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Preface

When Marx undertook his critique of the capitalistic mode of production,
this mode was in its infancy. Marx directed his efforts in such a way as to give
them prognostic value. He went back to the basic conditions underlying cap-
italistic production and through his presentation showed what could be
expected of capitalism in the future. The result was that one could expect it
not only to exploit the proletariat with increasing intensity, but ultimately to
create conditions which would make it possible to abolish capitalism itself.

The transformation of the superstructure, which takes place far more
slowly than that of the substructure, has taken more than half a century to
manifest in all areas of culture the change in the conditions of production.
Only today can it be indicated what form this has taken. Certain prognostic
requirements should be met by these statements. However, theses about the
art of the proletariat after its assumption of power or about the art of a class-
less society would have less bearing on these demands than theses about the
developmental tendencies of art under present conditions of production.
Their dialectic is no less noticeable in the superstructure than in the
economy. It would therefore be wrong to underestimate the value of such
theses as a weapon. They brush aside a number of outmoded concepts, such
as creativity and genius,~ eternal value and mystery-concepts whose uncon-
trolled (and at present almost uncontrollable) application would lead to a pro-
cessing of data in the Fascist sense. The concepts which are introduced into
the theory of art in what follows differ from the more familiar terms in that
they are completely useless for the purposes of Fascism. They are, on the
other hand, useful for the formulation of revolutionary demands in the poli-
tics of art [Plate 53].

In principle a work of art has always been reproducible. Man-made artifacts
could always be imitated by men. Replicas were made by pupils in practice
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of their craft, by masters for diffusing their works, and, finally, by third parties
in the pursuit of gain. Mechanical reproduction of a work of art, however,
represents something new. Historically, it advanced intermittently and in
leaps at long intervals, but with accelerated intensity. The Greeks knew only
two procedures of technically reproducing works of art: founding and stamp-
ing. Bronzes, terracottas, 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 repro-
ducible for the first time, long before script became reproducible by print.
[...] 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 its etching
on a copperplate and permitted graphic art for the first time to put its prod-
ucts 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 hthography was surpassed by photography. For the first time in
the process of pictorial reproduction, photography freed the hand of the most

—~1mportant 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 enormously
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 lithogra-
phy virtually implied the illustrated newspaper, so did photography fore-
shadow the sound film. The technical reproduction of sound was tackled at
the end of the last century. [...] 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 tradltlonal form

Even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is\ lackmg in one
clement: jts-presence in time and” space ) its unique ¢ ex1stence at the place
where it happens to be. This unique existence of the work of art determined

the hlstory to which it was subject throughout the time of its existence. 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
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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 authen-
ticity. 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
orrgmal preserved all its authority; not so vis-d-vis technical reproduction.
The reason is twofold. First, process reproductlon 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 to the lens, which is adjustable and chooses its
angle at will. And photographic reproduction, with the aid of certain
processes, such as enWmii_ma_\gesWCh
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 recelved in the studlo of a lover of art; the choral productlo

formed 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, yet 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 most sensitive nucleus — namely, its
authenticity — is interfered with whereas no natural object is vulnerable on
that score. The authenticity of the thing is the essence of all that is transmis-
sible from its beginning, ranging from its substantive duration to its testimony
to the history which it has experienced. Since the historical testimony rests
on_the authenticity, the former, too, is jeopardized by reproduction when

substantive duration ceases to matter. And what is really jeopardized when

the historical testimony is affected is the authority of ject.

One might subsume the eliminated element in the term(@ 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 significance points
beyond the realm of art. One might generalize by saying: the technique of

reproduction detaches the reproduced object from the domain of tradition

existence. And in permitting the reproductlon to meet the beholder or lis-
tener 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 1§ the film. Its social significance, particularly in its most

posmve form is 1nconce1vable without its destructive, cathartic aspect, that
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is, thgiiquidatiof? jof the'traditional value of the cultural heritage. This phe-
nomenon 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.

//
[-..] The concept @ which was proposed above with reference to his-
torical 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 dis-
tance, however close it may be. If, while resting on a summer 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 mountains, of that
branch. This image makes it easy to comprehend the social bases of the con-
temporary decay of the aura. It rests on two circ stances, both of which are
related to the increasing significance of th€ 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 reproduction. Every day the ur?ge
grows stronger to get hold of an object at very close range by way of its like-
ness, its reproduction. Unmistakably, reproduction as offered by picture

ines and newsreels

iffers from the image seen by the unarmed eye.
anencelare as closely linked in the latter as are transi-

toriness and reproducibility in the former. To pry an object from its shell, to

iquengss and pe

¢ 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 reproduction. Thus is manifested in the field of
perception what”in the theoretical sphere is noticeable in the increasing
importance of statistics. The adjustment of reality to the masses and of the
masses to reality is a process of unlimited scbpc, as much for thinking as for
perception. '

