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1936

AN EXCERPT

The German literary critic, translator, and essayist Walter
Benjamin (1892—1940) developed his own personal version of
Marxism. He wrote about the impact of technology on several
branches of the arts and on the relation of the masses to
culture, and is one of the few who have looked at photography
in a political context. Benjamin's observation that the contem-
porary masses yearn to hold objects close by obtaining their
reproductions is a curious echo of Oliver Wendell Holmes's
prediction that people would prefer the “skins” of things,
their images, to the objects themselves. Hluminations, the vol-
ume of Benjamin's essays that includes “The Work of Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” was compiled and ed-
ited by Hannah Arendt.

“Our fine arts were developed, their types and uses were
established, in times very different from the present, by men
whose power of action upon things was insignificant in com-
parisonAvith ours. But the amazing growth of our techniques,
the adaptability and precision they have attained, the ideas
and habits they are creating, make it a certainty that profound

it




changes are impending in the ancient craft of the Beautiful.
In all the arts there is a physical component which can no
longer be considered or treated as it used to be, which cannot
remain unaffected by our modern knowledge and power. For
the last twenty years neither matter nor space nor time has
been what it was from time immemorial. We must expect
great innovations to transform the entire technique of the
arts, thereby affecting artistic invention itself and perhaps
even bringing about an amazing change in our very notion of
a.I_‘._III‘ 1

—Paul Valéry, miEces sur 1arr,

“La Conquéte de I'ubiguité,” Paris

Preface

When Marx undertook his critique of the capitalistic mode of produc-
tion, 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 capitalistic production and through his presen-
tation 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 raken.
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 classless 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 no-
ticeable 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, cternal value and mystery—concepts whose uncontrolled (and
at present almost uncontrollable) application would lead to a processing
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

t. Quoted from Paul Valiry, Acsthetics, “The Conguest of Ubquity,” translated
by Ralph Manbeim, p. 225. Pantbeon Books, Bollingen Series, New York, 196y
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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 politics of art.

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 of their craft, by masters for diffusing their works,
and, finally, by third parties in the pursuit of gain, Mechanical repro-
duction of a work of art, however, represents something new. Histori-
cally, it advanced intermittently and in leaps at long intervals, but with
accelerated intensity. The Greeks knew only two procedures of tech-
nically reproducing works of art: founding and stamping. Bronzes,
terra cottas, and coins were the only art works which they could pro-
duce in quantity. All others were unique and could not be mechanically
reproduced. With the woodcur graphic art became mechanically repro-
ducible for the first time, long before script became reproducible by
print. The enormous changes which printing, the mechanical repro-
duction of writing, has brought about in literature are a familiar story.
However, within the phenomenon which we are here examining from
the perspective of world history, print is merely a special, though
particularly important, case. During the Middle Ages engraving and
etching were added to the woodcut; at the beginning of the nineteenth
century lithography made its appearance

With lithography the technique of reproduction reached an essen-
tially 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 products on the market, not only in large numbers
as hitherto, but also in daily changing forms. Lithography enabled
graphic art to illustrate everyday life, and it began to keep pace with
printing. But only a few decades after its invention, lithography was
surpassed by photography. For the first time in the process of pictorial
reproduction, photography freed the hand of the most important artis-
tic 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
lithography virtually implied the illustrated newspaper, so did photog-
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raphy foreshadow the sound film. The technical reproduction of sound
was tackled at the end of the last century. These convergent endeavors
made predictable a situation which Paul Valéry pointed up in this
sentence: “Just as water, gas, and electricity are brought into our
houses from far off to satisfy our needs in response to a minimal effort,
so we shall be supplied with visual or auditory images, which will
appear and disappear at a simple movement of the hand, hardly more
than a sign” (gp. cit., p. 226). Around 1gou technical reproduction had
reached a standard that not only permitted it to reproduce all transmit-
ted works of art and thus o 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 readitional form.

1

Even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one
element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the
place where it happens to be. This unique existence of the work of art
determined the history to which it was subject throughout the time of
its 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 to perform on a reproduction;
change 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
authenticity. Chemical analyses of the patina of a bronze can help ta
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 rechnical
—reproducibility.? Confronted with its manual reproduction, which

2. Of course, the bistory of a work of art encompasses more than this. The histary uf
the “Mona Lisa,” for instance, encompasses the kind and number af it5 capies made in the
e7th, 1 8eh, and 1pth centuries.

