
The Relevance of Walter Benjamin’s 1936 Text

While The Work of Art in 
the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction was writ-

ten in 1936, many people believe 
that the ideas in Walter Benjamin’s 
essay on reproduced artworks still 
resonate to this day.

In his article, the German philos-
opher suggested that a reproduc-
tion of a piece of art loses its aura; 
‘its presence in time and space, its 
unique existence at the place where 
it happens to be.’

As Benjamin was writing in pre-
war Germany, he was mainly refer-
ring to photographs and posters of 
famous works, but even now, almost 
a century later, the text is still rele-
vant. In the age of social media, it 
is easier than ever to discover and 
share images of artwork.

Dr Grischka Petri of the Universi-
ty of Glasgow explained that even as 
things change, readers can find as-
pects that concern our own present 
times, meaning The Work of Art in 
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction 
will continue to be a relevant text.

in Washington D.C and the Mu-
seum of Modern Art in New York 
City can be viewed from across the 
world.

While this is obviously a won-
derful thing, many people believe 
that simply viewing a reproduction 
or a photograph of an artwork, no 
matter how high its resolution is 
just not the same as seeing the piece 
in person.

Dr Petri said: “I think the lack 
of aura has more to do with the 
changed settings or structures of 
communication, and it’s precisely 
the lack of stage that makes the 
difference. Because the aura of a 
work of art in a museum is also the 
effect of the museum being a place 
of conservation of objects, so it’s the 
stage for an object.

“There are now other ways to con-
sume, look at or perceive art that are 
not bound to this auratic, consecrat-
ing communicative structure. This 
can empower the audience.”

In his essay, Benjamin briefly 
comments on this democratisation 
of artworks and how art lovers can 
meet works halfway, whether it is 
in the form of a photograph or a 
phonograph record. However, the 
philosopher described this as some-
thing which jeopardises the original 
piece and ‘pries an object from its 
shell’.

He said: “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.”

Mechanical reproduction has 
an effect on original works of art 
not just after the fact, but when 
the piece is being made, artists are 
thinking of how their work will 

the idea of art having an aura, he 
went on to explain that he doesn’t 
agree with the idea of its destruction 
when the original is reproduced.

He said: “I think the opposite 
might be true, because why do 
people put up posters of the Mona 
Lisa? People want to share some-
thing of the aura of the artwork. It’s 
more an inflation or fragmentation 
of aura. You can find bits and pieces 
of it everywhere; in unexpected and 
unusual places.”

He explained that the Mona Lisa is 
often cited when discussing art re-
productions and that Benjamin also 
used it in his essay. Petri spoke of 
the Louvre and the problem of the 
security glass surrounding Leonar-
do da Vinci’s masterpiece.

He said: “Even if all the tourists 
were absent, you still wouldn’t be 
able to see it properly. Reproduction 
not only makes art more democratic 
but it can also give you new forms 
of experience.

“If I go to the Google Cultural 
Institute online I can look at works 
of art much more closely than I 
could at a museum, I really can go 
into single cracks and brush strokes, 
and I would ever be able to see that 
in real life.”

The Google Cultural Institute is 
a database of art collections from 
around the world, including works 
from artists such as Vincent van 
Gogh, Gustav Klimt and Edgar De-
gas. There are several early sketches 
from Leonardo da Vici available on 
the site alongside Bada Shanren and 
Peter Paul Rubens.

This is one of many examples of 
technology democratising art and 
making it more accessible. Art-
works that are held in the Louvre in 
Paris, The National Gallery of Art 

He said: “Benjamin never, and he 
couldn’t have thought about social 
media and a different communica-
tion structure. He is always thinking 
in terms of the theatre, the artist, 
the actor, and even the film that he 
keeps writing about is a theatrical 
communicative structure.

“Now, we are not only the au-
dience; we are also the producers 
and actors and… everything. That 
makes communication complicat-
ed and art as a privileged way of 
communication shares this new 
complexity.”

Petri is a Research Associate in 
History of Art and his main inter-
ests are art, law, and the cultural 
background of image reproduction. 
He originally read The Work of Art 
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc-
tion as a student and now uses it in 
his teaching in Germany.

The essay has been influential 
across the humanities and explores 
the theory of artwork having an 
‘aura’ which is then destroyed in re-
production. While Petri agrees with 
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look when it is reproduced. Petri 
explained that this has been affect-
ing artists’ processes ever since the 
invention of the printing press.

He said: “There was a huge debate 
about the ability of painting to be 
reproduced in engraved lines as 
early as the 17th and 18th centuries. 
There was, in the 19th century, a 
market for image reproductions and 
the paintings, the originals, were 
judged by the commercial chances 
of being successful on the market.”