\%

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 tra-
ditional context with the Greeks, who made it an object of veneration, than
with the clerics of the Middle Ages, who viewed it as an ominous idol. Both
of them, however, were equally confronted with its uniqueness, that is, its
aura. Originally the contextual integration of art in tradition found its expres-
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sion 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 sepa-
rated 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 secular-
ized ritual even in the most profane forms of the cult of beauty. The secular

cwwmem&murevaﬂingjor three
centuries, clearly showed that ritualistic basis in its decline and the first deep
crisis which. befe]l 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 pom’ Uart) that i is, with a theol-
(ogy of art. This gave rise to what might be called a negative theology in the
form of the idea 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 reproducti{{n must do justice to
these relationships, for they lead us to an important insight: for the first time
in world history, mechanical reproduction emancipates the work of art from
its parasitical dependence on ritual. To an even 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¢ = polmcs

\

Works of art are received and valued on differgnt planes. Two polar types
stand out,/wq:h one, the accent is on th@jﬂl}ﬁ__ with the other, on the
exhw& 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. [...] With the emancipation of the
various art practices from ritual go increasing opportunities for the exhibition
of their products. Itis easier to exhibit a portrait bust that can be sent here and
there than to exhibit the statue of a divinity that has its fixed place in the inte-
rior of a temple. 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 origi-
nated at the moment when its public presentability promised to surpass that
of the mass. =

With the different methods of@chmcal reproduction of a wom

fitness for exhibition increased to such an extent that the quantitative shift
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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 1 recognized as a work of art.
In the same way today, by the absolute emphasis on itstexhibition valug the

work of art becomes a creation with entirely new. functlons among which

the one we are conscious of the artistic function, later may be recognized as

1Qg1dental This much is certain: toda\LEhotography and the film are the most

_ serviceable exemphﬁcatlom of this new functlon [

Xl

Mechanical reproduction of art changes the reaction of the masses toward art.
The reactlonary attitude toward a Plcasso palntmg changes into the progres-
sive reactlon toward a Chaplin movie. The progressive reaction is character-
ized by the dlrect intimate fusion of visual and emotional enjoyment with
the orientation of the expert. Such fusion is of great social significance. The
greater the decrease in the social significance of an art form, the sharper the
distinction between criticism and enjoyment by the pubhc "The conven-
tional is uncritically enjoyed, and the truly new is criticized with aversion.
With regard to the screen, the critical and the receptive attitudes of the public
coincide. The decisive reason for this is that individual reactions are prede-
termined by the mass audience response they are about to produce, and this
is nowhere more pronounced than in the ﬁlm The moment these responses
become manifest they control each other. “Again, the comparison with paint-
ing is fruitful. A painting has always had an excellent chance to be viewed by

L v

one person or by a few. The simultaneous contemplation of paintings
large pubhc i

symptom of the crisis of painting, a crisis Wthh was by no means occa51oned

eveloped ~M centh century, is an

excluswely by photography but rather in a relatively independent manner by
the appeal of art works_r,o.the_masso&

Painting simply is in no position to present an object for simultaneous col-
lective experience, as it was possible for architecture at all times, for the epic
poem in the past, and for the movie today. Although this circumstance in
itself should not lead one to conclusions about the social role of painting, it
does constitute a serious threat as soon as painting, under special conditions
and, as it were, against its nature, is confronted directly by the masses. In the
churches and monasteries of the Middle Ages and at the princely courts up to
the end of the eighteenth century, a collgﬁl_ve reception ¢ ofpamtmgs did not

occur simultaneously, but by graduated and hlerarch1zed mediation. The
change that has come about is an expression of the particular conflict in
which painting was implicated by the mechanical reproducibility of paint-
ings. Although paintings-began to be publicly exhibited.in galleries and
saTorrS, there was no way for the masses to organize and control themselves in
their reception. Thus the same public which responds in a progressive
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manner-toward a grotesque film is bound to respond in a reactionary manner
tosurrealism.

Xl

The characteristics of the film lie not only in the manner in which man pre-
sents himself to mechanical equipment but also in the manner in which, by
means of this apparatus, man can represent his environment. A glance at
occupational psychology illustrates the testing capacity of the equipment.
Psychoanalysis illustrates it in a different perspective. The film has enriched
our field of perception with methods which can be illustrated by those of
Freudian theory. Fifty years ago, a slip of the tongue passed more or less
unnoticed. Only exceptionally may such a slip have revealed dimensions of 303
depth in a conversation which had seemed to be taking its course on the
surface. Since the Psychopathology of Everyday Life things have changed. This
book isolated and made analysable things which had heretofore floated along
unnoticed in the broad stream of perception. For the entire spectrum of
optical, and now also acoustlcal _perception the film-has-brought about a
similar deepemng of apperception. It is only an obverse of this fact that
behaviour items shown in a movie can be analysed much more precisely and
from more points of view than those presented on paintings or on the stage.
As compared with painting, filmed behaviour lends itself more readily to
analysis because ofits incomparably more precise statements- of the s1ti1at1on