3. Precicely because authenticity is not reproducible, the intensive peneiration of
certain (mechanical) processes of reproduction was instrumental in differemtiating wnd
grading awtbenticicy, To develop such differentiations was an mpurtant function of the
trade in works of are. The invention of the woodcut may be said to bave struck at the
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was usually branded as a forgery, the original preserved all its author-
ity; not so v d vis technical reproduction. The reason is twofold. First,
process reproduction is more independent of the original than manual
reproduction. For example, in photography, process reprduction 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 pro-
cesses, such as enlargement or slow motion, can capture images which
escape natural vision. Secondly, technical reproduction can purt the
copy of the original into situations which would be out of reach for the
original itself. Above all, it enables the original to meet the beholder
halfway, be it in the form of a photograph or a phonograph record.
The cathedral leaves its locale to be received in the studio of a lover of
art; the choral production, performed in an auditorium or in the open
air, resounds in the drawing room.

The situations into which the product of mechanical reproduction
can be brought may not touch the actual work of art, yet the quality of
its presence is always depreciated. This holds not only for the art work
bur 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 nat-
ural object is vulnerable on that score. The authenticity of a thing is
the essence of all that is transmissible from its beginning, ranging from
its substantive duration 1o 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 du-
ration ceases to matter. And what is really jeopardized when the his-
torical testimony is affected is the authority of the object.*

One might subsume the eliminated element in the term “aura” and
go on to say: that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction
is the aura of the work of art. This is a symptomatic process whose
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. By making many reproductions it substi-

rowt uf the guality of autbentivity cven before its late flowering. To be sure, at the time
of its origin a medieval picture of the Madonna could not yer be said to be “authentic.”
1t became “autbentic” only during the succeeding centuries and perbaps most strikingly o
during the lust vie.

4 Tbe poorest provincial stuging of Faust is superior to a Faust filim in that, ideally,
i competes wath che first performance at Weimar, Before the screen it is unprofitable to
remember traditional contents which weight come to mind before the stage—for instance,
that Goethe's friend Jobann Heinrich Merck is bidden in Mepbisto, und the Tike.



tutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. And in permitting the
reproduction to meet the beholder or listener in his own particular
situation, it reactivates the object reproduced. These rwo processes
lead to a tremendous shattering of tradition which is the obverse of the
contemporary crisis and renewal of mankind. Both processes are inti-
mately connected with the contemporary mass movements. Their most
powerful agent is the film. Its social significance, particularly in its
most positive form, is inconceivable without its destructive, cathartic
aspect, that is, the liquidation of the traditional value of the cultural
heritage. This phenomenon is most palpable in the great historical
films. It extends to ever new positions. In 1927 Abel Gance exclaimed
enthusiastically: “Shakespeare, Rembrandt, Beethoven will make films

- » all legends, all mythologies and all myths, all founders of religion,
and the very religions . . . await their exposed resurrection, and the
heroes crowd cach other at the gate.”* Presumably without intending
it, he issued an invitation to a far-reaching liquidation.

During long periods of history, the mode of human sense perception
changes with humanity's entice mode of existence. The manner in
which human sense perception is organized, the medium in which it is
accomplished, is derermined not only by nature bur by historical cir-
cumstances as well. The fifth century, with its grea shifts of popula-
tion, saw the birth of the late Roman art industry and the Vienna
Genesis, and there developed only only an art different from thar of
antiquity but also a new kind of perception. The scholars of the Vien-
nese school, Riegl and Wickhoff, who resisted the weight of classical
tradition under which these later art forms had been buried, were the
first to draw conclusions from them concerning the organization of
perception at the time. However far-reaching their insight, these schol-
ars limited themselves to showing the significant, formal hallmark
which characterized perception in late Roman times. They did not
attempt—and, perhaps, saw no way—to show the social transforma-
tions expressed by these changes of perception. The conditions for an
analogous insight are more favorable in the present. And if changes in
the medium of contemporary perception can be comprehended as
decay of the aura, it is possible to show its social causes.

