction.
Every day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at close range
in an image [Bild], or, better, in a facsimile [Abbild], a reproduction. And
the reproduction |Reproduktion], as offered by illustrated magazines and
newsreels, differs unmistakably from the image. Uniqueness and perma-
nence are as closely entwined in the latter as are transitoriness and re-
peatability in the former. The stripping of the veil from the object, the de-
steuction of the aura, is the signature of a perception whose “sense for all
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that is the same in the world”® has so increased that, by means of repro-
duction, it extracts sameness even from what is unique. Thus is mani-
fested in the field of perception what in the theoretical sphere is notice-
able in the increasing significance of statistics. The alignment of reality
with the masses and of the masses with reality is a process of immeasur-
able importance for both thinking and perception.

\%

The uniqueness of the worlk of art is identical to its embeddedness in
the context of tradition. Of course, this tradition itself is thoroughly alive
and extremely changeable. An ancient statue of Venus, for instance, ex-
isted in a traditional context for the Greeks (who made it an object
of worship) that was different from the context in which it existed for
medieval clerics (who viewed it as a sinister idol). But what was equally
evident to both was its uniqueness—thar is, its aura. Originally, the
embeddedness of an artwork in the context of tradition found expression
in a cult. As we know, the earliest artworks originated in the service of
rituals—first magical, then religions. And it is highly significant that the
artwork’s auratic mode of existence is never entirely severed from its rit-
ual function. In other words: the unique value of the “authentic” work of
art always bas its basis in ritual. This ritualistic basis, however mediated
it may be, is still recognizable as secularized ritual in even the most pro-
fane forms of the cult of beauty. The secular worship of beauty, which de-
veloped during the Renaissance and prevailed for three centuries, clearly
displayed that ritualistic basis in its subsequent decline and in the first se-
vere crisis which befell it. For when, with the advent of the first truly rev-
olutionary means of reproduction {namely photography, which emerged
at the same time as socialism), art felt the approach of that crisis which a
century later has become unmistakable, it reacted with the doctrine of
Part pour Part—that is, with a theology of art.” This in turn gave rise to a
negative theology, in the form of an idea of “pure” art, which rejects not
only any social function but any definition in terms of a representational
content, (In poetry, Mallarmé was the first to adopt this standpoint.)®
No investigation of the work of art in the age of its technological
reproducibility can overlook these connections. They lead to a crucial in-
sight: for the first time in world history, technological reproducibility
emancipates the work of art from its parasitic subservience to ritual. To
an ever-increasing degree, the work reproduced becomes the reproduc-
tion of a work designed for reproducibility.? From a photographic plate,
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for example, one can make any number of prints; to ask for the “authen-
tic” print makes no sense. But as soon as the criterion of authenticity
ceases to be applied to artistic production, the whole social function of
art is revolutionized. Instead of being founded on ritual, it is based on a
different practice: politics.

Vi

Art history might be seen as the working out of a tension between two
polarities within the artwork itself, its course being determined by shifts
in the balance between the two. These two poles are the artwork’s cult
value and its exhibition value.!” Artistic production begins with figures in
the service of magic. What is important for these figures is that they arc
present, not that they are seen. The elk depicted by Stone Age man on the
walls of his cave is an instrument of magic, and is exhibited to others
only coincidentally; what matters is that the spirits see it. Cult value as
such even tends to keep the artwork out of sight: certain statues of gods
are accessible only to the priest in the cella; certain images of the Ma-
donna remain covered nearly all year round; certain sculptures on medi-
eval cathedrals are not visible to the viewer at ground level. With the
emancipation of specific artistic practices from the service of ritual, the
opportunities for exhibiting their products increase. It is easier to exhibit
a portrait bust that can be sent here and there than to exhibit the statue
of a divinity that has a fixed place in the interior of a temple. A panel
painting can be exhibited more easily than the mosaic or fresco which
preceded it. And although a mass may have been no less suited to public
presentation than a symphony, the symphony came into being at a time
when the possibility of such presentation promised to be greater.

The scope for exhibiting the work of art has increased so enormously
with the various methods of technologically reproducing it that, as hap-
pened in prehistoric times, a quantitative shift between the two poles of
the artwork has led to a qualitative transformation in its nature. Just as
the work of art in prehistoric times, through the exclusive emphasis
placed on its cult value, became first and foremost an instrument of
magic which only later came to be recognized as a work of art, so today,
through the exclusive emphasis placed on its exhibition value, the work
of art becomes a construct |Gebilde] with quite new functions. Among
these, the one we are conscious of—the artistic function—may subse-
quently be seen as incidental. This much is certain: today, film is the most
serviceable vehicle of this new understanding. Certain, as well, is the fact
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that the historical moment of this change in the function of art—a change
which is most fully evident in the case of film—allows a direct compari-
son with the primeval era of art not only from a methodological but also
from a material point of view.