In comparison with the stage scene, the filmed behaviour item lends itself [ A
more readily to analysis because it can be isolated more easily. This circum- ‘ IS o “ |
fstance derives its chief importance from its tendency to promote the mutEaT Iz pet 4 F
/' penetration of art and sc1enc12Actually, of a screened behaviour item which P
—is neatly brought out in a ceftain situation, like a muscle of a body, it is o

difficult to say which is more fascinating, its artistic value or its value for
science. To demonstrate the identity of the artistic and scientific uses of pho-
tography which heretofore usually were separated will be one of the revolu-
tionary functions of the film. [...]

XV

One of the foremost tasks of art has always been thé creation of a demand/

which could be fully satisfied only latep. The history of every art form shows

critical epochs in which a _certain art form aspires to effects which could be RV,
fully obtained only with a changed technical standard, that is to say, in a new N

art 1 form The extravagances and crudities of art which thus appear, particu-

larly in the so-called decadent epochs, actually arise from the nucleus of its ~

richest historical energies. In recent years, such barbarisms were abundantin =~ =/
Dadaism. T)t is only now that its impulse becomes discernible: Dadaism 7,

attcmptcd to create by pictorial ~ and hterary means the effects which the
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public today seeks in the film.

Every fundamentally new, pioneering creation of demands will carry
beyond its goal. Dadaism did so to the extent that it sacrificed the market
values which are so characteristic of the film in favour of higher ambitions —
though of course it was not conscious of such intentions as here described.
The Dadaists attached much less importance to the sales value of their work
than to its uselessness for contemplative immersion. The studied degradation
of their material was not the least of their means to achieve this uselessness.
Their poems are ‘word salad’ containing ob@ltles and every imaginable
waste product of language. The same is true of their paintings, on which they
mounted buttons and tickets. What they intended and achieved was a relent-
less destruction of the aura of their creations, which they branded as repro-
ductions with the very means of production. Before a painting of Arp’s or a

304 poem by August Stramm it is impossible to take time for contemplation and
evaluation as one would before a canvas of Derain’s or a poem by Rilke. In
the decline of middle-class society, contemplation became a school for asocial
behav1our it was countered by distraction as a variant of social conduct.

¢ activitieSactually assured a rather vehement distraction by making
Works of art the centre of scandal. One requirement was foremos&@

}he pubhc ,,,,,

4 From an allurlng appearance or persuasive structure of sound the work of
art of the Dadaists became an instrument of ballistics. It hit the spectator like

a bullet, it happened to him, thus acquiring a tactile quality. It promoted.

vy demand for the film, the distracting element of which is also prlmarQ tactllj?\
‘ being based on changes of place and focus which periodically assail the spec- )
\ ¢ tator. Let us compare the screen on which a film unfolds with the canvas of a
. painting. The painting invites the spectator to contemplation; before it the
spectator can abandon himself to his associations. Before the movie frame he
cannot do so. No sooner has his eye grasped a scene than it is already
changed. It cannot be arrested. Duhamel, who detests the film and knows
nothing of its significance, though something of its structure, notes this cir-
cumstance as follows: ‘I can no longer think what I want to think. My
thoughts have been replaced by moving images.” The spectator’s process of
{ , association in view of these images is indeed interrupted by their constant,
P " sudden change. This constitutes th€ shock effect ofthe film, which, like all
/5 "~ shocks, should be cushioned by heightened presence of mind. By means of
ol its technical structure, the film has taken the/ phy51cal shock ﬁﬁ”ect out of the
wrappers in which Dadaism had, as it were, kept it inside the moral shock
eﬁect % Mj/,z/l ol » — "",fl )
O\,,

XV
o
"The mass is a matrix from which all traditional behaviour toward works of art
s today in a new form. Quantity has been transmuted into quality. The
greatly increased mass of participants has produced a change in the mode of

—
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participation. The fact that the new mode of participation first appeared in a
disreputable form must not confuse the spectator. Yet some people have

launch_e_cl spirited : attacks ‘against Prec1sely this superﬁcml as_Ef_:gt Among
these, Duhamel has expressed himself in the most radical manner. What he
objects to most is the kind of participation which the movie elicits from the
masses. Duhamel calls the movie ‘a pastime for helots, a diversion for uned-
ucated, wretched, worn-out creatures who are consumed by their worries ...,
a spectacle which requires no concentration and presupposes no intelligence
., which kindles no light in the heart and awakens no hope other than the
ridiculous one of someday becoming a ‘star’ in Los Angeles.” Clearly, this is
at bottom the same ancient lament that the masses seek distraction whereas
art demands concentration from the spectator. That is a commonplace. The
question remains whether it provides a platform for the analysis of the film.
A closer look is needed here. Distraction and concentration form polar oppo- 305
sites which may be stated as follows: A man who concentrates before a work

the Chinese painter when he viewed his finished painting. In contr;igﬁ *tﬁc

distracted mass absorbs the work of art. |[...]