5. Abel Gance, “Le Temps de Pimage et venn,” L'Art cinematographigue,
Val. 2, pp. vy f, Parss, 1927,
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The concept of aura which was proposed above with reference to
historical objects may usefully be illustrated with reference to the aura
of natural ones. We define the aura of the latter as the unique phenom-
enon of a distance, 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 contemporary decay of the aura.
It rests on two circumstances, borh of which are related to the increas-
ing significance of the masses in contemporary life, Namely, the desire
of contemporary masses to bring things “closer” spatially and humanly,
which is just as ardent as their bent toward overcoming the uniqueness
of every reality by accepting its reproduction.® Every day the urge
grows stronger to get hold of an object at very close range by way of its
likeness, its reproduction. Unmistakably, reproduction as offered by
picture magazines and newsreels differs from the image seen by the
unarmed eye. Uniqueness and permanence are as closely linked in the
larter as are transitoriness and reproducibility in the former. To pry an
object from its shell, to destroy its aura, is the mark of a perception
whose “sense of the universal equality of things" has increased to such
a degree that it extracrs 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 statis-
tics. The adjustment of reality to the masses and of the masses to
reality is a process of unlimited scope, as much for thinking as for
perception.

v

The uniqueness of a work of art is inseparable from its being imbedded
in the fabric of tradition. This tradition itself is thoroughly alive and
extremely changeable. An ancient starue of Venus, for example, stood
in a different traditional 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 conrex-

6. To satisfy the bannan intevest of the masses may mean to bave one's social function
removed from the field of vision, Nothing guarancees that a portraitist of roday, when
puinting a famous surgeon af the breakfust table i the mudse of bis fomily, depices bis
sociad function more precisely than a painter of the 17th century who portrayed bis

medical doctors as representing this profession, Iike Rembrandt in bis " A natomy Lesson.™
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tual integration of art in tradition found its expression in the cult. We
know that the earliest art works originated in the service of a ritual—
first the magical, then the religious kind. It is significant that the exis-
tence of the work of art with reference to its aura is never entirely
separated from its ritual function.” In other words, the unique value of
the “authentic” work of art has its basis in ritual, the location of its
original use value. This ritualistic basis, however remorte, is still rec-
ognizable as secularized ritual even in the most profane forms of the
cult of beauty.® The secular cult of beauty, developed during the Ren-
aissance and prevailing for three centuries, clearly showed thar ritualis-
tic basis in its decline and the first deep crisis which befell it. With the
advent of the first truly revolutionary means of reproduction, photog-
raphy, simultancously with the rise of socialism, art sensed the ap-
proaching crisis which has become evident a century later. At the time,
art reacted with the doctrine of lart pour Part, that is, with a theology
of art. This gave rise to what might be called a negative theology in the
form of the idea of “pure” art, which not only denied any social func-
tion of art but also any categorizing by subject matter, (In poetry,
Mallarmé was the first to take this position.)

An analysis of art in the age of mechanical reproduction must do
justice to these relationships, for they lead us w an all-important in-
sight: for the first time in world history, mechanical reproduction
emancipates the work of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual.
To an ever greater degree the work of art reproduced becomes the
work of art designed for reproducibility.® From s photographic nega-

7. The definivion of the aura as a “unigue phenomenon of a distance bawever close it
may be" represents notbing but the formulation of the cult value of the work of art in
categaries of space and time perception. Distance is the opposite of closeness, The essentially
distant object is the unapproachable ane. Unagproachabilicy is imdeed a major gualsry of
the cult image. True to its nature, it remaing “distant, bowever close it wigry be." The

closeness which one may gain from its subject matter does not impair the distance which
it retaing in its appearance,

8. To rhe extens to which the cult value of the painting is secularized the idvas uf it
Sundamental wniqueness lose distinctness, In the imagination of the bebolder the migaie-
wess of the phenomena which bold sway in the cult tmage is more and more displuced by
the empirical unigueness of the creator or of bis creative achievement. To be sure, never
completely so; tbe concept of authenticity always transcends mere penuineness. (This i
particularly apparent in the collector who always retains some traces of ohe fesishist and
who, by owning the work of are, shares in its ritwal poter.) Nevertbeless, the function
of the comcept of autbenticity remains determinate in the evaluation of are; with the
secularization of art, uthenticity displaces the cult value of the work.