Prehistoric art made use of certain fixed notations in the service of
magical practice. In some cases, these notations probably comprised the
actual performing of magical acts (the carving of an ancestral figure is it-
self such an act); in others, they gave instructions for such procedures
(the ancestral figure demonstrates a ritual posture); and in still others,
they provided objects for magical contemplation (contemplation of an
ancestral figure strengthens the occult powers of the beholder). The sub-
jects for these notations were humans and their environment, which were
depicted according to the requirements of a society whose technology ex-
isted only in fusion with ritual. Compared to that of the machine age, of
course, this technology was undeveloped. But from a dialectical stand-
point, the disparity is unimportant. What matters is the way the orienta-
tion and aims of that technology differ from those of ours. Whereas the
former made the maximum possible use of human beings, the latter re-
duces their use to the minimum. The achievements of the first technology
might be said to culminate in human sacrifice; those of the second, in the
remote-controlled aircraft which needs no human crew. The results of the
first technology are valid once and for all (it deals with irreparable lapse
or sacrificial death, which holds good for eternity). The results of the sec-
ond are wholly provisional (it operates by means of experiments and
endlessly varied test procedures). The origin of the second technology lies
at the point where, by an unconscious ruse, human beings first began to
distance themselves from nature. It lies, in other words, in play.

Seriousness and play, rigor and license, are mingled in every work of
art, though in very different proportions. This implies that art is linked to
both the second and the first technologies. It should be noted, however,
that to describe the goal of the second technology as “mastery over na-
ture” is highly questionable, since this implies viewing the second tech-
nology from the standpoint of the first. The first technology really sought
to master nature, whereas the second aims rather at an interplay between
nature and humanity. The primary social function of art today is to re-
hearse that interplay. This applies especially to film. The function of film
is to train human beings in the apperceptions and reactions needed to
deal with a vast apparatus whose role in their lives is expanding almost
daily. Dealing with this apparatus also teaches them that technology will
release them from their enslavement to the powers of the apparatus only
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when humanity’s whole constitution has adapted itself to the new pro-
ductive forces which the second technology has set free.!!

Vil

In photography, exhibition value begins to drive back cult value on all
fronts. But cult value does not give way without resistance. It falls back
to a last entrenchment: the human countenance. It is no accident that the
portrait is central to early photography. In the cult of remembrance of
dead or absent loved ones, the cult value of the image finds its last refuge.
In the fleeting expression of a human face, the aura beckons from early
photographs for the last time. This is what gives them their melancholy
and incomparable beauty. But as the human being withdraws from the
photographic image, exhibition value for the first time shows its superi-
otity to cult value. To have given this development its local habitation
constitutes the unique significance of Atget, who, around 1900, took
photographs of deserted Paris streers.!2 It has justly been said that he
photographed them like scenes of crimes. A crime scene, too, is deserted;
it is photographed for the purpose of establishing evidence. With Atget,
photographic records begin to be evidence in the historical trial [Prozess].
This constitutes their hidden political significance. They demand a spe-
cific kind of reception. Free-floating contemplation is no longer appropri-
ate to them. They unsettle the viewer; he feels challenged to find a partic-
ular way to approach them. At the same time, illustrated magazines begin
to put up signposts for him—whether these are right or wrong is irrele-
vant. For the first time, captions become obligatory. And it is clear that
they have a character altogether different from the titles of paintings. The
directives given by captions to those looking at images in illustrated mag-
azines soon become even more precise and commanding in films, where
the way each single image is understood seems prescribed by the se-
quence of all the preceding images.