How an artwork will look when 
reproduced is particularly relevant 
when it comes to digital art. Dr 
Petri explained that this is because 
digital art doesn’t work within the 
same structure as traditional art. 

He said: “It’s not what you expect 
from a work of art in the traditional 
sense. You expect it to be an ob-
ject, and digital art comes across 
as something virtual, which it is. 
We have screens that are objects 
or projectors projecting images on 
walls and screens, so there’s always a 
material side to it as well, which you 
don’t realise unless you think about 
how digital art is perceived. It can 
be very traditional; you can put it in 
a frame and hang it on a wall.”

With digital art, the concept of an 
original piece doesn’t really apply. 
A copy of a digital file is just as 
good as the original file in terms of 
quality. While Benjamin was writing 
before digital art, which came about 
in the 1960s - 20 years after the phi-
losopher’s death – he spoke of how 
this is also true with photography.

He said: “From a photographic 
negative, one can make any number 
of prints; to ask for the “authentic” 
print makes no sense.”

Because the essay was written over 
80 years ago, this is another point 

that is no longer technically true. 
Petri talked of how there is a hierar-
chy of images or photographs in the 
art market, because there can be a 
negative or first edition.

He said: “For some files or some 
digital images, it would be true that 
there is no original once you’ve 
started to copy as one is just as 
good as the other, and for others no, 
because the thumbnail just looks 
different than the full grown projec-
tion.”

He explained that at the time 
Benjamin’s essay was written, pho-
tography was seen as a second rate 
medium of expression, but now the 
art market has established it as an 
art form.

He said: “Digital art has probably 
some miles left to go to get there 
because it’s not the problem of 
technology I think, because pho-
tography has paved that way, but 
maybe the idea that people are sort 
of playing around doing things, 
and you don’t take that seriously. 
It’s maybe more of a social gap that 
needs to be bridged.

“There probably is a kind of cau-
tion against digital art because it’s so 
unstable, or we perceive it as being 
unstable. It’s harder to conserve 
digital files and data.”

While Benjamin’s essay has many 
points which may seem outdated, 
it’s impossible to deny the impact it 
has had on the art world. 

The Work of Art in the Age of Me-
chanical Reproduction is one of the 
most notable works to come from 
the Frankfurt School, a group of 
thinkers associated with the Frank-
furt Institute for Social Research; a 
research organization for sociology 
and philosophy. The essay was of 
great influence to the Frankfurt 

“Our fine arts were devel-
oped, their types and uses were 
established, in times very dif-
ferent from the present, by men 
whose power of action upon 
things was insignificant in 
comparison with ours. But the 
amazing growth of our tech-
niques, the adaptability and 
precision they have attained, 
the ideas and habits they are 
creating, make it a certainty 
that profound changes are 
impending in the ancient craft 
of the Beautiful. In all the arts 
there is a physical component 
which can no longer be consid-
ered or treated as it used to be, 
which cannot remain unaffect-
ed 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 innova-
tions to transform the entire 
technique of the arts, thereby 
affecting artistic invention it-
self and perhaps even bringing 
about an amazing change in 
our very notion of art.”

-Paul Valéry, Pièces sur L’Art, 1931

School and has become of seminal 
importance to academics in the 
humanities.

While Dr Petri spoke of the things 
that he feels are no longer relevant 
in the text, he still reads it every 
year and makes new discoveries 
while doing so. It is essential to his 
teaching and to his students, and he 
believes that even as times contin-
ue to change, Walter Benjamin’s 
text will also continue to influence 
future generations.

A Biography of 
Walter Benjamin

Walter Benjamin was one of a 
group of thinkers who later became 
known as the Frankfurt School. 

Formed shortly before the begin-
ning of the Second World War, the 
Frankfurt School is the name for 
theorists who were either affiliated 
or simply associated with the Frank-
furt Institute for Social Research, a 
research organization for sociology 
and philosophy.

The main thinkers of the Frank-
furt School sought to learn from 
the works of philosophers such as 
Marx, Hegel and Freud. The Insti-
tute of Social Research was founded 
in 1923 by Carl Grünberg, who was 
a Marxist professor. The Institute 
was the first research centre to focus 
on Marxism and to be affiliated with 
a major university in Germany; the 
University of Frankfurt.

Benjamin’s work often included 
elements of Western Marxism and 
his famous essay The Work of Art in 
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction 
opens with a quotation that sets the 
tone for his Marxist theory.
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