9. In the case of films, mechanical reproduction is not, as with hiterature and pusing-
ing, an external condition for mass distribution. Mechanical reproduction is suberent in
the very techmigue of film production, This techiigue not only permists in the most direct
way but virtually causc: mass distribution. It enforces distribution because the production
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tive, for example, one can make any number of prints; to ask for the
“authentic” print makes no sense. But the instant the criterion of au-
thenticity ceases to be applicable to artistic production, the total fune-
tion of art is reversed. Instead of being based on ritual, it begins to be
hased on another practice—politics.

v

Works of art are received and valued on different planes. Two pnlar
types stand out: with one, the accent is on the cult value; with the
other, on the exhibition value of the work.'® Artistic production begins

of a film is 5o expensive that an indrvidual who, for instance, might afford to buy a
painting no lunger can afford to buy a film_ In 1927 it was calculated that a major film,
in arder to pay its way, bad ro reach an sudience of wine million. With the sound film,
to be sure, a sechack in its international distribution eccurred at first: audiences became
limited by language barriers. This coincided with the Fascist empbasis on national
imterests. {t i more important to focus on this connection with Fascism than on this
setback, which was soon minimized by synchronization. The simultancity of both phe-
nomena is attributable 1o the depression. The sume disturbances which, on a larger scale,
led to an attempt to maintain the existing property structure by sheer force led the
endungered film capital to speed up the development of the sound film. The introduction
of the sound film brought about a temporary relief, not only because it again brought the
miasses info the theaters but also becawse it merged new capital from the electrical industry
with that of the film industry. Thus, viewed from the outside, the sound film promoted
mational interests, but seen from the inside it belped to internationalize film production
even more than previosusly.

v This polarity cannot come into its own in the aestbetics of Idealism. Its idea of
beauty comprises these polar opposites without differentiating between them and conse-
quently excludes their polarity. Yer in Hegel this polarity announces itself as clearly as
posiible within the limits of Idealism. We guote from bis Philosophy of History:

“Amages were known of old. Piety at an early time required them for worship, bus it

could do withour beautiful images. Thes might even be disturbing. In every beautiful

painting there is also sometbing nonspirireal, merely external, but its spirit speaks to
man through itr beauty, Worshipping, comversely, is concerned with the work as an
object, for it is but a spiritless seupor of the soul. . . . Fine art bas arisen . . . in the
church .., although it bas already gone beyond its principle as are,”
Likewise, the following passage from The Philosophy of Fine Art indicates that Hegel
sensed @ problem bere.

“We are beyond the stuge of reverence for works of art as divine and objects deserv-

g our worship, The wnpression they produce i one of o wore reflective kind,

and the emotions they arowse reguire a bigher test. .. "—G. W, F. Hepel,

The Philosophy of Fine Art, trans., with notes, by F. P. B. Osmaston, Vol. 1,

P ix, London, 1926,
The transition from the first kind of artistic reception to the second characterizes the
bistory of artistic reception i general, Apart from that, a certain oscillation between
these two polar modes of reception can be demonstrated for each work of art. Take the
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with ceremonial objects destined to serve in a cult. One may assume
that what mattered was their existence, not their being on view, The
elk portrayed by the man of the Stone Age on the walls of his cave was
an mstrument of magic. He did expose it to his fellow men, bur in the
main it was meant for the spirits. Today the cult value would secem to
demand that the work of art remain hidden. Certain statues of gods are
accessible only to the priest in the cell; certain Madonnas remain
covered nearly all year round; certain sculptures on medieval cathedrals
are invisible to the spectator on ground level. With the emancipation of
the various art practices from ritual go increasing opportunities for the
exhibition of their products, It is easier to exhibit a portrait bust that
can be sent here and there than to exhibir the statue of a divinity that
has its fixed place in the interior 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 originated ar the moment
when its public presentability promised to surpass that of the mass.
With the different methods of technical reproduction of a work of
art, its fitness for exhibition increased to such an extent that the quan-
titative shift between its two poles turned into a qualitative transfor-
mation 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 wagic, Only later
did it come to be recognized as a work of art. In the same way today,
by the absolute emphasis on its exhibition value the work of art be-
comes a creation with entirely new funcrions, among which the one we
are conscious of, the artistic function, later may be recognized as inci-