Vil

The Greeks had only two ways of technologically reproducing works of
art: casting and stamping. Bronzes, terra cottas, and coins were the only
artworks they could produce in large numbers. All others were unique
and could not be technologically reproduced. That is why they had to be
made for all eternity. The state of their technology compelled the Greeks
to produce eternal values in their art. To this they owe their preeminent
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position in art history—the standard for subsequent generations. Un-
doubtedly, our position lies at the opposite pole from that of the Greeks.
Never before have artworks been technologically reproducible to such a
degree and in such quantities as today. Film is the first art form whose ar-
tistic character is entirely determined by its reproducibility. It would be
idle to compare this form in detail with Greek art. But on one precise
point such a comparison would be revealing. For film has given crucial
importance to a quality of the artwork which would have been the last
to find approval among the Greeks, or which they would have dismissed
as marginal. This quality is its capacity for improvement. The finished
film is the exact antithesis of a work created at a single stroke. Tt is assem-
bled from a very large number of images and image sequences that offer
an array of choices to the editor; these images, moreover, can be im-
proved in any desired way in the process leading from the initial take to
the final cut. To produce A Woman of Paris, which is 3,000 meters long,
Chaplin shot 125,000 meters of film.!3 The film is therefore the artwork
most capable of improvement. And this capability is linked to its radical
renunciation of eternal value. This is corroborated by the fact that for the
Greeks, whose art depended on the production of eternal values, the pin-
nacle of all the arts was the form least capable of improvement—namely
sculpture, whose products are literally all of a piece. In the age of the as-
sembled [montierbar| artwork, the decline of sculpture is inevitable.

IX

The nineteenth-century dispute over the relative artistic merits of paint-
ing and photography seems misguided and confused today.'* But this
does not diminish its importance, and may even underscore it. The dis-
pute was in fact an expression of a world-historical upheaval whose true
nature was concealed from both parties. Insofar as the age of technologi-
cal reproducibility separated art from its basis in culg, all semblance of
art’s autonomy disappeared forever. But the resulting change in the func-
tion of art lay beyond the horizon of the nineteenth century. And even the
twentieth, which saw the development of film, was slow to perceive it.
Though commentators had earlier expended much fruitless ingenu-
ity on the question of whether photography was an art—uwithout asking
the more fundamental question of whether the invention of photography
had not transformed the entire character of art—film theorists quickly
adopted the same ill-considered standpoint. But the difficulties which
photography caused for traditional aesthetics were child’s play compared
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to those presented by film. Hence the obtuse and hyperbolic character of
early film theory. Abel Gance, for instance, compares film to hieroglyphs:
“By a remarkable regression, we are transported back to the expressive
level of the Egyptians. . . . Pictorial language has not matured, because
our eyes are not yet adapted to it. There is not yet enough respect, not
enough enlt, for what it expresses.”!’ Or, in the words of Séverin-Mars:
“What other art has been granted a dream . . . at once more poetic and
more real? Seen in this light, film might represent an incomparable means
of expression, and only the noblest minds should move within its atmo-
sphere, in the most perfect and mysterious moments of their lives.”!% It
is instructive to see how the desire to annex film to “art” impels these
theoreticians to attribute elements of cult to film~—with a striking lack of
discretion. Yet when these speculations were published, works like A
Woman of Paris and The Gold Rush had already appeared. This did not
deter Abel Gance from making the comparison with hieroglyphs, while
Séverin-Mars speaks of film as one might speak of paintings by Fra
Angelico.'” It is revealing that even today especially reactionary authors
look in the same direction for the significance of film—finding, if not ac-
tually a sacred significance, then at least a supernatural one. In connec-
tion with Max Reinhardt’s film version of A Midsurnumer Night's Dream,
Werfel comments that it was undoubtedly the sterile copying of the exter-
nal world—with its streets, interiors, railway stations, restaurants, auto-
mobiles, and beaches—that had prevented film up to now from ascend-
ing to the realm of art. “Film has not yet realized its true purpose, its real
possibilities. . . . These consist in its unique ability to use natural means
to give incomparably convincing expression to the fairylike, the marvel-
ous, the supernatural,”!8

X

To photograph a painting is one kind of reproduction, but to photograph
an action performed in a film studio is another. In the first case, what is
reproduced is a work of art, while the act of proclucing it is not. The cam-
eraman’s performance with the lens no more creates an artwork than a
conductor’s with the baton; at most, it creates an artistic performance.
This is unlike the process in a film studio. Here, what is reproduced is not
an artwork, and the act of reproducing it is no more such a work than in
the first case. The work of art is produced only by means of montage.
And each individual component of this montage is a reproduction of a
process which neither is an artwork in itself nor gives rise to one through
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photography. What, then, are these processes reproduced in film, since
they are certainly not works of art?