The distracted person, too, can form habits. More, the ability to master
certain tasks in a state of distraction proves that their solution has become a
matter of habit. Distraction as provided by art presents a covert control of the
extent to which new tasks have become soluble by apperception. Since,
moreover, individuals are tempted to avoid such tasks, art will tackle the most

difficult and most important gnes where it is abl ilize the masses.

TodaX it docs so in the film. Reception in »a state of dlstractlon , which is

of art is absorbed by it. He enters into this work of art the way legend tells of 2~ m
.

changes in apperception, finds in the film its & truc mcans of exercise. The film

with its shock effect meets this mode of reception halfway. The film makes
the @JC recede into the background not onlyl))){‘_'p_uttmg the public in

the position of the critic, but also by the fact that at the movies this position

requires no attentlon The pubhc is an examiner, but an absent-minded one.
N ™

Epilogue

The roletarianization of modern man)and the 1ncrea51n formatlon
gr 1g

of masses are two aspects of the same process Fascism at attempts to organize
the newly created proletarian masses without affecting the property structure
which the masses strive to eliminate. Fascism sees its salvation in giving these
masses not their right, but instead a chance to express themselves. The masses
have a right to change property relations; Fascism seeks to give them an
expression while preserving property. The logical result of Fascism is the

introduction of aesthetics into political life. The violation of the masses,
Whom Fascxsm with its Fiihrer cult forces to thelr knees, has its  counterpart

Valucs.




WALTER BENJAMIN

, All efforts to render politics aesthetic culminate in one thing: war. War and

war only can set a goal for mass movements on the largest scale while respect-
ing the traditional property system. This is the political formula for the situa-
tion. The technological formula may be stated as follows: Only war makes it
possible tq\m@ﬁ all of today’s technical resourced while maintaining the
pro@@. It goes without saying that the Fascist apotheosis of war does
not employ such arguments. Stlll,@/liuﬁim says in his manifesto on the

Ethiopian colonial war: ‘For twenty-seven years we Futurists have rebelled
against the branding of war as anti-aesthetic ... Accordingly we state: ... War
is beautiful because it establishes mw over the subjugated

,\ ol /and small tanks War is beautlful because 1t initiates the dreamt—of metalhza—
ot )

tion of thc human body. War is beaunful because it ennches a ﬂowenng

Lo combmes the gunfire, the cannonmcease ﬁre—mcents, and the
X " stench of f putrefaction into a symphony. War is bcaunful because it creates
< "< new ar/chltecﬁlre like that of the big tanks, the geornetrlca formation ﬂlghts
the smoke spirals from burning villages, and many others. ... Poets and artists
of Futurism! ... remember these principles of an aesthetics of war so that your
struggle for a new literature and a new graphic art ... may be illumined by
them!’

This manifesto has the virtue of clarity. Its formulations deserve to be
accepted by dialecticians. To the latter, the aesthetics of today’s war appears
as follows: If the natural utilization of productive forces is impeded by the
property system, the increase in technical devices, in speed, and in the sources

of energy w will-press for an unnatural utll1zatlon and this 1s found in war. The
dét? ctlveness -Of (war. anlshes pfoof that society has not been mature
ehough to 1ncorporatc technology as its organ, that technology has not been
sufficiently developed to cope with the elemental forces of society. The hor-
rible features of imperialistic warfare are attributable to the discrepancy
between the tremendous means of production and their inadequate utiliza-
tion in the process of production — in other words, to unemployment and the
lack of markets. Imperialistic war is a rebellion of technology which collects,
in the form of ‘human material ', the claims to which soc society ety has denied its
natural nqatenal Instead of dra1n1ng rivers, society directs a human stream
into a bed of trenches; instead of dropping seeds from airplanes, it drops
incendiary bombs over cities, and through gas warfare the aura is abolished in
anew way. —

‘Fiat ars — pereat mundus’, says Fascism, and, as Mannett1 ;dmus expects
war to supply the artistic gratification of a sense perception that has been
changed by technology. This is evidently the consummation of ‘art pour
Part . Mankind, which in Homer’s time was an object of contemplation for

the Ol'ymﬁl @_n\ow ow is one for itself. Its self-alienation has reached such

a degree that it can experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of

the first order. This is the situation of politics which Fascism is rendering aes-
= oL OTACT
thetic. Communism responds by politicizing art.
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