Sistine Madonna. Since Hubert Grimme's research it bas been known that the Madonna
originally was painted for the purpose of exhibition. Grimme's research was inspired fry
the question: What is the purpose of the molding in the foreground of the painting which
the two cupids lean upon? How, Grimme asked Surtber, did Rapbael come 1o furnish the
sky with two draperies? Research proved that the Mudonna bad been commissioned for
the public lying-in-state of Pope Sixtus. The Popes lay in state in a certain side chapel of
St. Peter's. On that occasion Raphaels picrure bad been fastemed in a nichelike background
of the cbapel, supported by the coffin. In this picture Rapbacl portrays the Madonna
approaching the papal coffin in clouds from the background of the nmiche, which was
demarcated by green drapes. At the obsequies of Sixtus a pre-eminent exbibition value of
Rapbael’s picture was taken advantage of. Some time later it was placed on the bigh altar
in the church of the Black Friars ar Piacenza. The reason for this exile is to be Jound in
the Roman rites which forbid the use of paintings exbibited at obsequies as cult objects on
the bigh altar, This regulation devalued Raphael's picture to some degree. In order 1o
obiain an adequate price neveribeless, the Papal See resolved to add to the bargain the
tacit toleration of the picture above the bigh altar. To avoid attention the picture was
given to the monks of the far-off provincial town,

ART IN THE AGE OF MECHANICAL REPRODUCTION 39

dental.'* This much is certain: today photography and the film are the
most serviceable exemplifications of this new function.

Vi

In photography, exhibition value begins to displace cult value all along
the line. But cult value does not give way without resistance. It retires
into an ultimate retrenchment: the human countenance, It is no acci-
dent that the portrait was the focal point of early photography. The
cult of remembrance of loved ones, absent or dead, offers a last refuge
for the cult value of the picture. For the last rime the aura emanates
from the early photographs in the flecting expression of a human face.
This is what constitutes their melancholy, incomparable beauty. But
as man withdraws from the photographic image, the exhibition value
for the first time shows its superiority to the ritual value. To have
pinpointed this new stage constitutes the incomparable significance of
Arget, who, around 19oo, took photographs of deserted Paris streets.
It has quite justly been said of him that he photographed them like
scenes of crime. The scene of a crime, too, is deserted; it is photo-
graphed for the purpose of establishing evidence. With Atget, photo-
graphs become standard evidence for historical occurrences, and
acquire a hidden political significance. They demand a specific kind of
approach; free-floating contemplation is not appropriate to them. They
stir the vicwer; he feels challenged by them in a new way. At the same
time picture magazines begin to put up signposts for him, right ones or
wrong ones, no matter. For the first time, captions have become oblig-
atory. And it is clear that they have an altogether different character
than the title of a painting. The directives which the captions give 1o
those looking at pictures in illustrated magazines soon become even
more explicit and more imperative in the film where the meaning of
each single picrure appears to be prescribed by the sequence of all
preceding ones,

1. Bertolt Brecht, on a different level, engaged in amalogous reflections: “If the
concept of “wark of art’ can no longer be applied 1o the thing that emerges ance the work
i trangformed into a commodity, we bave to eliminate this concept with cautions care
but witbout fear, lest we Nuidate the function of the very thing as well, For it bas to go
through this phase without wental reservation, and not as nowcommittal deviation from
the straight parh; rather, what bappens bere with the work of are will change it
fundamentally and erase its past to such an extent that should tbe old concept be taken up
again—and 1t will, why not? —it will wo longer stir any memory of the thing it once
designated. "
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Mechanical reproduction of art changes the reaction of the masses
toward art. The reactionary attitude toward a Picasso painting changes
into the progressive reaction toward a Chaplin movie. The progressive
reaction is characterized by the direct, 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 sig-
nificance of an art form, the sharper the distinetion berween criticism
and enjoyment by the public. The conventional 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 predetermined
by the mass audicnce response they are about to produce, and this is
nowhere more pronounced than in the Alm, The moment these re-
sponses become manifest they control cach other. Again, the compari-
son with painting is fruitful. A painting has always had an excellent
chance to be viewed by one person or by a few. The simultancous
contemplarion of paintings by a large public, such as developed in the
nineteenth century, is an early symptom of the crisis of painting, a
crisis which was by no means occasioned exclusively by photography
but rather in a relatively independent manner by the appeal of art
works to the masses.