To answer this, we must start from the peculiar nature of the artistic
performance of the film actor. He is distinguished from the stage actor in
that his performance in its original form, from which the reproduction is
made, is not carried out in front of a randomly composed audience but
before a group of specialists—executive producer, director, cinematogra-
pher, sound recordist, lighting designer, and so on—who are in a position
to intervene in his performance at any time. This aspect of filmmaking is
highly significant in social terms. For the intervention in a performance
by a body of experts is also characteristic of sporting performances and,
in a wider sense, of all test performances. The entire process of film pro-
duction is determined, in fact, by such intervention. As we know, many
shots are filmed in a number of rakes. A single cry for help, for example,
can be recorded in several different versions. The editor then makes a se-
lection from these; in a sense, he establishes one of them as the record. An
action performed in the film studio therefore differs from the correspond-
ing real action the way the competitive throwing of a discus in a sports
arena would differ from the throwing of the same discus from the same
spot in the same direction in order to kill someone. The first is a test per-
formance, while the second is not.

The test performance of the film actor is, however, entirely unique in
kind. In what does this performance consist? It consists in crossing a
certain barrier which confines the social value of test performances
within narrow limits. I am referring now not to a performance in the
world of sports, but to a performance produced in a mechanized test. In a
sensc, the athlete is confronted only by natural tests. He measures himself
against tasks set by nature, not by equipment—apart from exceptional
cases like Nurmi, who was said to run against the clock.” Meanwhile
the work process, especially since it has been standardized by the assem-
bly line, daily generates countless mechanized tests. These tests are
performed unawares, and those who fail are excluded from the work
process. But they are also conducted openly, in agencies for testing pro-
fessional aptitude. In both cases, the test subject faces the barrier men-
tioned above.

These tests, unlike those in the world of sports, are incapable of being
publicly exhibited to the degree one would desire. And this is precisely
where film comes into play. Film makes test performances capable of be-
ing exhibited, by turning that ability itself into a test. The film actor per-
forms not in front of an audience but in front of an apparatus. The film
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director occupies exactly the same position as the examiner in an apti-
tude test. To perform in the glare of arc lamps while simultaneously
mecting the demands of the microphone is a test performance of the high-
est order. To accomplish it is to preserve one’s humanity in the face of the
apparatus. Interest in this performance is widespread. For the majority of
city dwellers, throughout the workday in offices and factories, have to re-
linquish their humanity in the face of an apparatus. In the evening these
same masses fill the cinemas, to witness the film actor taking revenge on
their behalf not only by asserting bis humanity (or what appears to them
as such) against the apparatus, but by placing that apparatus in the ser-
vice of his triumph.

X

In the case of film, the fact that the actor represents someone else before
the audience matters much less than the fact that he represents himself
before the apparatus. One of the first to sense this transformation of the
actor by the test performance was Pirandello.?0 That his remarks on the
subject in his novel Sigira [Shoot!] are confined to the negative aspects of
this change, and to silent film only, does little to diminish their rele-
vance. For in this respect, the sound film changed nothing essential. What
matters is that the actor is performing for a piece of equipment—or, in
the case of sound film, for two picces of equipment. “The film actor,”
Pirandello writes, “feels as if exiled. Exiled not only from the stage but
from his own person. With a vague unease, he senses an inexplicable
void, stemming from the fact that his body has lost its substance, that he
has been volatilized, stripped of his reality, his life, his voice, the noises he
makes when moving about, and has been turned into a2 mute image that
flickers for a moment on the screen, then vanishes into silence. . . . The
little apparatus will play with his shadow before the audience, and he
himself must be content to play before the apparatus.”?! The situation
can also be characterized as follows: for the first time—and this is the ef-
fect of film—the human being is placed in a position where he must oper-
ate with his whole living person, while forgoing its aura, For the aura is
bound to his presence in the here and now. There is no facsimile of the
aura. The aura surrounding Macbeth on the stage cannot be divorced
from the aura which, for the living spectators, surrounds the actor who
plays him. What distinguishes the shot in the film studio, however, is that
the camera is substituted for the audience. As a result, the aura surround-
ing the actor is dispelled—and, with it, the aura of the figure he portrays.
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It is not surprising that it should be a dramatist such as Pirandello
who, in reflecting on the special character of film acting, inadvertently
touches on the crisis now affecting the theater. Indeed, nothing contrasts
more starkly with a work of art completely subject to (or, like film,
founded in) technological reproduction than a stage play. Any thorough
consideration will confirm this. Expert observers have long recognized
that, in film, “the best effects are almost always achieved by ‘acting’ as
little as possible. . . . The development,™ according to Rudolf Arnheim,
writing in 1932, has been toward “using the actor as one of the ‘props,’
chosen for his typicalness and . . . introduced in the proper context,”?
Closely bound up with this development is something else. The stage ac-
tor identifies himself with a role. The film actor very often is denied this
opportunity. His performance is by no means a unified whole, but is as-
sembled from many individual performances. Apart from incidental con-
cerns about studio rental, availability of other actors, scenery, and so on,
there are elementary necessities of the machinery that split the actor’s
performance into a series of episodes capable of being assembled. In par-
ticular, lighting and its installation require the representation of an ac-
tion—which on the screen appears as a swift, unified sequence—to be
filmed in a series of separate takes, which may be spread over hours in
the studio. Not to mention the more obvious effects of montage. A leap
from a window, for example, can be shot in the studio as a leap from a
scaffold, while the ensuing fall may be filmed weeks later at an outdoor
location. And far more paradoxical cases can easily be imagined. Let us
assume that an actor is supposed to be startled by a knock at the door.
If his reaction is not satisfactory, the director can resort to an expedient:
he could have a shot fired without warning behind the actor’s back on
some other occasion when he happens to be in the studio. The actor’s
frightened reaction at that moment could be recorded and then edited
into the film. Nothing shows more graphically that art has escaped the
realm of “beautiful semblance,” which for so long was regarded as the
only sphere in which it could thrive.?