Painting simply is in no position to present an object for simulta-
neous collective experience, as it was possible for architecture at all
times, for the epic poem in the past, and for the movie today. Alchough
this circumstance in itself should not lead one w conclusions abour the
social role of painting, it does constitute a serious threar 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 eigh-
teenth century, a collective receprion of paintings did not occur simul-
taneously, but by graduated and hierarchized mediation. The change
that has come about is an expression of the particular conflict in which
painting was implicated by the mechanical reproducibilivy of paintings.
Although paintings began to be publicly cxhibired in galleries and
salons, there was no way for the masses o organize and contral them-
selves in their reception.'? Thus the same public which responds in a

12, This mode of ohservation wmay seem crude, but as the great thearetician Leanardo
har shown, crude modes of abservation may at times be wsefully adduced. Leonardo
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progressive manner toward a grotesque film is bound to respond in a
reactionary manner to surrealism.

X

The characteristics of the film lie not only in the manner in which man
presents 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 resting 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 depth in a conversation which had
scemed to be taking its course on the surface. Since the Prychoparbology
of Everyday Life things have changed. This book isolated and made
analyzable things which had herctofore floated along unnoticed in the
broad stream of perception. For the entire spectrum of optical, and
now also acoustical, perception the film has brought about a similar
deepening of apperception. It is only an obverse of this fact that behav-
ior items shown in a movie can be analyzed much more precisely and
from mare points of view than those presented on paintings or on the
stage. As compared with painting, filmed behavior lends itself more
readily to analysis because of its incomparably more precise statements
of the situation. In comparision with the stage scene, the filmed behav-
ior item lends itself more readily to analysis because it can be isolated
more easily. This circumstance derives its chief importance from its
tendency to promote the mutual penctration of art and science. Ac-
tually, of a screened behavior item which is neatly brought out in a
certain situation, like a muscle of a body, it is difficult to say which is
more fascinating, its artistic value or its value for science. To demon-
strate the identity of the artistic and scientific uses of photography
which heretofore usually were separated will be one of the revolution-
ary functions of the ilm 2

compares paintig and music as follows; “Painting is superior 1o music because, unlike
unfortunate music, i does mor bave to die ar soon as it 05 born. . . . Music whick is
cunsumed in the very act of its birth is inferior te painting which the use of varnish bas
rendered eternal.” (Tratiato I, 19.)

13. Renaissance painting offers a revealing analogy to this situation, The incompa-
rable development of this art and its significance rested not least on the integration of a
number of new sciences, or at least of new scientific data. Renaissance painting made use
of anatomy and perspective, of matbematics, meteorology, and chromatology. Valéry
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By close-ups of the things around us, by focusing on hidden details
of familiar objects, by exploring com monplace milicus under the ingen-
ious guidance of the camera, the film, on the one hand, extends our
comprehension of the necessities which rule our lives; on the other
hand, it manages to assure us of an immense and unexpected field of
action, Our taverns and our metropolitan streets, our offices and fur-
nished rooms, our railroad stations and our factories appeared to have
us locked up hopelessly. Then came the film and buest this prison-
world asunder by the dynamite of the tenth of a second, so thar now,
in the midst of its far-lung ruins and debris, we calmly and adventur-
ously go traveling. With the close-up, space expands; with slow mo-
tion, movement is extended. The enlargement of a snapshot does not
simply render more precise what in any case was visible, though un-
clear: it reveals entirely new structural formations of the subject. So,
o, slow motion not only presents familiar qualitics of movement bur
reveals in them entirely unknown ones “which, far from looking like
retarded rapid movements, give the effect of singularly gliding, floar-
ing, supernatural motions." ' Evidemly a different nature apens iself
to the camera than opens to the naked eye—if unly because an uncon-
sciously penetrated space is substituted for a space consciously ex-
plored by man. Even if one has a general kn wiedge of the way peaple
walk, one knows nothing of a person's posture during the fractional
second of a stride. The act of reaching for a lighter or a spoon is familiar
routine, yet we hardly know what really goes on between hand and
metal, not to mention how this fluctuates with our moods. Here the
camera intervenes with the resources of its lowerings and lifungs, its
interruptions and isolations, its extensions and accelerations, its en-
largements and reductions. The camera introduces us ta unconscious
optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses.