Xl

The representation of human beings by means of an apparatus has made
possible a highly productive use of the buman being’s self-alienation. The
nature of this use can be grasped through the fact that the film acror’s es-
trangement in the face of the apparatus, as Pirandello describes this expe-
rience, is basically of the same kind as the estrangement felt before one’s
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appearance |Erscheinung] in a mirror—a favorite theme of the Roman-
tics. But now the mirror image |Bild| has become detachable from the
person mirrored, and is transportable. And where is it transported? To a
site in front of the masses.?* Naturally, the screen actor never for a mo-
ment ceases to be aware of this. While he stands before the apparatus, he
knows that in the end he is confronting the masses. It is they who will
control him. Those who are not visible, not present while he executes his
performance, are precisely the ones who will control it. This invisibility
heightens the authority of their control. It should not be forgotten, of
course, that there can be no political advantage derived from this con-
trol until film has liberated itself from the fetters of capitalist exploita-
tion. Film capital uses the revolutionary opportunities implied by this
control for counterrevolutionary purposes. Not only does the cult of the
movie star which it fosters preserve that magic of the personality which
has long been no more than the putrid magic of its own commaodity char-
acter, bur its counterpart, the cult of the audience, reinforces the corrup-
tion by which fascism is seeking to supplant the class consciousness of
the masses.?s

Xl

It is inherent in the technology of film, as of sports, that everyone who
witnesses these performances does so as a quasi-expert. Anyone who has
listened to a group of newspaper boys leaning on their bicycles and dis-
cussing the outcome of a bicycle race will have an inkling of this. In
the case of filin, the newsreel demonstrates unequivocally that any indi-
vidual can be in a position to be filmed. But that possibility is not enough.
Any person today can lay claim to being filmed. This claim can best be
clarified by considering the historical situation of literature today.

For centuries it was in the nature of literature that a small number of
writers confronted many thousands of readers. This began to change to-
ward the end of the past century. With the growth and extension of the
press, which constantly made new political, religious, scientific, profes-
sional, and local journals available to readers, an increasing number of
readers—in isolated cases, at first—turned into writers, It began with the
space set aside for “letters to the editor” in the daily press, and has now
reached a point where there is hardly a European engaged in the work
process who could not, in principle, find an opportunity to publish some-
where or other an account of a work experience, a complaint, a report,
or something of the kind. Thus, the distinction between author and pub-
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lic is about to lose its axiomatic character. The difference becomes func-
tional; it may vary from case to case. At any moment, the reader is ready
to become a writer. As an expert~—which he has had to become in any
case in a highly specialized work process, even if only in some minor
capacity—the reader gains access to authorship. Work itself is given a
voice. And the ability to describe a job in words now forms part of the
expertise needed to carry it out. Literary competence is no longer
founded on specialized higher education but on polytechnic training, and
thus is common property.