Epilogue

The growing proletarianization of modern man and the increasing for-
mation of masses are two aspects of the same process. Fascism atremps
to organize the newly created proletarian masses withour alfecting rhe

writes: "What could be further from us than ohe strange cliim of a Levardo to whow
painting was a supreme goal and the ultimate demonstration wof knewledye? Leangrda
was canvinced that painting demanded wniversl knowledpe, and be did not cven shrimk
from a theorerical analysis which to us is stunping becawse of its very el wnd preci-
sion. . . "—Paal Valéry, Pitces sur Uart, “Autowr de Coror, ™ Paris, . rg1.

t4. Rudalf Arnbeim, Film als Kunst, Berlin, b, frod 3l
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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.'s 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 Fascism, with its
Fiibrer cult, forces to their knees, has its counterpart in the violation of
an apparatus which is pressed into the production of ritual values.

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 respecting the traditional property system. This is the po-
litical formula for the situation. The technological formula may be
stated as follows: Only war makes it possible to mobilize all of today’s
technical resources while maintaining the property system. It goes
without saying that the Fascist apotheosis of war does not employ such
arguments. Still, Marinewi says in his manifesto on the Ethiopian co-
lonial war: “For twenty-seven years we Futurists have rebelled against
the branding of war as antiaesthetic. . . . Accordingly we state: . . .
War is beautiful because it established man’s dominion over the subju-
gated machinery by means of gas masks, terrifying megaphones, flame
throwers, and small tanks. War is beautiful because it initiates the
dreamt-of mertalization of the human body. War is beautiful because it
enriches a lowering meadow with the fiery orchids of machine guns.
War is beautiful because it combines the gunfire, the cannonades, the
cease-fire, the scents, and the stench of putrefaction into a symphony.
War is beautiful because it creates new architecture, like that of the big
tanks, the geometrical formation flights, the smoke spirals from burn-
ing 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. lts formulations deserve

15. (e techmical fearure is significant bere, especiully with regard tn wsm!;, Ib_e
frropagandiss imporeance of which can bavdly be overestimared, Mags reproduction is
atded especially by the reproduction of masses. In big parades and monster rallies, in
sperts evemts, amd in wwar, all of which metvadays are captured by conera and sonnd
recording, the masies are brought face to face with themselves. This process, whose
significance need wor be stressed, @5 intimately connected with the development of the
rechugues of reproduction and photograpby, Mass movements are wsnally discﬂ-me.f more
clearly by a camera than by the naked eye. A bird's-eye view best captures gatberings of
bundreds of thowsands. And even though such a view may be as accessible to the baman
eye ai Bt i to the camera, the amage received by the eye cannot be enlarged the way a
negative 15 enlarged. This means that mass movements, including war, constitute a form
of buman bebavior which particularly favors mechanical equipment.



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 will press for an unnatural utiliza-
tion, and this is found in war. The destructiveness of war furnishes
proof that society has not been mature enough to incorporate technol-
ogy as its organ, that technology has not been sufficiently developed to
cope with the elemental forces of society, The horrible features of
imperialistic warfare are attributable to the discrepancy between the
tremendous means of production and their inadequate urtilization in the
process of production—in other words, o unemployment and the lack
of markets. Imperialistic war is a rebellion of technology which col-
lects, in the form of “human material," the claims w which society has
denied its natural material. Instead of draining 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 war-
fare the aura is abolished in a new way.

“Fiat ars—pereat mundus,” says Fascism, and, us Marinetti admirs,
expects war to supply the artistic gratification of a sense perception that
has been changed by technology. This is evidently the consummation
of “lart pour Part." Mankind, which in Homer's time was an object of
contemplation for the Olympian gods, now is one for irself. Irs self-
alicnation has reached such a degree that it can expericnce its own
destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order. This is the situa-
tion of politics which Fascism is rendering aesthetic. Communism re-
sponds by politicizing art.
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