All this can readily be applied to film, where shifts that in litera-
ture took place over centuries have occurred in a decade, In cinematic
practice—above all, in Russia—this shift has already been partly real-
ized. Some of the actors taking part in Russian films are not actors in our
sense but people who portray themselves—and primarily in their own
work process. In western Europe today, the capitalist exploitation of
film obstructs the human being’s legitimate claim to being reproduced.
The claim 1s also obstructed, incidentally, by unemployment, which ex-
cludes large masses from production—the process in which their pri-
mary entitlement to be reproduced would lie. Under these circumstances,
the film industry has an overriding interest in stimulating the involve-
ment of the masses through illusionary displays and ambiguous specula-
tions. To this end it has set in motion an immense publicity machine, in
the service of which it has placed the careers and love lives of the stars;
it has organized polls; it has held beauty contests. All this in order to dis-
tort and corrupt the original and justified interest of the masses in film—
an interest in understanding themselves and therefore their class. Thus,
the same is true of film capital in particular as of fascism in general:
a compelling urge toward new social opportunities is being clandestinely
exploited in the interests of a property-owning minority. For this rea-
son alone, the expropriation of film capital is an urgent demand for the
proletariat.

XV

The shooting of a film, especially a sound film, offers a hitherto unimag-
inable spectacle. It presents a process in which it is impossible to assign
to the spectator a single viewpoint which would exclude from his or
her field of vision the equipment not directly involved in the action be-
ing filmed-—the camera, the lighting units, the technical crew, and so
forth (unless the alignment of the spectator’s pupil coincided with that of
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the camera). This circumstance, more than any other, makes any resem-
blance between a scene in a film studio and one onstage superficial and ir-
relevant. In principle, the theater includes a position from which the ac-
tion on the stage cannot easily be detected as an illusion. There is no such
position where a film is being shot. The illusory nature of film is of the
second degree; it is the result of editing. That is to say: In the film studio
the apparatus has penetrated so deeply into reality that a pure view of
that reality, free of the foreign body of equipment, is the result of a spe-
ctal procedure—namely, the shooting by the specially adjusted photo-
graphic device and the assembly of that shot with others of the same
kind. The equipment-free aspect of reality has here become the height of
artifice, and the vision of immediate reality the Blue Flower in the land of
technology.?

This state of affairs, which contrasts so sharply with that which ob-
tains in the theater, can be compared even more instructively to the situa-
tion in painting. Here we have to pose the question: How does the cam-
era operator compare with the painter? In answer to this, it will be
helpful to consider the concept of the operator as it is familiar to us from
surgery. The surgeon represents the polar opposite of the magician. The
attitude of the magician, who heals a sick person by a laying-on of hands,
differs from that of the surgeon, who makes an intervention in the pa-
tient. The magician maintains the natural distance between himself and
the person treated; more precisely, he reduces it slightly by laying on his
hands, but increases it greatly by his authority. The surgeon does exactly
the reverse: he greatly diminishes the distance from the patient by pene-
trating the patient’s body, and increases it only slightly by the caution
with which his hand moves among the organs. In short: unlike the magi-
cian (traces of whom are still found in the medical practitioner), the sur-
geon abstains at the decisive moment from confronting his patient person
to person; instead, he penetrates the patient by operating.—Magician is
to surgeon as painter is to cinematographer. The painter maintains in his

work a natural distance from reality, whereas the cinematographer pene-
trates deeply into its tissue, The images obtained by each differ enor-
mously. The painter’s is a total image, whereas that of the cinematogra-
pher is piecemeal, its manifold parts being assembled according to a new
taw. Hence, the presentation of reality in film is incomparably the more
significant for people of today, since it provides the equipment-free aspect
of reality they are entitled to demand from a work of art, and does so
precisely on the basis of the most intensive interpenetration of reality
with equipment.
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XV

The technological reproducibility of the artwork changes the relation of
the masses to art. The extremely backward attitude toward a Picasso
painting changes into a highly progressive reaction to a Chaplin film. The
progtessive attitude is characterized by an immediate, intimate fusion of
pleasure—pleasure in seeing and experiencing—with an attitude of ex-
pert appraisal. Such a fusion is an important social index, As is clearly
seen in the case of painting, the more reduced the social impact of an art
form, the more widely criticism and enjoyment of it diverge in the public.
The conventional is uncritically enjoyed, while the truly new is criticized
with aversion. Not so in the cinema. The decisive reason for this is that
nowhere more than in the cinema are the reactions of individuals, which
together make up the massive reaction of the audience, determined by the
imrminent concentration of reactions into a mass. No sooner are these re-
actions manifest than they regulate one another. Again, the comparison
with painting is fruitful. A painting has always exerted a claim to be
viewed primarily by a single person or by a few. The simultancous view-
ing of paintings by a large audience, as happens in the ni